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OfF the consumer goods currently being made out of post-consumer recydables, polyester is

putting in a stellar performance.

rPET now
and tomorrow ..

By Shari Shallard

{250 millian tons of it every year in the

US alone, according to Scientific

Amevican) spread Irom being a fact of

life we can keep aut of sight to an

unsightly fact that's threatening quality

of life, he need 1o reduce, reuse, and

recycle waste has never been more

urgent. Sustainability, as a concept

and buzz word, 5 moving from being a novel

selling paint for Iringe goods ta an expected
staple of any reputable business

Far many companies, elforis 1o be

environmentally respansible can be found

through a link at the bottam of their websites—

dick the waord ‘Responsibility’ ar "Sustainability

1o see, for instance, how many irees a

campany has been plantng to olfset &5 carbon

! 5 mountains of accumulating garbage

NI

footprint. Sich efforts are commendable and
necessary but generally peripheral to the
company’s pnmary products and objectives

For others, though, susiainability is a
fundamenzal part of a campany’s ethas and
inventory. These are the companies that are
lwurning not 1o Earth’s finite resources for
matenals, but towards those mountains of
garbage. More spedifically, they're twming o
the recychng centres, and trming discarded
products into new ones.

Of the consumer goods currently being
made out of past-consumer recyclables,
palyester is 2 serious player. Recycled
polyethylene terephthalate (PET) is not a
brand new concepl, but its foothold in the
consciousness of manufacturers and retailers s
becoming ever more secure
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Quily 27% of the US's
availabie PET botties
are colected and
recycled.
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Ui inesists there s mo
COMPONIEE an qualy
with recyded polyester.
Do

i this cancept 15 new to you, you might not
be alone. Nol everyone realises that the five
empty water bottles in your garbage bin
covered, perhaps, with mushy banana peels
and sticky muffin wrappers are actually
buslding blacks for a name-brand runming op
that wicks sweal, combals adour, and looks
good (Equally, anyone who has a garbage bin
with five emply water botlles in it might nat
realise that it's 2010; he or she needs to start
sarting and get 2 recycing bind

Tuming water (bottles) into wine
(coloured tops)

In the case of Unili, a preducer of mul-
filament polyester and nylan lextured yams
and related raw materials and & proneer in the
field of recyded polyesier), this is how the
extraordinary metamarphasis can happen. The
AVerage CanSOentiaus cansumer ar campany
do#s the responsible thing with recydable
viasie they send it o regycling facilities. Pre-
consumer polyesier fibre waste and post-
consumer plastics go through a material
conversion pracess, involving chopping,
grinding and meliing, uliimately farming
recyded chips that look like plasiic beads.

According 1o Unili, whose 100% recycled
chips are the basis of its Repreve-brand
polyester, the chips are melted inta molten
polymer to be extruded through tiny openings
in a spinneret (imagine something like 2
shower-head) that oreates consinucas filaments
o make the yam. Adduional processes give

bulk, crinp, and strenqth @ the recyded yams,
while texturing infroduces properties such as
stretch and softness. From that paint, fabec
mills use the recycled yams 1o create labeics
sither as the antire content or blending it with
ocher yarns in diflerent percentages. Patental
final products range from pesfarmance apparel
10 curiains to fumiture.

Not just a pretty fabric

While Repreve is not Unifi's anly brand
fothers include AIQ alln-one yams, Sukra's
urasoll yarns, and Reflexx stretch yarnsl, It is
the one with the patential 1o, 25 the Lagline
reads, “offer reprieve for our planet’s
resources”. Repreve was first introduced in
2006 a5 a recycled flament palyester yarn and
recenved, according o Roger Berrier, executive
vice-presiden: for Unifi, “a wremendous
respanse fram the marke: proving o be the
right product a1 the right Sme”. Seizing on that
momenium, Unifi extended the line to nclude
recyded staple palyester, recycled filament
polyester, recycled filament nylon 6.6, and
recycled performance fibres {which can
inchude flame retardant, masturs widang, UV
pratecan, stretch and calour echnalagies).

