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Q&A with Maria Chenoweth, CEO TRAID
Abstract
Facilitating the infrastructure for clothing reuse is a key strand of the circular economy. The UK-based charity TRAID has been working for over 20 years to address fashion’s negative impact by promoting the reuse of clothing through its network of innovative charity stores. Furthermore, TRAID funds global projects helping the transition to organic textiles and supporting the people who make our clothes. In this interview, Professor Natascha Radclyffe-Thomas of the British School of Fashion invites TRAID CEO Maria Chenoweth to share insights into the past and future of the UK charity retail sector and the impact of TRAID’s pioneering approach to sustainable fashion and textiles.
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In 2023, TRAID CEO Maria Chenoweth helped launch the UK’s first ever multi-charity shop, the Charity Supermarket (@Charity Super.Mkt). For over twenty years TRAID has been the only UK charity dedicated to addressing the negative impacts of the fashion industry. TRAID’s vision is a world in which the clothes we produce, consume and wear do not harm people or planet. As a clothing reuse charity, TRAID contributes to the circular economy and sustainable fashion helping to keep clothes in use for longer, raising funds for global projects that support the people who make our clothes. TRAID projects include providing safe spaces for the children of garment workers, supporting organic cotton production and improving working conditions for garment workers in spinning mills. 
In this Q&A feature, Professor Natascha Radclyffe-Thomas goes behind-the-scenes of TRAID with CEO Maria Chenoweth to explore how Maria’s personal passion for secondhand clothing and expertise in charity retail translates into TRAID’s success, showing that small charities and small organizations can do big things.
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NRT: When was TRAID founded and what was its core mission?
MC: TRAID was founded in 1999, which now sounds so ancient! The whole concept and purpose of secondhand clothes has changed so much over the years. Going back to the early 2000s and late ‘90s charity clothing was about raising funds for good causes however TRAID was the first charity that got sectoral recognition that reselling and getting people to reuse clothing was actually a positive act for the environment. When I first started working in charity retail, the sector was seen as a mechanism to raise funds for good causes, TRAID was raising funds for international youth-orientated projects because it was a young, very different looking charity. Over the course of the years, it's come to the fore that the textile industry is within itself very damaging to people as well as the planet. So now, everything that TRAID funds is all about clothes and how our clothes are made.
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NRT So, what was it in your own experiences that led you to becoming involved with TRAID?
MC: I come from a seaside town where nothing really ever happened and there was only one clothes shop. I spent my very young years going to jumble sales. I was first introduced to the concept of secondhand clothes when I was at my comprehensive school, which was a bit like Grange Hill[footnoteRef:1]. We did a jumble sale and I just touched these clothes, these coats, these things from the ‘50s, these buttons, and that was it. In a really odd way, that was the beginning of my career. From the age of twelve or thirteen I would just go to jumble sales at the weekends; it was the highlight of my life. Musty old church halls that you paid ten pence to get into and then you would come out with these bags of stuff and then you could just become anyone. I could walk around this town in these wonderful clothes. You could become anybody from a punk, to an actress from the ‘50s, to a goth. My mother banned me from going to jumble sales, as we lived in a bungalow so I used to have to drag the clothes in through my bedroom window. I loved secondhand clothes; they were just joyful to look at. The ‘50s were in fashion in the ‘80s, and you could get secondhand ‘50s stuff in abundance. [1:  Grange Hill was a BBC children’s drama that ran from 1978 portraying life in a typical comprehensive school.] 

Years later, I started volunteering in my local charity shop. I went into commercial retail, not with clothing, and I didn't really like how I was treated; it just wasn’t me. I was very good at making money and retailing and then one day I just decided that I didn't want to work for corporations and I made the decision to switch to charities. I worked for Oxfam before TRAID for seven years, so this is my 30th year in charity retail; I’ve been with TRAID for 23 years. 
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NRT: How do you think that the conversation about sustainable fashion and second hand clothing has changed in recent years?
