
 

  



Abstract 
The Catlin Gabel School values and promotes healthy community, caring relationships, global 
citizenship, social responsibility, and ethical decision-making. This report outlines one facet of the 
school culture in need of improvement: T-shirt sourcing and consumption. Currently, the 
environmental damage of T-shirt production is substantial and falls into four main categories: the carbon 
dioxide emitted, the water used, the effects of the source material, and the impact of the dyeing process. 
Through the process of T-shirt creation and disposal, laborers and developing societies are harmed. 
 

● We suggest implementing FreeSet USA, Farm Fresh, and Pen & Screen as preferable 
ethical clothing solutions over our current providers. These alternative T-shirt providers 
would allow options for T-shirt designs for all future school events. Through our research, we 
have ensured that these companies qualify as environmentally friendly and/or use a humane 
method of manufacturing. The increased cost would compel students to value these shirts more. 

 
● We also advise the Catlin Gabel School to order fewer shirts. Even with the use of more 

eco-friendly and ethical companies, the impact of both making these shirts and throwing them 
away damages the environment and developing economies. The culture at Catlin Gabel School 
normalizes ordering T-shirts for any event. These T-shirts are also another cost for the members 
of our community, especially lower income families. With the help of the administration, we will 
encourage all students to think about where their clothing comes from and at what cost. 

 
We are agreed on the importance of inspiring others to join with us in our commitment to sustainability 
and social responsibility, and we believe that through changing the way we order shirts we can improve 
both our community and those abroad. 
 
Authors: Laura Apolloni, Liam Bendickson, Ellie Camp, Sarah Daniels, David Edelman, Kyle 
Greenspan, Rowan Hoffman, Regan Magee, Gracie Rosenheim, Rachael Underwood, Victor Van 
Alebeek, Leslie White Moon, Ned Williamson, Hannah Yoken 
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I. The Impact of a Conventional T-Shirt 
As Catlin students, we often buy T-shirts without a second thought. The lower the price, the more likely 
we are to buy a shirt for any activity or event. However, what price is hidden behind the cheap figure on 
the tag? This section details the labor conditions, environmental damage, and other harmful effects 
of the production and disposal of a typical T-shirt.  
 
The Story of a T-Shirt 
Every T-shirt goes through a lengthy worldwide process, from its creation to its disposal. National Public 
Radio, through the show Planet Money,  manufactured its own T-shirts by following the process around 
the globe. This is what they learned: the U.S. exports more cotton than any country in the world. 
Technology allows one farm, with only 13 workers and 26 machines, to produce enough cotton to make 
9.4 million T-shirts. Over 90% of U.S. cotton comes from genetically modified seeds, which are designed 
to produce more cotton and resist pests. The cotton leaves the U.S. and is exported to factories in places 
like Colombia, Indonesia, and Bangladesh, where it is transformed from plant to fabric. The process 
barely involves manual labor, using mainly many unique and complicated machines. The cotton is first 
turned into yarn (otherwise known as thread), which has many different varieties depending on the 
clothing item being made. The Planet Money men’s T-shirt was spun into yarn at a factory in Indonesia. 
Wages are lower in these countries, and places like Indonesia have an educated workforce, cheap 
electricity, and a relatively stable government, which all provide the perfect environment for these 
factories. 
 
In Bangladesh, the workers make one of lowest wages in the world: $80 per month. 4 million people in 
Bangladesh work in the garment industry. The minimum wage in Bangladesh is $68 per month.  1

 

 

1  Planet Money, “People,” NPR Visuals Team, last modified December 2nd, 2013, https://apps.npr.org/tshirt/#/title. 
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The shirts are then shipped back to the U.S. (or other Western 
countries) in shipping containers. This costs around $0.07 per 
T-shirt, which is a fraction of the cost of the raw materials that 
were used to make the shirt ($0.60), and even less than the cost 
to print the design on the shirt ($0.90). The final journey, from 
the warehouse to the buyer, costs around $2.70. To the side is a 
visual of the cost to create and ship a men’s T-shirt.  2

 
By the time a T-shirt is in a store, it has been touched by 
hundreds of hands, from the farmers who harvested the cotton 
to the workers in Bangladesh that sit hunched over sewing 
machines. It is important to keep this in mind, from the 
moment we consider buying a shirt until the moment you 
decide it is too old, out of fashion, or you have no more use for 
it anymore. 
 
The Environmental Impact of a T-Shirt 
The environmental impacts of a T-shirt fall into four main 
categories: the carbon dioxide emitted, the water used, the effects of its source material, and the effects 
during the dyeing process. Like most clothes, these impacts mostly occur during the manufacturing 
process, so one can minimize them by not purchasing excessive amounts of clothing. 
 