This recycled yarn finds its way into a varied
list of products, such as Patagonia’s Synchila
vest, Envirosax’s reusable bags, HON's
Ignition chair, and, of particular interest to the
performance apparel industry, Optimer’s
drirelease eco (environmenially correct
ongins) fabrics. The drirelease e.c.o. blend



lakes sewerzl [arms, the most popular of which
15 the recycled palpesteriorganic cation and
recycled polesierfeaal yams, sooarding o
Optimer's  David  Lambert,  business
development manager far the brand's US
weslerm regian

Wir Lambert 2iribuies shis papularity i no
anly the consumers” apprecialion al he line's
emvranmenially Iriendly cantent, but the
apparels camlan: "Drirelease 1§ unigue in that
it takes on the aesthetics of the miner fre in
the blemd, so the end praduct leek like canan,
ward ar Tencel, rather than the palyester which
makes up te majonty of the yam conent”

He [eale that adwances in cleaning and
processing past-consumer PET enables
recycled polyester slaple fibre 1o readily
replace wirgin fibre without sacrificing
perfarmance of sesthetce " The cansunser,” he
says, does not see any lass of expecied
garment feel, performance ar durabding”

As with most innoeations, il is the quality of
the product that will secure its fabe, and on thas
lacl alone, fPET should cantinue Lo hold ils
awn in this compestive markst. But it is hard
nal 1o celebrate the enviranmental, and
patentially =canamic, benefits af using rPET

Using recgclabnles eliminaies the need lor
crude pil, which eliminates the need lor
drilling. refining, and ransparting orude ail,
breaking Ihe crude il inlo chemicals, blending
it with other additves, or wuming it ineo the
materials  needed  for manulacooring.
According o Linifi, 3 pound of Represe yam
conserses, an average, ihe equivalent of half a
gallon ol petrol. Another manulacturer of
fPET, Libalon, states that its RePet-Solution
recycled  varns  reduce  emissions al
gresnhouse gases, require less water
camiumprian, and decreases the amount of
chemicak mvokeed in the production process

Small battles

Such benefits seem to corme at minimal coast:
the challenges that have ansen thraugh rPETS
evolulian are being worked through svery
day. according ta Mr Lambert. The qualiy o
available raw leedsiock malerials hes oreated
issues for the fibre preducer in maintzining
conssient cokiur amd dyesbiling, bul, he says,
“great sirides have heen made in the past few
WEAFS B MirimiSe (hese isses”,

Oilher angoing hurdles invalve consumer
PisCOnCepnons

Same cuslomers have expresied concern
abaut whether dathes made trom reggded
gonds can be hygenic, bul Mr Lambert oredis
recyding education pragrammess with helping
the  public undersiand  that the  high
wemperaturs required for meking and excruding
FET newtrabse bislogical contarminates.

Tive adies Terres Swa Long
Sieeve Tee combines gurck-
g i Teece wih
Optamers dinskeas
cotton The dvedesns
ceattea, sbedle froen
recprled polyester ang
orgoer cotton, offers the
s Frevuifes! of cafan
it oies faur ees fater
and controk ooouws
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Crther consumers are wary al anything
utilising plastc, afer reading swudies mrecent
years regarding the leaching of subsiances
from a plastic kotle o is consents, bt this is
a concem that %r Lambert feels is imelevant o
the 2pparel markel. "Thess lypes of exposure
condisions would nal be present in the case of
garments wom on e bady, &een against the
skin,” he says, “There would nat be these same
circumsiamees im the case af fabrics: high
termiperasures, ighsly clased environmenis, and
imernal ingeston are not enceunsered, even if
someans kold you o eal pawr shirt’.”

