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reuse, recycle, reupholster!

How many times have you seen a cheap sofa 
that has not stood the test of time lying on the 
sidewalk waiting to be picked up by the hard 
rubbish collectors? It’s unlikely you’ll see a 
solidly built timber sofa reduced to such a 
sad end. That’s because timber is the best and 
most sustainable furnishing material you can 
find – as long as the timber is FSC certified or 
reclaimed and recycled – and it’s a material 
that’s easily repaired.
 While a new responsibly sourced timber 
piece will cost more upfront, it’s more than 
worth it in the long run. Timber is more robust 
than ubiquitous contemporary furnishing 
materials such as MDF or particle board, and is 
less likely to contain off-gassing adhesives and 
binders. Timber is a renewable resource, and it 
can last for generations with the right care. And 
quality timber pieces will increase their value 
over time.
 But even the best cared for timber furniture 
needs to be revitalised and reupholstered from 
time to time.
 “Reupholstering is a great opportunity to 
have a really individual piece of furniture,” says 
Jessica Nixon of økologi sustainable interiors.
 If you’re buying something new look out 
for furniture designers, such as Jardan (www.
jardan.com.au) and Koskela (www.koskela.
com.au), who provide reupholstery as part of 
their service. Jardan implemented its “closed-
circle manufacturing” model as part of its 
GECA (Good Environmental Choice Australia) 
accreditation, and it includes accepting and 
rejuvenating pre-loved Jardan furniture.

 Green upholsterers are hard to find, 
but most upholsterers will be able to 
upholster with sustainable materials given 
clear guidelines. Choose a recommended 
upholsterer willing to give green upholstery 
a try, then advise them about the 
environmentally friendly materials you’d like 
used for the job.
 A sofa or armchair is made from a frame, 
supporting springs and webbing, and a material 
layer covering the springs to protect the 
cushions. The cushions are usually made of a 
cushioning material wrapped in a batting and 
finished with fabric.
 Polyurethane foam is the cheapest and 
most common product used for cushioning, 
but it has drawbacks. Polyurethane comes 
from petroleum, doesn’t readily decompose, 
and is highly flammable, which means 
flame retardants are incorporated into the 
product. Some foam may contain PBDE 
(polybrominated diphenyl ether), a flame 
retardant which has been banned in Australia. 
You can buy greener polyurethane foams by 
making sure the foam is Australian-made and 
CFC-free.
 Foam and furnishing manufacturers are 
researching the viability of potato, wheat, 
soy and corn foams. Jardan, for example, is 
planning to incorporate Dunlop foams, which 
will include some soy-based agents instead 
of petroleum-based ones. While these should 
make a more environmentally friendly foam, at 
this stage consumers should be aware that the 
natural products will only make up a small part 

Words Fiona Rutkay

Instead of buying new, give your sofa a green lease on life by 
reupholstering with the latest environmentally friendly fabrics.

J
Publisher textiles specialise in 
handprinted, water based inks 
on natural fibres. the material 
used in this image is arachnid 
in Denim/acid colour.

J
Publisher textiles’ Bugsey, 
white on black



DESIGN NOTES     GrEEN rEUPHOLSTEry

SANCTUAry72

DESIGN NOTES     GrEEN rEUPHOLSTEry

SANCTUAry 73

of the finished polyurethane foam product.
 A much better option than polyurethane is 
natural latex. Grown and produced primarily 
in Malaysia, latex comes from the sap of rubber 
trees. It is extremely durable, biodegradable, 
comes from a renewable source and is less 
flammable than polyurethane. Latex is also 
naturally resistant to mould and dust mites – 
making it a great choice for allergy sufferers 
– which means you can avoid the chemical 
additives added to most foam products. Latex 
costs around double the cost of polyurethane 
foam.
 Although latex is less flammable than 
polyurethane, you may still want to reduce its 
flammability. This can be done by wrapping the 
latex cushion in a natural retardant fibre before 
covering the cushion with the material of your 
choice.
 To cushion the area around the furniture 
springs, a variety of materials may be used. 
Environmentally friendly options include 
coir fibre (from coconut shells), horse hair, 
down and wool batting, though wool batting 
is becoming increasingly difficult to source. 
These materials can be bought through regular 
upholstery suppliers.
 Durability, measured in “rub count”, is one 
of the most important considerations to look 
for in upholstery fabric. Rub count literally 
means how many times fabric can be sat on 
before it starts breaking down. Domestic 
upholstery should have at least a 15,000 rub 
count. 