A study in Sweden estimated that the lifetime carbon footprint of a cotton T-shirt is a little over two 
kilograms of carbon dioxide.  As shown in the accompanying chart, the vast majority of the carbon 3

dioxide was emitted during cotton production and garment manufacturing, especially in the cotton 
production, fabric spinning, and garment production stages. Relatively little carbon dioxide was emitted 
after the T-shirt was purchased by the consumer.  However, 52% of Swedish electricity is renewable, 4

compared to 13% in the US.  For that reason, consumer-end activities—washing and drying, which 5

consume electricity—would have a slightly larger carbon footprint in the US. 
 

2 Planet Money, “Boxes,” NPR Visuals Team, last modified December 2nd, 2013, https://apps.npr.org/tshirt/#/title. 
3 Sandra Roos, Gustav Sandin, Bahareh Zamani and Greg Peters, “Environmental assessment of Swedish fashion consumption,” 
Mistra Future Fashion Consortium, June 2015, accessed October 17, 2017, 
http://mistrafuturefashion.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/Environmental-assessment-of-Swedish-fashion-consumption-LCA.p
df. 
4 Roos et al., “Environmental Assessment,” 44. 
5 “Energy use in Sweden,” Swedish Institute, June 21, 2016, https://sweden.se/society/energy-use-in-sweden/; “Renewable 
Energy,” Institute for Energy Research, accessed October 17, 2017, 
http://instituteforenergyresearch.org/topics/encyclopedia/renewable-energy/. 
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The same Swedish study found that a T-shirt consumed about 2,600 liters (700 gallons) of water over its 
lifetime, matching the amount calculated by other groups: 2,700 liters by the World Resources Institute 
and 700 gallons by USAgain.  As shown in the chart, nearly all of this water is used to grow the cotton.  6 7

The amount of water used to wash the T-shirt is almost inconsequential. 

  
 
Cotton production requires about a third of a pound of pesticides and herbicides to make the 
material for one T-shirt.  Organic farming practices can reduce this amount, but sometimes have the 8

negative side effect of increasing water consumption by decreasing crop yields. For example, it takes 
about 2,500 liters (660 gallons) to grow enough organic cotton for a T-shirt, but only about 1,100 liters 

6 Roos et al., “Environmental Assessment,” 45;  Deborah Drew and Genevieve Yehounme, “The Apparel Industry’s 
Environmental Impact in 6 Graphics,” World Resources Institute, July 5, 2017, 
http://www.wri.org/blog/2017/07/apparel-industrys-environmental-impact-6-graphics; “World Wide Waste,” USAgain, accessed 
October 17, 2017, http://www.usagain.com/upload/World_Wide_Waste.pdf. 
7 Roos et al., “Environmental Assessment,” 45. 
8 “World Wide Waste.” 
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(290 gallons) to grow enough cotton for a conventional one.  An organization called the Better Cotton 9

Initiative works to reduce water and pesticide consumption by encouraging farmers to adopt more 
sustainable practices without focusing solely on the “organic” label. These include phasing out the use of 
pesticides banned by international agreements or deemed hazardous by the World Health Organization; 
installing more efficient irrigation systems; and applying only the minimum amount of fertilizer 
necessary.  During one case study by the BCI in Pakistan, “water use dropped by 37%, pesticide use 10

reduced by 47%, synthetic fertiliser reduced by 40% and farmers' gross margins rose when compared with 
conventional farmers.”  Several large companies, such as Nike, Ikea, and H&M have committed to 11

purchasing large amounts of BCI-certified cotton. 

 
Lastly, the process of dyeing clothes, including T-shirts, creates massive amounts of wastewater—2.5 
trillion liters per year in China alone.  While the wastewater can be disposed of safely, in countries with 12

lax environmental controls, many plants unintentionally leak or intentionally dump it into streams and 
rivers. According to Portuguese researchers, “it has been estimated that the losses of colorants to the 
environment can reach 10–50%.”  The impacts during the manufacturing process, which includes dyeing, 13

account for about a half of the total human toxicity of a T-shirt as determined by the Swedish study.  14

 
Our main recommendation remains the same: to substantially decrease the environmental impact 
of a T-shirt, wear it repeatedly. This spreads over tens or hundreds of uses the impact of the water 
consumed and carbon dioxide and pollutants emitted during T-shirt production. 