MC: When I first started in charity retail, sweatshops were just murmured about, there wasn’t ultra-fast fashion. I think there's a lot more new language that needs to start coming in. Fast fashion, that was the ‘80s, those clothes last. My wardrobe is full of ‘80s clothes, really greatly stitched and deep pockets and everything. This stuff that's being made now is like ultra-fast fashion. The dialogue has changed so much from when I started in the late ‘90s, then secondhand was just about raising funds, to now secondhand clothing is being seen as the antidote to fast fashion.  There are now businesess that sell fast fashion and secondhand for the purpose of greenwashing. I think if you're buying your second hand from a corporation then potentially profits from that sell can be going on to fund fossil fuels; It depends on what their portfolio is. The conversation is so big it's become a bit incomprehensible: from mountains of clothes in deserts, to clothes swimming around in seas, microplastics. When you watch that Shein[footnoteRef:2] documentary, it's people working 17 hours a day and having one day off a month. There are people in labour camps in China, picking the cotton that makes our clothes. People get very shocked at statements like “Our clothes are contributing to climate change. They're killing people”, but people do not want to hear that. But it's a fact. [2:  TRAID CEO Maria Chenoweth features in the 2022 documentary Untold: Inside the Shein Machine.] 
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NRT: Some of the practices that you have been championing, like repair and reuse, are becoming more mainstream. Why do you think that is happening now?
MC: Circular economy, green economy that's great, it's giving people jobs that have good outcomes. I do get a lot of my clothes altered, repaired and taken in and it's a dying skill, unfortunately. Local authorities and local communities like repair events  which bring people together.  I think people like coming together as well; making things is quite meditative and nice. It's coming more to the fore now because people want to be more sustainable, making things reusable its also mainstream TV with programmes like The Repair Shop. But you know what surprises me is, the contradiction again, where unrepairable clothes are being made, but repair workshops are even more popular. It's quite bonkers even Primark did some repair stuff, so there's greenwashing. Fast fashion companies can see that it's popular and just a way to ******** people.
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NRT: TRAID speaks about how clothes are donated as cast-offs and waste and then transformed into high quality stock. Can you share some of TRAID’s key impacts?
MC: The funds we raise in our shops from stopping clothes from being thrown away are committed to global projects improving conditions and working practices in the textile industry. In 2022, TRAID diverted 3,222 tonnes of clothes from landfill and incineration, reducing CO2 emissions by 30,609 tonnes, saving over five million m3 of water, and putting over 11.2 million garments back into use. Clothes for our charity shops come in through TRAID’s 700 charity clothing banks, we also have a home collection service so we'll come to your door. There is a misconception that charities can take any old rubbish. In fact, we can't; things have to be sellable. 
At TRAID the shop manager comes to our warehouse and sorts clothes once a week because they're the direct link with their customer from the warehouse to the till, so they probably have more insight than anyone else. They know their customers. So, it's like if you imagine a moving belt with clothes going up and people picking through and sorting through the clothing; the shop manager will be at the front. We store things like out of season sarees, vintage clothes, low category, high category. So it's strategically sorted and we test where things sell the best. For example, Westbourne Grove will get the more designer high-quality clothes; in Wood Green people want high street clothes. So we try to give the location and the community what they want a) through shop managers sorting and b) the product type as well. So the transformation is it's an unwanted piece of clothing by the person that purchased it and instead of them throwing it into the rubbish or whatever, we're going to give it a new lease of life through our charity shops.
NRT Can you tell me about what goes on behind the scenes of a charity shop like TRAID?
MC: Each charity has its own footprint of how it does things; some charities have a strategy of growth and tons of shops everywhere, which make smaller profits and income, and they're reliant on volunteers. Some have small boutique stores, vintage and bookshops. TRAID has a different model to other charity retailers. We have a small number of shops, but they are really huge; TRAID was unique in having big high footfall stores in prime locations. The usual business model of charities is over-the-counter donations TRAID doesn’t rely on those. We have a warehouse in Wembley where stock is sorted centrally and then sent to the shops. We are highly operational, and it's really, really hard work. So if you're a sales assistant, you're not just serving a customer, it's hanging clothes, tagging clothes. So compared to other charities TRAID is very, very hard work sadly. But also it’s successful because we sell so many clothes compared to other charities and our turnover is much higher our costs are probably also higher, however our whole mission is to sell as many secondhand clothes as possible and divert clothes from landfill. 
I think charity retail needs to wake up a bit because charity governance think it's bad, probably along with the public for charities to have high operational costs. But at the end of the day you want your shops to be open and you want to be making the most out of the donations which are given to you. Charities could probably raise more money if they invested in more people to keep the shops open. The whole notion of the sector being a volunteer-based thing came from the ‘50s, ‘60s, ‘70s when a housewife was at home and had some spare time. Society has changed and the perception of charities spending money on staff has not changed, and it needs to.
NRT: Is there any wonderful piece that you have found in a TRAID shop that you could share?