 Cotton, linen, hemp and wool are obvious 
green choices for fabrics, but they may not be 
as environmentally friendly as you think.
 Cotton is durable and retains dye well, 
but cotton production uses a lot of water and 
pesticides. Even organic cotton needs chemical 
treatments to make it thick enough for 
upholstery purposes. Linen doesn’t require as 
many chemical finishes but, like cotton, linen 
production is not always green.
 Wool is hard wearing, naturally flame 
retardant and doesn’t wrinkle easily.
 Hemp is a great choice for upholstery 
because hemp farming doesn’t use as much 
water as cotton, and the fabric doesn’t need 
excessive treatments as it is already thick and 
strong. The downside is that while hemp is 
grown in Australia, it is woven in Asia before 
being shipped back to Australia.
 Nearly all synthetic fabrics come from 
non-renewable sources, but this doesn’t always 
mean they are a worse choice than chemically 
treated natural fibres. If you want a synthetic 
fabric, your upholsterer can order from 
textile companies like Instyle and Sustainable 
Living Fabrics that work towards minimising 
their carbon footprint at all stages of the 
manufacturing process.
 Ideally, fabric should be printed with water-
based dyes, and the fabric company should 
have a responsible system for water use and 
waste in its dying process. Companies on the 
stockist list in this article (p74) can provide 
details of their printing processes.

 Green textile companies avoid typical 
fabric finishes such as anti-stain and anti-fade 
finishes. Julie Paterson from Cloth Fabrics, 
who favours untreated hemp for upholstery, 
believes consumers should stop expecting 
their fabrics to remain pristine.
 “My angle is we’re all aging,” says Paterson, 
“and it’s unrealistic to expect your fabrics to 
always look brand new.” She suggests using 
removable covers that can go in the wash, 
and steam cleaning for formal upholstery. 
Rather than using chemical finishes, Paterson 
thinks it would be better to go back to the old-
fashioned way of saving upholstery by using 
antimacassars – removable fabric pieces that fit 
over the back and arms of sofas. 
 For the greenest upholstery fabric of all, 
look around for second-hand or vintage fabrics. 
You could also try some of the interesting 
design ideas that Jessica Nixon of økologi has 
noticed recently, such as using linen tea towels 
to create a patchwork effect, or re-covering 
small pieces, like ottomans, with the good 
sections of worn-out kilims.

“Rather than using chemical finishes, it would 
be better to go back to the old-fashioned way 
of saving upholstery by using antimacassars – 
removable fabric pieces that fit over the back 
and arms of sofas.”

G
Julie Paterson’s “farm chair”  
is a perfect example of 
creative “serendipitous 
recycling”. Paterson travelled 
to a neighbouring shop- 
keeper’s farm to collect old 
mouse-eaten bales of wool 
spun from local merino. She 
washed it in hot water and 
got a melted-up fabric full of 
holes, which she then inlaid 
with bright linens and hemps. 
Paterson then uses the fabric 
to covers chairs found on the 
street. “People love it when  
i tell them the story. they love 
to know where something’s 
come from,” she says. 

J
Running from top left  
clockwise: Cloth Fabric’s  
Big Strip Sea; Cloth Fabric’s 
Currawong; Cloth Fabric’s 
Scratchy indigo; Duckcloth’s 
tegan Rose Lace Fans Black 
on natural Hemp; Duckcloth’s 
Birch; Duckcloth’s orchard 
Green on Cream Hemp/
Cotton
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Australian-made polyurethane foams 
•  Joyce Foams – www.joyce.com.au  

(sells GECA accredited foams)
•  Dunlop Foams – www.dunlopfoams.com.au 

(sells GECA accredited foams)  

Prices depend on quality, grade of foam and 
shape of foam. The GECA accreditation 
takes into account factors such as VOCs, 
sustainability and responsible waste 
management. For more information on GECA 
accredited products see www.geca.org.au. 
 
Latex foams  
• Enviro-foam – www.foam.com.au 
• Ross Hanna Pty Ltd – www.rosshanna.com 
• New Zealand Foam Latex – www.nzfl.co.nz 

Latex foam is imported from Asia. Prices 
depend on exchange rates.

Green FabrIC supplIers
 
The following suppliers carry eco ranges and 
some are GECA accredited. Ask the company 
or check on their website for textiles grown  
and manufactured in Australia.  
 
Cloth Fabrics  
www.clothfabric.com 
Specialises in hemps 

Duckcloth 
www.duckcloth.com.au
Online store with organic hemp and cotton 
range

Hemptech 
www.hemptech.com.au
Produces domestic and commercial linen  
and hemp, and bespoke textiles
 
Publisher Textiles
www.publishertextiles.com.au 
Specialises in handprinted, water-based inks  
on natural fibres 
 
Sustainable Living Fabrics 
www.livingfabrics.com.au
Sells commercial-grade GECA accredited 
fabrics, specialising in eco wools

D
top: this lounge chair is covered 
in trieste Sisal, a 100 per cent 
linen with a “rub count” of 
40,000 plus from Hemptech’s 
commercial grade upholstery 
range. the cushion is covered  
in their 100 per cent linen Cows 
and Couches fabric designed 
and printed in new Zealand. 

Bottom Left: Hemptech’s 100  
per cent linen Cows and 
Couches.

Bottom Right: Publisher textiles’ 
Geoden (top) and arachnid 
(Bottom)


