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Introduction


The concept of sustainability is more popular than ever, and although we hear the words all the time, what does ‘sustainable’ actually mean? Does it concern ecology and the environment? Is it about people and culture or plants and animals, jobs and money? The complicated reality is that sustainability is about all of these things and more.


The term ‘sustainability’ was first used in forestry and in this context describes responsible stewardship of woodlands, where timber is not removed faster than the rate at which it can be regenerated. This definition can still be broadly applied to the world at large, where the ecosystem and its resources struggle to keep pace with the exploitation of materials to create products and our built environment.


In terms of sustainability and design, it can seem difficult to reconcile these two areas. Surely, if we are truly concerned about sustainability we should just stop making things, especially when it seems there is nothing wrong with what we already have? Is there really a need for constant growth and consumption?


To me however, these notions seem to fly in the face of what it is to be human. For many people there is a natural urge to design and create things, while others experience inevitable changes in circumstance that require new solutions. With this reality in mind, I personally believe that by manufacturing and consuming thoughtfully, it is possible to make sensible and inspiring choices, ultimately resulting in a positive effect on our environment.


So then, what constitutes sustainable design? In this book, I have tried to present a balanced view and show different approaches to the idea. Of course, there are recycled pieces, which use waste materials in exciting new ways, products made of biodegradable materials, organic materials and projects which engage in fair-trade initiatives. However, there are also examples of craftsmanship, stories of old traditions and new techniques.


Selection for the book was dependent on meeting several criteria. Are the products biodegradable or fairtrade? Are they recycled or recyclable? Are they made with materials that are locally sourced and well managed and finally, is their production designed to specifically limit toxins and waste? For each quality that the product has, a small icon is displayed on its page. Of course, a truly sustainable product requires the interplay of multiple factors, so most of the products have several icons listed.


Ultimately the aim of this book is to surprise, inspire and delight. I hope that by flicking through its pages you will find at least one product that will make you stop and perhaps appreciate the possibilities and profound beauty of sustainable design.


Key to Icons


To help you to see at a glance the ways in which the featured products are sustainably produced, each is accompanied by one or more of the following icons:
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Biodegradeable


Applies to products that can be composted at the end of their useful life, leaving no trace of their existence.
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Locally made


These products are manufactured in the same locality or country in which they are designed, benefitting the local area through employment and income, rather than exploiting cheap foreign labour.
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Locally sourced


Using locally sourced materials reduces air miles, energy and packaging materials as well as helping support local industry. Many people are aware of the advantages of eating locally sourced food and the same benefits can be applied to using locally sourced materials.
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Low energy


Products with this icon generally require less power to function than comparable equivalents.
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Low waste


Low-waste products are either highly minimal and efficient designs, or have a system in place to reuse or recycle off-cuts and waste created in their manufacture.
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No toxins


Products made from organically grown materials or products containing no harmful chemicals carry this icon.
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Recyclable


If a product is recyclable, it can be turned into a fresh supply of raw material at the end of its useful life, reducing dependency on virgin resources.
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Recycled


This icon indicates that a design is either wholly or in part made from materials that have been previously used. These can be either salvaged directly in their current incarnation or products from the recycling industry, such as glass, paper or metal.
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Social enterprise


These products benefit society by employing disadvantaged workers and/or giving donations to charitable causes.
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Traditional craftsmanship


Designs with this icon are made using skilled techniques, passed down through generations and sustaining artisanal traditions and knowledge.
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Well-managed resources


Well-managed resources are materials that can be replenished at the rate they are being consumed, like bamboo, wool or sustainable timber.
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Pain Brut


A/R Studio


Steel, bread


www.a-rstudio.it


[image: image]


[image: image]


Pain Brut was a very low-tech, low-cost project with a minimalist approach. Initiated by A/R Studio, the outcome of the project was a reinforced piece of bread — a poetic, flexible, resistant, fragrant material consisting of a metal net and a no-knead bread, designed to create homemade, oven-baked small objects.


An emblematic object made from this material is the Nest Box, simultaneously providing food and shelter for cold and hungry birds. When entirely eaten or damaged by weather it can be reproduced over the same net structure again and again.


Perishable and short-lived, Pain Brut addresses the contemporary concerns of ethical simplicity and sustainability.




Alulife


Alulife


100% recycled aluminium


www.alulife.com
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Alulife is an innovative material, consisting of 100 per cent recycled and recyclable aluminium. As a result of an oxidation process, it takes on a complex, shimmering texture, which creates unique reflections, variations and nuances in the material.


Available as tiles or panels 3 mm (⅛ in) and 5 mm (¼ in) thick, it is suitable for both interior and exterior architecture. It is also strong, lightweight and resistant to bending and abrasion.


