
SUSTAINABILITY

GlobalFashionAgendaAddressesSustainability'sStruggles
Industry leaderscame

together for the annual

conference,grappling with

rollbacks, but remained

hopeful on materialsand

consumerbehavior shifts.
BY RHONDA RICHFORD

COPENHAGEN – Does sustainability
standachancein aworld whereit is being
increasinglyde-prioritizedamidshifting

governmentpolicies,mountingtariffs
andmore conservativepolitical climates?
Thatwasthequestionattendeesgrappled
with at this year’sGlobal FashionAgenda

conferencein Copenhagen.
Organizersacknowledgedthe moodwas

“somber,” reflectingrising uncertainty.
Attendancewas lighter,asbrandscut
budgetsandpivotedtowardcontingency
planningin responseto legislative delays
andeconomicheadwinds.

In Europe,the EuropeanCommission’s
conservativepivot hasled to a rollbackof
keylegislation,most notablythe Corporate

Sustainability DueDiligence Directive. The

directive,which requiredlargecompanies
to identifyand addresshumanrightsand
environmentalimpactsacrosstheir supply
chains,is now partially onhold, leaving

manycompaniesin limbo.
“The EU hasgiventheworld a political

signal thatwe, too,aregoing to dothings
differently,and I would even call it asort
of ‘Trump lite,

999

said EuropeanParliament
memberLaraWolters.

Though the EU’s upcomingchangesare

being framedassimplifications, “it’s far

too soon...tomakeaharshpolicymove
like this. And yet that’s beendoneand
everybodyis now scramblingto try to do

damagecontrol,” saidWolters.
Thelikely outcomewill bemore

paperworkon importsandburdenson
smallbusinesses,with lessscrutinyat the
sourceof production.

In the U.S.,new tariffs under the Trump
administrationhavefurther complicated
sustainabilitystrategies.Companies
investingin decarbonizingtheir supply
chainsnow faceuncertainty aroundfuture

productioncosts andsourcinglocations.
“It’s hardto convince your CFO to make

thatdecision,” said ChelseaMurtha, senior
directorof sustainabilityat theAmerican

ApparelandFootwearAssociation.

“[Companiesare] operatingin confusion.”
Meanwhile,statesthatonceled on

climateaction arefacingrising costs and

cross-borderpartnerships,suchas U.S.-

Canadian collaborationson recyclingand
sortingsystems,are now under threat due

to the new feesandincreasedshipping
complexity.

USAID hadlong funded manyNGOs

andprogramsthat U.S. brands relied

on to monitor human rightsand labor
conditionsin sourcingcountries.That

support is now cut, andbrandsare being
askedto fill the gap.

“As much as the brandswould like

to, they’re alsogettingsqueezedby the
tariffs,” said Murtha. “so there’s this sort
of paralysis happeningright now where

everyone’stryingto figure outwhaton
earthcan we continueto holdon to?”

ClausTeilmann Petersen, Bestseller’s
headof sustainabilityandhumanrights,
urgedbrandsto channelthisuncertainty
into “productive paranoia.” He believes

thatwhile the EU battle “is kind of lost,”
legislatorsshouldregroupto implement
simplifiedduediligencebasedonglobal
OECD guidelines.

GFA’s vice presidentof public affairs

Marîa Luisa Martînez Dîez addedthat

geopoliticalinstability is addingto the

uncertainty. “Wars andconflicts [are] also

disruptingtheindustry,with brandshaving
to reassessproduction locationsandloans
dueto the riskyconflict zones.”

Financingis also impacted,with banks

less inclined to fundfactory upgrades
that setout to reducecarbonemissions

or water use.“The focus on sustainability
hasbeenleft behind,fadinginto the
background,to the favorof competitors,
shenoted.

Addingto the challengeis the

complianceburdenof datacollectionand

upcomingcirculareconomyregulations.
Brandsarenavigatingvaryingrules from
the U.S.,EU, Chinaandpendingnewlaws

in India, SouthAmericaandMexico.

AI asa PotentialGame-changer
Amid the gloom, somecompanies seea
silver lining in artificial intelligence.One

promisingusecaseis to modernizethe
outdatedwholesalemodel.

“The systemrelies on the traditional
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cofounderandchiefexecutive officer Shruti

Grover.AI, shesuggested,couldoptimize
inventory,reduceoverstock,andcutcosts.

Thesystem reliesonthe traditional
methodof bulk ordering.Brandshave

to front the stockthenabsorbthecostof

anyitemsthat arereturned.Revamping
thesystemcould be especiallybeneficial

for small brands,bu this would break
longstandingbusinesspracticesand is
resistedby existing playersin theindustry.

“So brandsneedto takea reallybrave

decisionfor this,” shesaid.
Butwhile AI haspotential, so far it has

not paid out,accordingto researchfrom

BCG. Arti Zeighami,partneranddirectorat
the consultinggroup’s tech designdivision

BCGX, sharedthatonly 4 percentof CEOs

implementingAI haveseenmeasurable

return on investment,highlightingagap
betweenhype andtangiblevalue.

Still, smallerbrandsseeopportunity.
MuddJeansCEOJolandaBrink said

AIcould enableher 12-personteam to

competeat scale. “Everybody’s talking

like peopleare scaredabout AI, bu I’m
actuallythinkingthiscantremendously
helpme,99she told WWD. “It usedto be

large team,large results. So now this can
besmall team,largeresults.”

Brink hopesto build aproduct lifecycle
managementsystemandlaunch targeted
paidadsbuilt with AI tools, especially to
reach“light green” consumerswho value

stylebut considersustainabilitya bonus.

Sheseesthis possibilityas a win-win.