9 Marc Bain, “Your organic cotton T-shirt might be worse for the environment than regular cotton,” Quartz, May 28, 2017, 
https://qz.com/990178/your-organic-cotton-T-shirt-might-be-worse-for-the-environment-than-regular-cotton/. 
10 “Better Cotton Production Production Principles & Criteria,” Better Cotton Initiative, May 2013, 
http://bettercotton.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/production-principles-and-criteria.pdf. 
11 Jason Clay, “Cotton carbon emissions: how the shirt on your back affects climate change,” The Guardian, April 12, 2012, 
https://www.theguardian.com/sustainable-business/cotton-reduce-environmental-impact-consumer-behaviour. 
12 Lydia Heida, “Can Waterless Dyeing Processes Clean Up the Clothing Industry?” Yale Environment 360, June 12, 2014, 
https://e360.yale.edu/features/can_waterless_dyeing_processes_clean_up_clothing_industry_pollution. 
13 Farah Maria Drumond Chequer, Gisele Augusto Rodrigues de Oliveira, Elisa Raquel Anastácio Ferraz, Juliano Carvalho 
Cardoso, Maria Valnice Boldrin Zanoni and Danielle Palma de Oliveira, Eco-Friendly Textile Dyeing and Finishing (2013), doi: 
10.5772/53659. 
14 Roos et al., “Environmental Assessment,” 44. 
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The Afterlife of a T-Shirt 
The damaging effects of a T-shirt continue even after the consumer purchases it. With the price of 
clothing decreasing and fashions changing more quickly than ever, many people buy excessive amounts 
of new clothing and subsequently donate their older apparel. The enormous amounts of used clothing 
donated in the US every year cannot all be resold in the US, so many organizations make a profit by 
selling used clothing wholesale to vendors in African nations. In fact, the US exports over a billion 
pounds of second-hand clothing annually. In the global economy, the trade of used garments is valued 
around $3 billion annually in import costs, and likely twice that with sales. Unfortunately, while 
second-hand clothing is a cheap option for consumers, it hurts economies and stymies the growth of 
textile industries in countries such as Malawi, Mozambique, and Zambia. Locally manufactured 
clothing generates jobs and keeps money within local economy. Textile industries are also a good first 
step towards economic growth for developing countries, and the constant influx of donated clothing keeps 
these industries from developing. In many sub-Saharan African countries, used clothing accounts for over 
50% of the garment sector by volume, so new industries cannot compete. We need to realize that our 
discarded T-shirts become waste, harming societies and the environment after we move on.  15

 
Of course, sending clothes to the landfill instead of donating them is also harmful.  

15 Teo Kermeliotis and Robyn Curnow, “Is your old T-shirt hurting African economies?” CNN, April 12, 2013, 
http://www.cnn.com/2013/04/12/business/second-hand-clothes-africa/index.html; Gregory Warner and David Kestenbaum, “The 
Afterlife Of American Clothes,” NPR, December 2, 2013, 
http://www.npr.org/sections/money/2013/12/10/247362140/the-afterlife-of-american-clothes. 
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 II. Current Catlin Gabel T-Shirt Providers 
 
Overview 
Over the years, Catlin Gabel School has ordered tens of thousands of shirts for various community 
events. Given this quantity, it is essential for us to reconsider the consequences of the way we 
currently consume. As much as we pride ourselves on being an environmentally conscious community, 
this is certainly one place where we fall short of our values and standards. Finding ethical and sustainable 
companies to buy from only benefits our community and the environment as a whole, and is simple to 
achieve. 
 
The majority of Catlin Gabel’s T-shirts are made by Gildan or Hanes, and the Upper School almost 
exclusively use Custom Ink for printing. Many large organizations like Catlin Gabel order through large 
printing companies such as Custom Ink, because their production is fast and their products are 
inexpensive. While Custom Ink is affordable and reliable, we believe that we can set our standards higher 
and work with more ethical companies given our community’s resources and values.  

 
Custom Ink 
Custom Ink is a T-shirt printing company commonly used for Catlin Gabel events. The headquarters of 
Custom Ink are located outside of Washington D.C., and the company owns several printing facilities 
throughout the U.S. Custom Ink does not manufacture its own shirts—it only print custom designs on 
them.Therefore, it sources their shirts from elsewhere and generally use shirts from large companies such 
as Hanes or Gildan.  16

 
While the printing quality at Custom Ink is fast, efficient, and well done, the products it uses are 
ethically questionable and low quality.  In addition to contracting with companies with ethically 17

questionable manufacturing practices, Custom Ink uses environmentally harmful ink.  When asked 18

directly where they source their ink, Custom Ink would not give us a direct answer. Though this does not 
necessarily mean that they operate unethically, it indicates that there is information that they would prefer 
not to release because it would reflect poorly on the company. That being said, we found a few 
promotional videos that showed their printing facilities, and they seemed clean and large 
enough to comfortably fit all of their employees. All things considered, after investigating 
the website and reading employee feedback, the main issues with Custom Ink are mainly 
rooted in the companies that they contract with to supply shirts and the toxic plastisol 
based ink.  While there are appealing aspects of Custom Ink, as a whole their practices 19

are questionable. 
 