MC: I got my favourite piece from TRAID Camden and it probably doesn't look as good off the peg, but it's handmade by someone and they've put so much detail into it. It's a 1980s bat-wing dress, it’s silky, look at the buttons, the detail in this. Then I found a pair of trousers a couple of weeks ago with the same stitching and detail and I reckon  the same person made each of these items, maybe they were a sample. I can't really show you how great this dress is, it's really good with all the detail and stitching, for someone to do that, and to have that talent, it's incredible.
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NRT: TRAID has really distinctive window displays; it would be interesting to hear about the role visual merchandising has in charity shop retail?
MC: Our windows, I don't know how to describe them, they’re breath-taking. They’re not charity and they’re not selling clothes. Everything we do is a bit kooky. I don't know if that even makes people come in the shop; I really don't know what our windows do apart from make you stop and stare! Francesco Colucci (@francesco_colucci_vm) was a sales assistant in one of our shops, who did the windows in Clapham, and that was it, he became our window dresser, it's that simple. He's got his own fan club! Where other organizations have departments and departments and departments planning marketing and this and that, there are only about seven senior managers in our Head Office. Most things in TRAID aren’t planned, it sort of happens organically. 
NRT: Can you tell me about the work that TRAID does in the UK and internationally, apart from selling clothes, to promote sustainable textiles and fashion?
MC: We are quite unique in how we fund our International Development projects. We've found the people and the organisations that really do deliver, so we've stuck with them. For example, we've been funding PAN UK (Pesticide Action Network) who then funds PAN Benin and PAN Ethiopia to train cotton farmers to grow organic cotton and support people through that three-year transition. It costs about £30 per farmer to take them through that transition period over three years. It’s incredibly successful. So for example, with PAN, Ethiopia got its first ever organic cotton accreditation. We’ve funded organic cotton seeds in India. It's a shame that it is reliant on us to do these things when actually the fashion industry makes so much more money. 
We also fund ChildHope; we have four children’s centres in Bangladesh, and that's because mothers have nowhere to leave their children when they're working in garment factories, and leaving children on the streets is unsafe. If you imagine working, how would you feel being at work knowing your child is just left on the street from a very young age? We have a project with Read (Rights Education And Development Centre), in Tamil Nadu that's trying to educate people and let them know their rights not to sell your daughters to the spinning mills. The things that go on within the mills, it's not pleasant and they're not transparent. Girls are sold to the spinning mills and at the end of their three-year stints they are supposed to get paid a dowry to pay to get married, but a lot of people don't make it to the end of that three years and can't leave the mill. The guy that runs the project, he is amazing and fights for workers’ rights within that context. 
NRT How important is collaboration to achieve a more circular fashion system. Can you tell me about some of TRAID’s key partnerships?
MC: I'm totally working on collaboration at the moment. I love charity retail, I'm a total advocate and we've started doing a project called Charity Supermarket with HemingwayDesign. This part of my career is trying to create some sort of umbrella brand that makes charity retail even more palatable to new generations and what I really want to bring to the fore is to get charities to collaborate and retail from one space. So if you go to Coal Drops Yard when there is the classic car boot sale there's a charity section (https://www.coaldropsyard.com/classic-car-boot-sale/). Recently I have given talks at the Charity Retail Association where the notion of bringing charities together came from. The people I have met that work in charity retail are really committed really nice kind people. I think charity retail is missing a trick as what we're seeing on the high street is loads of commercial organisations coming in selling secondhand clothes because it is off the Richter scale popular at the moment. My concern is charity retail will get swept away. If you're buying second hand through a corporation or if you're buying secondhand through Shein or something, you're just perpetuating funds going towards barbarism. 
There's a lot of concern about charities collaborating with corporations at the moment. Because we can be used for greenwashing purposes. In regards to TRAID, we made the decision that we don't promote greenwashing. We're happy to accept clothing donations, but not as a mechanism to sell more new clothes. Collaboration at this moment is fundamental (and I believe doable) as charities are now facing increased competition that we are seen as this one good green movement, which is also circular economy, we really need to get our **** together and start promoting ourselves and telling people what we really are. If you're shopping with a charity shop, those funds, could save your life, one day, or go towards critical end of life care, pets, dogs, cats, garment workers, environment… There is no better way to shop. There's no greenwashing with charity retail because we don't have anything to be washed!
About TRAID https://www.traid.org.uk/
About PAN-UK https://www.pan-uk.org/
About ChildHope https://www.childhope.org.uk/
About Read http://readsouthindia.in/
IMAGES/CAPTIONS
1 Maria Chenoweth TRAID / Maria Chenoweth CEO TRAID has worked in the charity sector for 30 years.
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