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Can you be a fashionista and a credible greenie? Driven by
a strong commitment to the environment,  and an equal ly
strong passion for fashion, Kate Pears came up with a way
to make clothes-shopping sustainable instead of wasteful.

Ior many years Kate Pears faced a

I  d i lemma:  she cons idered herse l f

I  someth ing  o f  a  modern  green ie ,  bu t

she a lso  loved fash ion ,  Unab le  to  reconc i le

her  mater ia l i s t i c  love  o f  the  la tes t  season 's

looks  w i th  her  g reen idea ls ,  she  began to

th ink  about  var ious  ways  in  wh ich  she

cou ld  make her  own consumpi ion  o f

c lo th ing  more  sus ta inab le .

Clothing production leaves a large

ecological footprint.  For every new

T-shirt  created, roughly 150 grams of

pesticides and fert i l isers have been used.

And the  amount  o f  water  used in  the

produc t ion  and t ranspor t  o f  c lo thes

bought by an average household

each year  i s  150,000 l i t res .

Fash ion ,  by  i t s  na ture ,  s t imu la tes

excessive and wasteful consumption,

because garments are produced and

purchased with reference to f leei ing

t rends ,  ra ther  than need.

A 2005 Aust ra l ian  Ins t i tu te  repor t '

revea led  tha t  c lo th ing  consumpt ion  is  the

second most wasteful practice for young

consumers  and the  th i rd  most  waste fu l

practice for older consumers.

When Pears  s ta r ted  inves t iga t ing  the

idea o f  sus ta inab le  fash ion ,  she  was

shocked by these stat ist ics - and then

surprised to discover that, for such a

wastef ul category, surprisingly l i t t le

c lo th ing  ac tua l l y  ends  up  as  landf i l l .
" l  cou ld  measure  the  waste  in  economic

te rms, "  she  says ,  "bu t  I  cou ldn ' I  exp la in

where i t  was going,"

She came to  the  conc lus lon  tha t

c lo th ing  waste  is 'h idden '  was te .
"We tend to think of waste as

something visible," says Pears. "But waste

is  no t  jus t  rubb ish  -  i t ' s  a lso  i tems tha t

are unused or remain inactive."

There  are ,  Pears  exp la ins ,  some very

deep soc ia l ,  cu l tu ra l  and emot iona l

reasons for why people hoard their

clothes and purchase so much rnore

than they  ac tua l l y  need.
" C l n t h o <  2 r o  . n  \ / ^ r  r r  h n d r i  a n d  : r p  t h p

most direct reflection of you. You identify
less with, say, objects in your home."

Pears realised that to make fashion
more susta inable,  th is  h idden waste
would have to be 'reaciivated', or sent
back lnto circulation as a useful garment.
From thls idea, My Sister's Wardrobe was
born.  l ts  miss ion:  to  d iscover  i f  and how a
clothing exchange would work.

Pears felt the time was right to
int roduce the concept  of  a c loth ing
exchange, given the resurgence of interest
in vintage and retro gear, as well as the
massive success of  onl ine second-hand
sales por ta ls  such as eBay,

The first My Sister's Wardrobe event
was held in  a room at  the Windsor Cast le
hote l  in  Melbourne,  set  up wi th mir rors,
clothing racks and makeshift changing
rooms. As particlpants arrived with their
unwanted c loth ing,  they were g iven one
bution for each garment. They were
then ent i t led to 'purchase'one i tem of
clothing with each bution.

"Waste is not just rubbish -.it 's also items
are unused or remain inactive."
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Kate Pears shows off some
of the spoils from her

exchange events: all these
i tems are second-hand.

"  was  pu t t ing  a  o t  o f  the  success  o f  the
e v e n t  o n  t h e  s h o u l d e r s  o f  w h a t  p e o p l e

wou ld  b r ing , "  Pears  remembers .  "  was
w o r r i e d  a b o u t  p e o p l e  t h i n k i n g  t h e y

had brought  good s t r f f ,  bu t
fa i l cd  to  rece ive  any th ing  o f

va  uc  in  re t l rn . "

Pears  was a lso
concerned tha t  peop le

w o u d b r n g a l t h e i r o w n
. l O  .  o - C p i  r O , o ^  g .

e a v i n g  h e r  w i t h  a  l a r g e  p i l e  o f
c  o th ing  to  d ispose o f ,  and

dc iea t ing  the  evcnt ' s  purpose -  to
g e t  t h e  c  o t h e s  b a c k  i n t o  c r r c u r a r  o n .

Pears  cou ld  no t  have an t ic ipa ted  how
success tu  the  n tgh t , "vou ld  be  St rangers
w e r e  t a  k i n g .  s h a r i n g  t h e i r  s t o l e s  a b o u t
l . - . r  l o . r a 6 o o , q l .

"  t  w a s  s u r p r  s i n g  h o w  m u c h  p  e a s u r e
peop e  go t  l rom see ing  the i r  garments

l ind  a  new owner , "  she  says .  "They  
were

happ ier  to  see someth lng  o f  ther rs  ge t  a
new i te ,  than they  were  to  f ind  someth ing
they  iked  f  rom someone c  se l "

To  Pears 's  de  igh t ,  there  was on  y  a
smal  p  e  o f  c lo thes  e f t  ove  r  Prac t ica  ly
a l  the  i tems brought  to  thc  event  -

garments  tha t  were ,  un t i  tha t  n igh t ,
h i d d e n w a s t e  h a d b e e n ' r e a c t t v a t e d '

A t  the  nex t  My S s te r ' s  Wardrobe event
Pears  co l  ec ted  fo  iow-up in fo rmat ion .
"  was  ab  e  to  ask  peop e  how they  were
us  ng  the  garments  they  had prevrous  y
p icked up , "  she  says .  "Peop e  were
w e a r i n g  a r o u n d  5 O  p e r  c e n t  o f  t h e
c l o t h i n g  t h e y  h a d  t a k e n . "

The bes t  par t  o f  the  My S is te r ' s
Wardrobe exper iment ,  says  Pears ,  i s  tha t
the  mode l  she  has  deve oped can be  used
f o r  v i r t u a l l y  a n y  n o n - p e r  s h a b l e  c o n s u m e r
i tem,  f  rom baby  c lo thes  to  fu rn t tu re  to
boo<s.  She recent ly  he  d  an  o f fshoot
event  ca  led  Excess  Baggage Fxchange,
to  wh ich  peop e  brought  shoes ,  bags ,
be l ts  and o ther  accessor ies .

" l t ' s  a  s i m p l e  i d e a ,  t h e  i d e a  o f  s h a r i n g
I t  makes  peop le  fee  good and bes t  o f  a  l ,
i t ' s  an  inherent ly  sus ta tnab c  p rac t ice , "

Pears  exp la  ns .

MARGARET AMBROSE is an environmentol
ond lifestyle journalist based in Melbourne.

d n o - r d i o n , o o . . o o  r r d
My S s te r ' s  Wardrobe cvents  a r
www.c loLh ngerchange com au
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