Hanes 
Hanes is a clothing manufacturing brand sold throughout the world, used by custom 
T-shirt printing companies as a base for their products, and widely purchased by schools 

16 “About Us,” Custom Ink,  accessed October 10, 2017, https://www.customink.com . 
17 Ibid. 
18 “Water Based vs. Plastisol,” Melmark, accessed October 17, 2017, http://www.melmarc.com/water-based-vs-plastisol/.  
19 “About Us,” Custom Ink,  accessed October 10, 2017, https://www.customink.com . 
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and private organizations similar to Catlin Gabel School. Based in Winston-Salem, North Carolina, Hanes 
has facilities and factories worldwide employing a total of around 70,000 people.  Its code of conduct 20

states that they are “committed to the responsible management of energy, carbon emissions, water, 
wastewater, chemicals, solid waste and recycled materials in all of our facilities worldwide, and we report 
our progress annually.”  Although they have successfully achieved their self-set goals to become more 21

sustainable, in comparison to competing companies Hanes’ improvement has fallen short of the standard. 
 
Hanes is currently approved by the Fair Labor Association. However, we found that the FLA is funded 
predominantly by large corporations similar to Hanes, undermining the legitimacy of its approval.  The 22

FLA has also been criticized for not pushing hard enough to ensure it's working standards and rights.  23

Hanes guarantees that its company holds itself to meet ethical standards, yet reports have attested to 
Hanes’ direct involvement at keeping the minimum wages of their workers in Asia at $80/month.  24

Additionally, they set wages extremely low, at thirty-one cents per hour in Haiti.  Hanes claims to 25

manufacture about 80 percent of the apparel units in its own factories or manufacturers that they own.  26

With the information from the Hanes website itself and other critiques and news articles, we conclude that 
Hanes has fairly average ethical value compared to its level of production and pricing.  

 
Gildan 
Gildan produces most of its products in facilities it owns, which 
is unusual for companies of its size in the apparel industry. 
According to internal studies, over half of Gildan’s contracted 
factories had non-compliance issues in 2016. That means most 
of the contracted factories did not meet Gildan’s expectations for 
labor practices, but Gildan did not change its approach even 
after compiling this data. Of those non-compliances, 
approximately half were moderate, approximately 15% were 
severe, and the rest were minor. Where non-compliances 
decreased by approximately 25% in 2016 in the Gildan-owned 
facilities, the number of non-compliances rose in the contracted 
factories.  A non-compliance could range from a failure to pay 27

20 Hanes Brands, Inc., accessed October 18, 2017, 
https://jobs-hanesbrands.icims.com/jobs/intro?mobile=false&width=1080&height=500&bga=true&needsRedirect=false&jan1off
set=-480&jun1offset=-420. 
21 “Environmental Performance Data,” Hanes Brands Inc., accessed October 17, 2017, 
http://hanesforgood.com/content/uploads/2017/04/HBI-EnvironmentalPerformance-2017-Chart.pdf. 
22 “Fair Labor Association”, Ethical Consumer, accessed October 18, 2017, 
http://www.ethicalconsumer.org/researchhub/ethicalaccreditation/fairlaborassociation.aspx. 
23 Ibid. 
24 “Hanesbrands Relocates Manufacturing to Asia,” PBS NewsHour, February 19, 2009, 
http://www.pbs.org/newshour/bb/business-jan-june09-hanes_02-19/. 
25 Robert Johnson, “WikiLeaks: U.S. Fought To Lower Minimum Wage In Haiti So Hanes And Levis Would Stay Cheap,” 
Business Insider, June 3, 2011, http://www.businessinsider.com/wikileaks-haiti-minimum-wage-the-nation-2011-6. 
26 Ibid. 
27 “Social Compliance Findings,” Gildan, accessed 10 October 2017, 
http://www.genuinegildan.com/en/people/social-compliance/findings/. 
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sufficient wages to endangering works lives by failing to meet building structural standards. 
 
Gildan has fallen short on its enforcement of legal minimum wage in some of its factories. In 
Port-au-Prince Haiti, there are two staggering examples of this negligence. The first is in the Genesis 
factory, a factory contracted by Gildan. Workers in the Genesis factory are paid 13 cents for every box of 
72 shirts produced. That number requires the worker to make 3,600 shirts in one eight-hour shift if they 
wish to even meet the minimum wage of $6.50 per hour. This is impossible for the workers to 
accomplish, which means their actual wages fall far below the legal minimum wage in Haiti.   28

 
In the Premium factory, another factory contracted by Gildan in Port-au-Prince, workers are faced with 
the same box-by-box requirements. Only 3% of the workers in this factory make minimum wage with just 
their scheduled hours, and just under half make minimum wage with their scheduled hours plus overtime. 
That leaves over half of the workers in this Gildan factory making less than the minimum wage of $6.50, 
even including their overtime pay.  29

 
Charlotin Odinel, a worker at Gildan’s Premium factory, was dismissed in the summer of 2014 without an 
explanation for his dismissal. He believes it was due to his union activism, and other workers in the 
factory support his claim. Gildan states that they pay wages that are significantly above the industry 
minimum wage, but they won’t disclose their wages. They also won’t address whether they pay a living 
wage.  These failures to disclose wages and unresolved issues within their factories warrant 30

consideration of alternative options.  
 