“That is really goodfor retailers also,
becausethatmeans theydon’t haveto invest

a lot in us, because theycanseeif it sells,
andthen they can orderfrom us,” shesaid.

StyleDNA cofounderandCEO Elena
Volkova echoedthe hypevs. valuegap
in AI, this time fromthe consumer
perspective.Her researchfound that
while 82 percentof userswantAI-assisted

shopping, many haven’t actedon its

suggestions.
It will taketime for consumersto

developtrustin anewsystemand to see

anypersonalvaluein usingit, shesaid.

Closing the Consumer
IntentionGan
This disconnectbetweenintention and
actionwasa recurringtheme.

VisaEurope’svice presidentof impact
andsustainabilityKatherineBrown
saidtheir BehavioralInsightsLab found

87percentof consumerswant to shop
sustainably,but only 27 percentfollow

through.Thelab partnerswith retailers
suchas Selfridges, COS, andJohnLewis to
testmessagingand to nudgestrategiesthat

For Gen7, framingsustainabilityas
community-drivenbehaviorraisedsales

at cosby 22percent.Pre-purchasenudges
promotingrefillableswerealso successful
in a CharlotteTilbury casestudy,shetold
wWD. These“nudges” are lessabouthard-

hitting sustainabilitymessagingandmore
about afewkeywordsthat appealto style
Or makeeconomicsenseto consumersin a
softerway.

Visa is also exploring “agentic AI,”
which autonomouslysearchesandshops
for products basedona consumer’s
personalizedpreferences.Yet trustand
fraud preventionremaincritical,especially
in resale.

“There is justso much financial fraudat
this momentin time, sopeoplereally do

want to know that if I’m buyingsomething,
I want to know that it’s from a real source,”
shesaid. “Trustandsecurityis notyet
robustin theresalemarket.”

Visa is supportingdigital passportsto
ensurethe authenticityof goodsaswell

as ensurethepaymentssystemsbehind
secondhandtransactions.

Thelab, focusedonEurope,plans
to expandinto globalmarkets andnew
sectors,includingtravel andhomegoods.
“The fashion industry hasbeenabrilliant

startingpointbecausetheindustryjustso

vastlyneedsto understandhowto move
peopleaway from fast fashion,” said Brown.

Devon Leahy,globalheadof

sustainabilityatL Catterton,stressed
thebusinesscasefor bridgingthe gap.
“Closing the consumer gap is tangible
financial value,” shesaid, urging brandsto

presentsustainability asaco-benefit, not

the primary purchasedriver.
FlorenceBulté, chiefsustainability

officer at Chalhoub Group, discussed

effortsto shift secondhandperceptionsin

the MiddleEast, wherethegroup operates.
Whenthegrouplaunchedajewelryrental

program,sheknew it wouldappealto

expatsin theregion.Bu to hersurprise,it

performedbetter than expectedwith local

communities.The groupis workingto
extendthiskind of change with handbags
and shoesas well.

A Quieter Event Focused
OnConnections
GFA CEO FedericaMarchionni

acknowledged the global moment. “This
timewasaverydifferentfeeling..wewere
anxiousof the time and the situationwe
are living in, and it’s hardto tackleall of

thesebarriersthat aregrowingeveryday,”
shesaid, highlighting the event’s themeof
“Barriers andBridges.”

that
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Many attendeesnotedthat this year’s
conferencefelt smaller, whetherdue to

overlapping events,tightertravel budgets,

orbroaderfatigue. SxswLondonwas
scheduledatthesametime, whereone
attendeewasdueto bea panelistbefore
sherealizedthedatesconflicted,andthe

TextilesRecycling Expowas happeningin
Brussels.

As aresult, “all the recyclers are thereand

thebrandsare here,” the attendee said.

ThoughfewerCEOs werevisible, C-level

sustainabilityleadersfrom brandslike
ChanelandKeringparticipatedin closed-

door roundtables.Kering evenbrought
along its first “sustainability futurist,”
who is focusedon studyinglong-range
transformationa decadeout.

Onereturning attendee,attendingfor
thesixth time,saidthey hadhoped for

more “actionable”content givenhow

“peoplehave backed down onmessaging.”
Nonetheless,the networkingwasstrong.

“It’s goodto meetpeoplewe onlyseeon

Zoom,” one attendeesaid. “In thataspect,
it is doing its job.”

ProductLaunchesand
InnovationAward
A standoutmomentof theweekwasthe

debut of Lycra EcoMade with Qira – a
corn-based stretch fiber containing 70

percentrenewablecontent.Thedrop-in
replacementfor petroleum-basedLycra
delivers the sameperformance,makingit
possible for activewear suchas yoga pants
to gobio-based. There’s nodifference in

appearanceor feel.

Both CEOs were onhand to unveilthe
fiber atthe event,Lycra’sGary Smith and
Qira’s JonVeldhouse.

Thefiber hasbeenin development
for sevenyears,andalreadypiloted
by brandslike A-Golde. The materialis
beingproducedat afactory in Iowaand

will scaleto 65 tonsayear,with the first

large-scale shipmentsexpectedthis fall for
inclusion in springcollections.

LeatheralternativepioneerModern
Meadow alsorevealedits newly rebranded
material,Innovera,with CEO David

Williamsonon handto discuss thefuture

of bio-designedmaterial innovations.

Toclose theweek,Refibered wasawarded
the GFA Trailblazer prize.Thestartupuses
AI to identifytextilecompositions,helping
recyclersand boosting resaleauthentication
andtraceability.

From left: QueenMary

of Denmark, GFA CEO

FedericaMarchionni on
the opening day of the

summit in Copenhagen.
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