Alulife is available in a wide variety of colours, with both gloss and satin finishes. It can be used to create tiled walls, doors, railings, handles and furniture, as well as providing a functional element in the design of kitchen worktops. It has also been used successfully in the marine, automotive and jewellery industries. Alulife can be recycled entirely pre- and postconsumption.




Living Material


Benwu Studio


(Peng You & Hongchao Wang)


Jesmonite, wood


www.benwustudio.com
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Living Material is a project by Peng You and Hongchao Wang, the Chinese co-founders of Benwu Studio, based in London and New York. The project explores new methods of incorporating the most basic natural resources into a modern, composite material.


Living Material aims to create potential new industrial applications while also celebrating the beauty of raw ingredients such as twigs and branches. Suspending these in colourful resins, the resulting material is a unique, contrasting melding of primitive and futuristic design.




AGF Class 3


Renée Boute


Fruit and vegetables


www.reneeboute.nl
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‘AGF’ stands for potatoes, vegetables and fruit in Dutch, while Class 3 is the category of products considered by the Dutch agricultural sector to be imperfect and therefore unsuitable for shops and supermarkets. A small number of Class 3 products are used by animalfeed producers, but the vast majority go directly on to the compost heap.


AGF Class 3 is a project by the designer Renée Boute that aims to make this waste more visible, and convince consumers of the value of these products. After much experimenting at a craft-paper mill, Boute has succeeded in producing handmade paper from various fruits and vegetables, which can be distinguished by their own unique colour, fragrance and texture.


These dried, edible sheets feature as ingredients in a cookbook that was compiled in collaboration with chef William Versteeg, and contains recipes that use rejected fruits and vegetables. The AGF Class 3 project also resulted in a limited collection of bowls made from rejected vegetables or fruit, protected against water with a natural coating.




Rammed Earthenware


Bril


Soil, sand, lime


bril.jp
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Rammed earth is used as a traditional way of building walls, but Bril are investigating the use of this material for applications where structural strength is not required. Rammed Earthenware is created by filling a mould with a mixture of several colours of soil, sand, lime and water and ramming it together with wooden sticks. This is then left to air dry for several weeks before being worked with different techniques such as cutting, polishing, stamping, shaving and lathing.


The finished product is totally biodegradable; in fact the addition of lime can improve soil. The earthenware itself absorbs carbon dioxide and gets harder and harder over time, turning into a sort of limestone.


For more on Bril, see the Q&A on page 16.




Clayworks Clay Plaster


Clayworks (Adam Weismann & Katy Bryce)


Unfired clays and sands


www.clay-works.com
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Clayworks Clay Plaster is a high-performance wall finish available in a wide selection of beautiful soft colours. The material aspires to replace the use of gypsums and paints while exceeding all foreseeable environmental building regulations. Made in Cornwall, England, from unfired clays and sands, the finished product takes 85 per cent less energy to create than gypsum plaster but can be composted, is non-toxic and contains no added chemicals.


Unfired clay can absorb and desorb indoor humidity faster than any other building material, and will regulate relative interior humidity to between 40 and 70 per cent, the level at which the likelihood of airborne infectious bacteria and viruses surviving is lowest. It also prevents building materials from emitting toxins such as formaldehyde, and helps prevent the occurrence of mould.




Q&A: Bril


Bril is a design collective in Japan formed by freelance designers Tatsuo Kuroda, Jo Nakamura and Fumiaki Goto. Each designer has a speciality – furniture, jewelry or crafts. While they work separately on client commissions in different places, they come together to design unique collections of experimental pieces.


www.bril.jp
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Rammed earth is one of the world’s oldest building techniques. Bril applied this technique of compressing soil to make their own material and products.


In what way is your work sustainable?


One year before we released the Soil collection, we had done a ceramics project. As you know, ceramic is a material made with baking clay at high temperature. After finishing the project, we became curious about clay (soil) itself and architectural techniques using raw soil without any heat. A soil wall is one of the most sustainable objects. It can be easily broken down and be rebuilt just by adding water.


How would you describe your style?


Though we mainly focus on materials as a topic, we are curious not only about a material itself, but also the stories behind the material. We investigate the stories first and try to apply them to design while using the material sensitively. The design also plays a role in letting people know the material stories.


What materials and techniques do you use?


We mainly deal with materials and techniques outside of mass production, and often collaborate with craftsmen who use unique local techniques.


What are you working on at the moment, and what do you hope to work on in the future?


We are researching how trees are used locally in Japan and Sweden, and designing one object from one tree — a project partly supported by a Swedish governmental agency.