Just under a year ago, Gildan acquired American Apparel, a brand known for keeping tabs on its labor 
practices and using American labor. Gildan has chosen not to follow the model of American Apparel, 
taking the assets that are useful to their brand and discarding the rest. In this case, the rest includes many 
of ethical components of American Apparel.  In effect, Gildan has demolished whatever remaining 31

popularity the ethical practices of American Apparel had, choosing instead to use its acquisition to bolster 
their marketing campaign of false ethical practices. While Gildan is still in this stage of exploiting the 
traction that American Apparel had, marketing their fair labor practices while failing to deal with the 
many shortcomings in their labor network, it is up to the consumers to recognize and act on this conflict 
in their message to the public. That means all consumers, especially those who buy in bulk, must 
understand that this company is not only failing to solve their problems with their labor practices, but 
trying to cover it up. As a result, no purchases of Gildan products should be made. 

28 “Stealing from the Poor: Wage Theft in the Haitian Apparel Industry,” Workers Rights Consortium, October 11, 2017, 
http://workersrights.org/freports/WRC%20Haiti%20Minimum%20Wage%20Report%2010%2015%2013.pdf. 
29 Ibid. 
30 “Gildan workers in Haiti, Honduras complain of harassment, pay too meagre to live on,” The Globe and Mail, October 10, 
2017, 
https://beta.theglobeandmail.com/report-on-business/rob-magazine/do-you-know-where-your-t-shirt-came-from/article21818609/ 
31 “An Inside Look At Gildan, The Company That Just Acquired American Apparel,” Fast Company, October 11, 2017, 
https://www.fastcompany.com/3065686/how-to-make-a-t-shirt-in-trumps-anti-trade-america. 
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III. Recommended T-Shirt Providers  
To replace Custom Ink, we have provided three recommendations for alternative T-shirt printing 
brands to use for future school events. These companies qualify as environmentally friendly and/or 
use a humane method of manufacturing. Each brand—FreeSet USA, Farm Fresh Clothing Co, and Pen 
and Screen—has certain aspects that we believe better represent Catlin Gabel’s values. Below we have 
catalogued the three companies prices per order, per shirt, and have included bullet point positives of the 
company. 
 
FreeSet USA, Worker Cooperative, 
$9/shirt 
The main goal of FreeSet USA is to provide work 
for women who would otherwise turn to 
prostitution to support their families, while also 
using environmentally friendly cotton and dye. 
FreeSet sources 100% of its labor from the state of 
West Bengal, India, an area notorious for sex 
trafficking. They locate their factories in 
Murshidabad, one of the most dangerous cities in 
the country. Education is sparse, and 60% of the population falls below the poverty line. This is why 
FreeSet USA differentiates from other companies: its primary focus is on the workers themselves. All 
proceeds from the nonprofit are funneled back to the women as well. They currently employ roughly 200 
women.   32

 
While the focal point of this organization is the labor, it also claim to use only organic cotton as well as 
eco-friendly dye, most likely water-based. With labor and materials fitting our new standards for T-shirt 
consumption, it is inevitable that there would be a handsome fee. The cost of 100 custom T-shirts on 
organic cotton is approximately $893, compared to $671 for 100 T-shirts from Custom Ink, our current 
provider. Recommending companies that appeal to specific clubs, like FreeSet for the Feminist Club, 
would fit their values and provide clean labor with eco-friendly materials.  33

 
Farm Fresh Clothing Co, Eco-Friendly 
Printing Company, $13/shirt 
Farm Fresh Clothing Co uses only organic cotton 
shirts and water-based inks. It is a small company, 
handprinting all of their T-shirts in Sebastopol, 
California. The minimum order quantity is 150 shirts, 
so this would not be good for clubs or small events. 
They stock men’s sizes XS through 3XL and 

32Mary Jones, "The Republic Today," Politics and Philosophy, April 2014, accessed January 23, 2015, 
http://www.politicsandyou.com/phil/34657265. 
33 “Custom Products,” FreeSet USA, accessed October 10, 2017, https://freesetusa.com/.  
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women’s XS through 2XL. They have a 3–4 week turnaround time, from the time the art is approved to 
when they ship it out. The design is submitted for approval and a digital mock up, then receive pricing 
based on how many colors you want, the size of the design, and the placement.  For one print placement 34

(the image being in only one place), with two colors of ink (like the homecoming 2017 shirts) on a men's 
crew neck, the cost is 13 dollars. This means that a minimum order of 150 would cost $ 1,950 . Though 
this is expensive, the cost could be covered by having the shirts cost 15 dollars each, bringing in 300 
dollars. Farm Fresh has a hefty price tag, but they are very easy to contact and interact with, and have an 
interest in producing high-quality shirts. By ordering from Farm Fresh Clothing Co, we would be getting 
high quality and eco-friendly shirts. 
 