A slightly bigger battle

The final challenge ta fPET's camplacency
surrounds the issue of iIntegniny: thene i a need
Lo asgure congurmer [rust in a campany's caims
al sustamabiling When apparel purpsong o
be made al recyded materizls i€ indeed made
of recycled materials, the benefits o the
cansumer and the enviranment are vas
Horegmeer, it is mot unheard of for 2 company o
marke? i gaods as cantaimng recyclables, o
gel thal green bump in 2pproval, even il the
sustanabilny lactor is negligible

The term recpced’ can mean 0% post-
Indusinal, 2 pend of post-indusmal and post-
cansumer, or D% post-consumer leedsmk,”
says Mr Lambert. “Alsa, postindustrial can
heve dilferent meanings depending upon the
libre praducer: [it can refer ol libre
praduction waste, aff-guality fibre, andler off-
spiec PET fbre or boltle resin.”

To distinguish its brand 25 offering 100%



recycled fibee, Unifi keeps infarmalion abalst its sourcing and
manufaciuring accessible 1o the publc “To maintain our
brand’s integrity, we're very waichful of the daims we and
our partners make,” says Mr Bamier “Praducts made from
Repreve fabrics are esied and certified befare they can use
the Repreve brand name”

Thes is why a company lke Optimer uses a aredible yarn
source like Unifi; 2 discerning selection af suppliers assures
consumers of the brand’s quality, according 1o Mr Lambert:
While there &5 a need o clanly the recycled conent wathin a
praduct, he daesn't feed that regulation is 2ssential, ar that an
Industry-wide standard needs o be larmally adopted
“Those companies that make the effort to communicate
content wil most likely be preferred parmers with those who
care abaul these issues,” he says.

The future of rPET polyester

Today, paper products, phygrounds, park benches, and
sa many mare parts of our daily lves are made endrely ar
in part of recycled malerials Does postconsumer recycled
polyester have the potential to achieve the same ubiquity?

Mr Bemier of Unili thinks so: "As consumers canlinue o
desire eco-fnendly producs, and because there's no sacrifice
w pertormance and guality weh Repreve, the demand lor
recyded synthescs like Repreve will surely grow”

Unili's commitment to the ingreasing use of recycled
materials & evident in the company’s invesiment inlo 2 new
Repreve recyding faciiny, which is designed to recyde post-
industrial and post-consumer waste inla Repreve fibves and,
eventually, fabncs. “The goal of the faality,” says Mr Berrier,
IS 1o expand production capacities and capabilities,
improve fibre colaur and whiteness and drive volume
growth for iImproved ecanomxs.”

Optener's Mr Lambert alsa expects continued growth far
PET in apparel, pointing to the way companies such as
Nike, Mountain Equipment Ca-op, and Walmart now
consider sustainability part of their respective corporate
culiures, He feels, hawever, that such growth s dependen:
upon economics, the philesophy of 2 given brand or
retailer, and the availability of sultable raw materials.

And although the western world has garbage in
disconcerting abundance, those suitable raw materials
cannal be Laken for granted. Mr Lambert ates the lindings
of NAFCOR (National Assaciation for PET Container
Resources) that the US has anly 11 battle depaosit states
which pravide the deanest separated PET battles, and those
states recyde more beverage containers than the ather 39
states cambined. Only 27% of the US's available PET
bottles are collected and recyded

T mare stales enacled boltle depasit laws, the number of
bottles recycled would inaease significandy and, thus, the
amount of availlable raw matenals, which in twrn could resuk
in improved sconamics,” he says. Today pasi-<consumer
recychng o praduce fine denier staple libee far 2pparel s
mare expensive than producing these same fibees from
virgn resin”

That first step, that elfarthess first slep, is key 1o the growth
of this mast mnovative and efficdent movement. A plasiic
boude in the tip wil be there far literally hundreds of years,
a plastic bottle drapped in 2 recyding bin could be woven
Inio & coat and keeping you warm by next winter. ¢
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