Now we are based in Japan, we are investigating local histories and techniques as a subject. In the future, we hope to take large-scale issues faced by people in the world and look at them from micro-viewpoints like local histories and techniques.


Have you noticed any particular trends in sustainable design?


We think that some of the new trends in sustainable design follow trends in the food industry. For instance, like food, lots of people care where materials come from and how products are made. Therefore designers need to care about and answer these questions. Because of these trends, products will get simpler and simpler in both design and concept.


What materials or techniques do you think we’ll be seeing more of in the future?


We guess that we will be seeing more natural materials. Now plant-based materials are the focus, but we will also see more materials from animals. We think that materials from such minute creatures as insects and fungi have many possibilities.
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Each plate in the Rammed Earthenware collection is made from a combination of soil in various colours, pressed with sand, lime and water.







Durat


Durat


Recycled plastic


www.durat.com
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Durat is a unique polyester-based, solid-surface material from Finland with a wide range of applications. It contains about 30 per cent recycled post-industrial plastic, granulated into tiny pieces, giving the material a distinctive speckled texture. The finished product is itself 100 per cent recyclable, meaning that any waste material generated can be put right back into the production line. As the name suggests, it is extremely durable and resistant to wear, humidity and chemicals. These qualities make it ideal for use in home bathrooms and kitchens, as well as restaurants, ships, hospitals and even laboratories. It can be cut, shaped and glued just like wood and the whole surface can even be renewed by light sanding.


As well as providing this raw material in a range of more than 70 colours, the company also offer a selection of geometric, minimalist ready-made items such as shower trays, sinks, tables and seating.




Ecovative


Ecovative


Mushroom mycelium


www.ecovativedesign.com
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Committed to working with industry and consumers to rid the world of toxic, unsustainable materials, Ecovative is a company developing home-compostable bio-plastics based on mycelium, a living organism. Mycelium is a natural, self-assembling glue, which digests crop waste to produce cost-competitive and environmentally responsible material. This material is then used to create high-performance alternatives to traditional plastic foam packaging.


Ecovative’s highly distinctive packaging aims to replace thousands of plastic foam parts and has already been adopted by sustainability leaders like Steelcase. It is also used by sports giant Puma to package a stand-up paddleboard, whose sleek and glossy black lines provide a radical contrast to the raw and earthy look of the packaging.


Ecovative aims to reduce dependency on harmful petrochemical-based plastics through the use of agricultural by-products and mushroom mycelium. By harnessing the power of nature and eliminating the pollution generated across the petroleum-based plastics supply chain, the company envisions a future where materials are not drilled, pumped and refined, but instead are grown.




Link


Lars Beller Fjetland


Discarded leather


www.beller.no
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While visiting a tannery outside Bergen in Norway, Lars Beller Fjetland was struck by seeing pile after pile of discarded leather, thrown away because it did not meet the demands of perfection required by luxury brands. Any slight discolouration, insect bites or other scarring was enough for the hides to be considered unusable. The designer’s frustration with this situation went on to inspire his Link series, a range of luxury products created exclusively from scrapped leather.


An intuitive linking technique allows the unlimited joining of pre-cut leather scraps to create a range of products — from pillows and beanbags to daybeds and lounge chairs. The resulting material is strong, versatile and ventilated, offering a distinctive and sophisticated solution to waste reduction.


For more on Lars Beller Fjetland, see the Q&A on page 22.




Botanic Color Collection


Elodie Gobin


Fruit and vegetables


elodiegobin.fr
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Elodie Gobin’s Botanic Color Collection is an ongoing research project, aimed at developing organic dyes and natural colour processes. The objective is to produce a small series of objects without consuming any raw materials, and to think about the colours of the future. The study has created ecological dyes for eco-materials, using fruit and vegetables rejected by the food industry. The most recent collection employs dyes extracted exclusively from beetroot and red cabbage.


Gobi’s colours are dependent on the seasonal availability of her pigment sources – a cycle she believes consumers could become unconciously reconnected with simply by adopting 100 per cent natural colours.




Q&A: Lars Beller Fjetland


Lars Beller Fjetland grew up in Randaberg, a small town on the southwest coast of Norway – the perfect place for him to explore nature and nurture his fascination for materials. His grandfather introduced him as a child to woodwork, a passion he rediscovered in my early twenties, leaving business school to study at the Bergen Academy of Art and Design. Now he has his own studio where he designs objects with classic lines that offer functional solutions.


www.beller.no
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The leather offcuts used to create the Link series were previously considered waste. The way the pieces are joined allows a wide range of products to be made – from small pillows to large carpets.


How would you describe your style?