Pen & Screen, Local Printing Company, $7.45/shirt  

Pen & Screen is a silk screen printing 
studio located in Northeast Portland. 
Their mission is to “encourage the use of 
eco-friendly, organic, and usa made 
options,” by providing water based inks, 
and wide variety of t shirt brands. The 
most eco-friendly t shirt brand they use 

for printing is Alternative Apparel. Alternative Apparel makes clothing from organic materials, and use 
60% less water than conventional brands during the G2 Wash, which is what they use to treat their 
clothes.  Additionally, they’re in accordance with the Fair Labor Association Workplace Code of 35

Conduct, which means they ensure fair working conditions and wages.  To print on an Alternative 36

Apparel unisex tee, Pen & Screen charges $7.45 per shirt, plus a $15 setup fee for the first order of shirts, 
and any additional reprints wouldn’t include this fee. Not only is each shirt hand printed, but by using Pen 
& Screen, we would be supporting a local, environmentally ethical company.   37

 

 Cost per shirt Cost for large order Benefits of company 

 
FreeSet USA 

 
$9/shirt 

 
$893/100 shirts 

- Employs impoverished women 
- Eco-friendly inks and shirts 

 
Farm Fresh Clothing Co 

 
$13/shirt 

 
$1950/150 shirts 

- Eco-friendly inks and shirts 
- Hand-printed  

 
Pen & Screen  

 
$7.45/shirt 

 
$745/100 shirts  

 

- Local  
- Eco-friendly inks and shirts 
- Hand-printed  

34 “Custom Printing,” Farm Fresh Clothing Co., accessed October 10, 2017, 
https://farmfreshclothingco.com/pages/custom-printing. 
35 “Social Responsibility,” Alternative Apparel, accessed October 9, 2017, 
http://www.alternativeapparel.com/social-responsibility.  
36 “FLA Workplace Code of Conduct,” Fair Labor Association, accessed October 9, 2017, 
http://www.fairlabor.org/our-work/code-of-conduct. 
37 “Printing Options,” Pen and Screen Printing Co., accessed October 9, 2017, http://penandscreen.com/printing-options/. 
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 IV. How to Reduce T-Shirt Consumption 
 
In order to reduce our T-shirt consumption as much as possible, our class began its investigations by 
highlighting the key issues that plague our current systems. The central issues that make buying 
T-shirts unsustainable are the financial burdens on students, the contradictions of our school 
mission and values, the effects on foreign laborers to produce low-cost items, the environmental 
impact of manufacturing and disposal, and the ramifications of T-shirt disposal on foreign 
economies.  
 
While the numerical consequences are not readily quantifiable, it is our belief that selling T-shirts at 
school-related events stresses socio-economic differences in the student body. In a school culture that 
subtly accentuates the importance of class on a daily basis through material concerns like school lunches, 
means of transportation, and clothing, selling school apparel for short-term events engenders an even 
larger social divide between students. 
 

  
 
Beyond the social implications of selling massive quantities of T-shirts for various programs, the whole 
idea of “T-shirts for every occasion” is antithetical to the core beliefs of the Catlin Gabel School. How 
can we possibly value integrity, diversity and inclusion, or community if the very actions of our 
community undermine the wellbeing of the less fortunate in our society? How can we stifle sub-Saharan 
economies with used goods, support the mistreatment of garment workers in Bangladesh, and contribute 
towards the destruction of global ecosystems, and still claim to be “good people and good learners.”  38

 
Given these unfortunate truths, our Globalization class advises that less necessary purchases be 
discouraged at the Catlin Gabel School. Items like jerseys, team identification at events, and employee 
uniforms are well within the realm of necessity, but we recommend that apparel for short-term events, 
casual clubs, and extra team gear for sports teams no longer be sanctioned.  
 

38 “Mission and Values,” Catlin Gabel School, accessed October 9, 2017, http://www.catlin.edu/page.cfm?p=512. 
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As a general rule, our class recommends that event apparel be phased out from the Catlin Gabel School 
campus because of the ramifications of the consumer culture that it supports, and the backwards message 
it sends about our values as a school.  An effective way to show that we do not want to contribute to the 39

two tons of textiles dumped into the landfills of China and Africa each year is by reducing our own 
contribution to that number.   40

 
We also advocate that club T-shirts and other apparel only be allowed if they serve to help a club 
function. For example, robotics team T-shirts are needed for competitions, and mock trial sweatshirts help 
teachers identify Catlin Gabel School students at the regional events. As conscious global citizens, we 
should be actively fighting against systems that oppress the less fortunate, not complacently participating 
in the very structures that we condemn in the classroom. 
 
