
Sustainable fashion is not simply a matter of fabrics created from technologically 

enhanced production processes or a return to toxin free plantations of cotton and 

linen, but should also see to support local, national, and international communities. 

Such is the case with the denim factory featured in this article and so is it in most 

production-heavy areas. The synergy between business, employees, community, and 

economy is vital, and is as much to be credited in the branding of “sustainable” 

fashion. 

In this article, we have contacted the owner of a Portuguese denim manufacturing 

business, that creates denim in organic cotton for “sustainable” brands across 

Europe, to understand the struggles she and her employees face amid a fashion 

industry turning sustainable, a global pandemic, and a financial crisis that never truly 

let up since the crash of 2008.  

TH E  D EN I M  MA NU FAC T U RER

Carla has since the death of her father in 2013 owned and managed a factory in 

Portugal that produces denim made from organic cotton. It has been an export 

business since 2012 to most of EU and Norway, markets that can handle the higher 

prices demanded by an adult and fairly waged workforce, such as Carla’s. As she 

says: 

“Our garments are synonymous with fair garments made with passion and social 

responsibility.”

These European customers, such as fashion brand JUST female, give preference 

to more sustainable products, and Carla supplies them. Sustainability and social 

responsibility as a marketing strategy for fashion brands has been especially 

prominent in northern European countries due to consumer demands. Garments 

made with the environment in mind are typically made from recycled materials such 

as polyester or wool, certified plant-based pulp such as Lyocell or Cupro, and organic 

fabrics such as linen or cotton*.

The factory’s workforce consists of over 90% women, in management, administration, 

sales, and production. Studies show that employing women supports not only 

individual households, but also the local community in ways employing men do not. 

Carla states: 

“In my opinion, employing women is a question of social sustainability and a matter 

of talent. In a world more and more complex, decisions need to be creative and 

proactive and for that we need the diversity of perspectives to guarantee better 

decisions.” 

Being a woman herself, and an active part of the local community, Carla takes 

responsibility for the health of the local community by providing fair wages in a 

country that is still struggling in the coattails of the economic crash of 2008. 

TH E  HURDL ES

The Portuguese economy has had a very long recovery period from the market crash 

that ruined even superpower economies and set entire financial sectors spinning 

during the Financial Crisis. Only after ten years in 2017 and 2018 were there talks of a 

recovery as the country shed some harsh IMF/EU austerity measures in 2015. But still 

to this day there are a lack in government spending and labor freedom as well as a 

high unemployment rate among the country’s younger generation, keeping Portugal 

from economic freedom. 

“We work and we cultivate values to keep people close even in worst moments, 

because all of these people are part of our story and we are all fighting to survive in 

such a difficult society.” - Carla

As the pandemic spread across Europe in the spring of 2020, the little factory in 

Portugal suffered too. With an invisible enemy all around, keeping the daily 

production running did not feel safe, so the business was forced to close for a while.  

“One day, after so many days of listening to the news about missing protection 

materials in our hospitals, I decided to talk with our people because we can help. All 

the employees wanted to, so in a few days we were producing protection masks to 

our hospitals in the local area.” – Carla

Forsaking the paid manufacturing consignments in order to help their local community, 

the entire workforce of the factory fought together to provide essential protective 

equipment for the fight against something bigger than themselves, because the 

health of the local community is vital to the health of the business. 

They have since returned to their normal production as the hospitals were able to 

restore their stock of protective equipment but stand ready should the necessity arise 

as Europe currently suffers under a second and seemingly much larger wave of the 

pandemic this winter. 

TH E  H I S TO RY

Such community spirit and willingness to fight is mirrored in the history of the denim 

factory. The story begins long ago with Carla’s father who started a factory when the 

one he worked at closed. He had started the dream with several business partners 

who soon fell short when faced with the realities of managing a manufacturers 

business. Many of his former colleagues for over 40 years came and worked for him, 

and their shared history strengthened their working relationship. 

As a child Carla would visit the factory and her passion for the family business was 

not to be denied. As a graduate Carla took a position in the business and learned of 

the production chain from the ground up. 

In August 2012 tragedy struck. Closed for the summer holidays, Carla and her father 

received a terrible notice at the end of an especially hot Sunday. A fire had started 

in the neighboring factory of shoe soles and had quickly spread to all other business 

in the street. Everything went up in flames that day, their machines, their fabrics, their 

family business, and story. Everything was gone, and Carla’s farther turned to her for 

renewed energy, to bring back the family business. 

Returning to the factory in ashes, all employees voluntarily joined Carla in cleaning 

up and salvaging everything possible. Carla states: 

“I remember very well this moment, all employees of the company joined us and 

made us feel like we were strong enough to re-start again.”

They rented an empty warehouse next to the old factory, and all the employees 

stopped their holiday in order to clean up and restart, first by borrowing and later 

buying machines, retrieving new bulk fabric, and making it all fit in the small, rented 

warehouse. By the collective efforts they were able to reopen their production the day 

after their holidays would have ended. 

“We only delayed our re-open after the holidays by one day. It was a very hard 

August for everyone, we did not have holidays, we worked days and nights to be 

possible maintain the business. When this fire happened, for me this company 

passed to having a new significance, now it is a dream.” – Carla

Shortly after, her father passed away, leaving the full ownership and management 

to Carla who had depended on him for guidance during the recovering from the fire. 

Carla still runs her manufacturing business in the rented space next to the burned 

down factory, which they are still rebuilding, fighting for equal rights, the health of her 

local community, and for more sustainable fashion. 

Images from the denim factory in Portugal supplied by JUST female

* Organic cotton is grown using methods and materials that have a low impact on the environment. Organic 

production systems replenish and maintain soil fertility, reduce the use of toxic and persistent pesticides and 

fertilizers, and build biologically diverse agriculture. Third-party certification organizations verify that organic 

producers use only methods and materials allowed in organic production. Furthermore, organic cotton is grown 

without the use of toxic and persistent pesticides and synthetic fertilizers. And for the health of all the employees, it 

is essential to be working with materials free of toxins. In the production of the garments, Carla has also introduced 

D2w®oxo-biodegradable plastic, introduced especially renovated washing machines that reduce the water used 

when washing the denim, and created a workforce of ‘interveners’ who are tasked with staying aware and taking 

action to ensure the eco-friendliness of the production. 

T H E  U N S U N G  H E R O E S  O F  S U S T A I N A B L E  F A S H I O N