Although it is beyond the scope of this report, we believe that the same principles should apply to the 
Catlin Gabel School’s sports teams. While jerseys and essential gear like baseball hats or goalie gloves for 
the Middle School soccer programs are necessities, extra team items, such as warmup shirts, are examples 
of the types of consumerism and extravagance that the Catlin Gabel School 
should endeavor to avoid. In short, Catlin needs to practice what it 
preaches, and small steps like rethinking how we buy, use, and sell T-shirts 
are a great step towards more consequential and long-lasting change.  41

 
How to Make Our Necessary Consumption Sustainable 
Our class recognizes that there are certain clothing purchases for clubs and 
sports teams that are cardinal to the traditions of said group. Even though 
some of Catlin’s practices are out of touch with our goals, many of our 
sports uniforms are ordered fairly sustainably. For example, much of our 
gear is reused year after year to keep costs down. Even when we buy new 
shirts, old uniforms are frequently passed down to other teams in order to 
maximize their lifespan. This style of frugal behavior, which aims to lower 
our consumption, is the exact behavior we wish to imitate in all the necessary forms of clothing.  
 
Fan clothing is a prime example of a sector that is open to improvement. While we could argue that 
providing fans with apparel in general is wasteful, our class agrees that reducing the waste from these 
events is paramount. As Lucy Siegle, a British journalist and environmentalist, suggests, consuming less 
is key, and we accomplish this goal in a number of ways: universalizing shirts so they are more applicable 
to multiple events, utilizing the bookstore clothing rather than creating new shirts, and sending out 
surveys so that orders of apparel are understocked or match demand exactly.  Creating shirts that are 42

more generic will increase of functionality of shirts that are produced at all, which helps to lengthen their 
lifespans. For example, rather than providing homecoming shirts that say “Homecoming 2017,” we could 

39 “The Wardrobe to Die For by Lucy Siegle,” YouTube video, posted by “TEDx Talks,” August 7, 2014, accessed October 9, 
2017, https://youtu.be/YglyHzvBqpA. 
40 Ibid., 1:39.  
41 “You are what you wear by Christina Dean at TEDxHKBU,” YouTube video, posted by “TEDx Talks,” April 30, 2014, 
accessed October 9, 2017, https://youtu.be/cduGLWhm1LM. 
42 “The Wardrobe to Die For by Lucy Siegle,” posted by “TEDx Talks,” https://youtu.be/YglyHzvBqpA. 
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supply shirts that say “Catlin Gabel Soccer” or simple shirts with the eagle crest so they can be worn on 
more than one occasion.  The idea that a specific event requires a T-shirt is a notion that we want to fight 43

to eliminate. 
 
The mindset that shirts are disposable and non-impactful needs to be stopped, and universal clothing at 
the bookstore is a great alternative to shirts with narrow focuses. Bookstore merchandise can apply to all 
Catlin-related events, and Mary Ann does a great job of inventorying to create minimal waste. Instead of 
throwing away excess, she keeps the merchandise until it is completely sold out. In a meeting with Mary 
Ann she stated that “it would be great to have a centralized bookstore” which could handle all the 
merchandise.   44

 
Another option that other schools have used is surveying the student body to examine the popularity of 
items before buying them. This would entail providing a price point, picture, and choice of size so that 
those doing the inventorying have a better picture of how much to buy. This would minimize the extra 
clothing that is thrown away.  
 
While reducing the amount of clothing the school purchases helps to reduce our overall impact, we are 
still sourcing our clothing from unethical brands such as Gildan and Hanes. Additionally, preventing 
events, clubs, and teams from creating custom shirts will cause many to feel marginalized. In order to 
combat this, we have contacted Chris Mateer about the possibility of mass screen printing on campus. 
Through our conversations with him we came to the conclusion that not only is screen printing for groups 
feasible (preventing any surplus in product and allowing for complete control over sourcing), but an 
opportunity to get groups into the studios doing artwork together while forming camaraderie and 
cohesion.  This could look like the soccer team buying 18 ethically sourced shirts online, creating their 45

own design, and then printing them using sustainable inks. Having groups create their own shirts 
promotes taking agency, and helps achieve “inspired learning leading to responsible action.”  46

 
Where Do Catlin’s T-Shirts Go? 
Catlin T-shirts are bought and distributed all around campus by different groups. Because T-shirts are not 
sold/bought/made through any uniform organization or guidelines, it is difficult to pinpoint where all the 
excess T-shirts go. However, we have found that certain departments handle their waste better than 
others. The Bookstore, for example, does not throw away any of their unsolds items, but, instead, 
discounts them until they are sold. The Athletics department does a good job of handing down clothing, or 
selling it back to the provider, which can repurpose them. The problem occurs when small groups or 
sponsored events order t-shirts apart from centralized Catlin departments. Due to dates being put on the 
shirts or designs that limit their range of use, it is difficult for people to use them more than once or twice 
resulting in shirts being tossed.  
 

43 “Catlin Gabel School Eagles Men's T-Shirts – Short Sleeve,” Prep Sportswear, accessed October 14, 2017,  
https://www.prepsportswear.com/school/us/oregon/portland/catlin-gabel-school-eagles/men-short-sleeve/productlist?category=18
0&schoolid=122386. 
44 Mary Ann Rogers, (Accounts Receivable Specialist & Bookstore Manager), in discussion with the author, October 10th, 2017. 
45 Chris Mateer, (Upper School Art Teacher), in discussion with the author, October 10th, 2017. 
46 “Mission and Values,” Catlin Gabel School, accessed October 9, 2017, http://www.catlin.edu/page.cfm?p=512. 
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How to Ethically Deal With Old T-Shirts 
According to our discussions with the Business Office and Admissions, Catlin departments that order 
custom T-shirts typically understock their inventories, meaning that dealing with left over T-shirts is not a 
particularly frequent problem.  However, when the issue does arise, our class learned that T-shirts are 47

first sold again at a lower price and given to volunteers. As a last resort, the Admissions department 
informed us that Catlin occasionally sends T-shirts and other apparel to a nonprofit that distributes the 
materials outside of the country, most likely to areas like sub-Saharan Africa.   48

 
In the likely event that Catlin students, faculty, and staff will not stop ordering custom T-shirts all 
at once, our class decided to produce a framework for ideal methods of recycling. At present, the 
recycling and excess inventory 
issues that Catlin Gabel faces are 
minimal, but still could be 
improved by changing a few 
aspects of the community culture. 
Since T-shirts and other items are 
sold directly to students, Catlin 
administrators lose the 
opportunity to decide what 
happens to such clothing in the 
long run.  
 
In the opinion of our 
Globalization class, the 
implementation of a centralized 
system of dealing with old Catlin apparel would produce far better results for the environment and foreign 
economies than the current situation. If students gave their old Catlin apparel back to the school to be 
properly disposed, the clothing could end up in more-pleasant alternatives.  Instead of taking up space in 49

landfills or warehouses in Western Africa, old Catlin T-shirts could be circulated to help the less fortunate 
in our more immediate communities. Recycling shirts locally with charities like Clothes 4 Souls, or any 
other effective charity, not only helps the immediate beneficiaries of the process, but it puts the items to 
good use away from landfills and burgeoning economies.  It might also be worth investigating whether 50

club leaders would be interested in collecting old apparel to resell to the Catlin community and elsewhere 
in order to fundraise. In any case, producing an organizational system for the disposal of old Catlin 
T-shirts would pay significant environmental and ethical dividends.  51

47 Chris Woodard (Receptionist, Catlin Gabel School) in discussion with the author, October 10, 2017.  
48 Mary Braun (Senior Associate Director of Admissions, Catlin Gabel School) in discussion with the author, October 10, 2017.  
49 “Donate Stuff,” Goodwill, accessed October 11, 2017, http://www.goodwill.org/donate-and-shop/donate-stuff/. 
50 “Here’s What Goodwill Actually Does With Your Donated Clothes,” Huffington Post, September 28, 2016, 
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/what-does-goodwill-do-with-your-clothes_us_57e06b96e4b0071a6e092352. 
51 David Slade, “Goodwill manages floods of donations,” The Post and Courier, December 28, 2013, 
http://www.postandcourier.com/archives/goodwill-manages-flood-of-donations/article_66a16bc7-e7c2-55e7-b592-7dff98584e80
.html. 
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 V. Final Recommendations 

 
 
Given the Catlin Gabel School’s environmental commitment and commitment to responsible action 
we believe that our school must consider the impact it has on our own community as well as others. 
In the instance we have highlighted above, this impact is the purchasing power Catlin Gabel School has 
when buying t-shirts. With the magnitude of T-shirts the Catlin Gabel community purchases we believe it 
is time for our school to think about the impact these shirts have. After researching the environmental 
effects and the working conditions that are a part of making the t-shirts that the Catlin Gabel School 
currently buys, we believe it is time that the school looks into alternative options.  
 
The options of FreeSet USA, Farm Fresh Clothing Co, and Pen and Screen are all more sustainable and 
ethical options. However, we believe that reducing the quantity of t-shirts that we buy should be a priority 
for the Catlin Gabel School. Although responsibly sourced T-shirts are preferable, we should 
promote less consumption within the Catlin Gabel community. The act of consuming T-shirts 
exacerbates environmental waste, and combats values of the school. Currently, Catlin Gabel strives to 
practice inspired learning and responsible action, as stewards of the earth. If our school truly desires to 
form students who strive to create a sustainable society, we should take steps to improve our practices. 
Ethically sourcing the clothing that we purchase would allow Catlin Gabel to reduce consumerism, 
wastefulness, and model sustainable practices.  
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