I believe that the words ‘timeless, honest and sustainable’ summarize my style. I strive to design objects that can survive several generations. It’s not just about creating something that is rough and rugged – it’s just as much about creating classic lines that will appeal to generations to come. I begin by stripping everything down to its bare essentials, creating honest design, where you can see both how and why the materials are interacting and working together. I strive to create something that people instantly want to interact with. It’s hard to explain exactly what causes this reaction, but I believe the effect can be achieved by combining the right shape with the right material. The importance of a tactile experience is highly underestimated. I resent cheap gimmicks and aim for a pure simplistic marriage between function and beauty.


In what way is your work sustainable?


I’m starting to see a sort of pattern in the projects that I’m working on, as my processes are very often material driven and angled towards alternative ways of thinking sustainable design. Designing objects through the use of classic lines and functional solutions is perhaps one of the best ways of practicing sustainable design. An object needs to endure the test of time not only on a physical level but also on an aesthetic level. It needs to appeal to future generations, and it is therefore important operate on a higher level than fast fashion and ever-changing trends.


Some of my projects are directly linked to the use of waste materials: wood scraps (Re-turned, see page 213), discarded leather hides (Link, see page 20) and driftwood (Drifted, see page 61).


What materials and techniques do you use?


Wood is one of the materials that I am really passionate about. It was the first material I ever got to work with, and it therefore represents the very root of my ever-growing passion for designing and creating objects. Wood is an extremely versatile material, fitting an almost unbelievable range of purposes only limited by your own imagination. I’ve have also been working with leather, marble, glass and last but not least cork. A friend of mine introduced me to cork, and I immediately fell in love with it. It is squeezable, elastic, floating, waterproof, light, sound absorbing, anti-allergenic, anti-bacterial and very resistant. It’s biodegradable and recyclable. It is warm and soft, asking to be touched. It is the perfect material, provided and manufactured by Mother Nature.


Woodturning is one of the techniques that I keep on revisiting. It gives me a sensation of complete peace of mind. It can be an extremely liberating process, where you are sort of creating as you go. New shapes and lines arise from the slightest interaction between the wood and the tool.


Have you noticed any particular trends in sustainable design?


I am not a particular big fan of the word ‘trend’, as I personally feel that it’s more related to consumerism than to design. What I do appreciate is a greater focus amongst designers on the idea of designing a product’s entire lifecycle, instead of just the object itself. I also believe that we are going to see a greater shift in the way we perceive and make use of waste.


What do you think we'll be seeing more of in the future?


I believe consumers are becoming more interested in knowing more about the products they buy. It’s not just about how they are made, but also why.


What inspires you?


I find a lot of my inspiration through my obsession with materials and the need to know how things work. I have a great passion for craft, whether it’s fine furniture carpentry or metal work. I love watching old master craftsmen in action. It’s both humbling and extremely inspirational.


Nature will always play an important role in my projects. It is the ultimate masterpiece and a bottomless sea of inspiration. Nature has found solutions for all of its challenges, and they are all perfected to the smallest of details. This inspiration drives me to work even harder towards finding the optimal and one true solution to my own challenges.







BioElectric


Jeongwon Ji


Bio-plastic


www.jeongwonji.com
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BioElectric is a project by Jeongwon Ji that aims to challenge the archetypes of electronics through material exploration. Questioning the process that has led to manufactured products becoming smooth and streamlined, BioElectric offers an alternative approach where casings for electronic products are allowed to be expressive and encourage tactile pleasure.


Ji’s solution is a bio-plastic she calls Crustic, made from the shells of Chinese mitten crabs. An alien species – now also establishing itself in British rivers – the mitten crab is an unwanted presence, but it could be seen as a useful local resource.


Through a process of trial and error in her workshop, Ji combined a small amount of red agile and glycerin with chitin polymers extracted from crushed crab shells and perfected a chemical-free ‘slow production’ method to make her bio-plastic. Although production time is longer, due to the use of water in place of chemicals, this non-toxic process could improve the work life of those who manufacture our electronics.




NewspaperWood


Mieke Meijer with Vij5


Newspaper


www.vij5.nl
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Every day, enormous piles of newspapers are discarded and recycled into new paper. Under normal circumstances these papers do not come out of the recycling cycle again, but stay as paper. However, during her studies at the Design Academy Eindhoven in 2003, Mieke Meijer thought it would be interesting to reverse this process and turn paper into wood again, creating a new material called NewspaperWood.


The material can be cut, milled and sanded, and generally treated like any other type of wood. When a NewspaperWood log is cut, the layers of paper appear like lines of wood grain, mimicking the aesthetic of real wood.


The material is free of solvents and plasticizers, making it easy to recycle. This not only allows the option of putting sawing and sandpapering waste back into the cycle, but also taking NewspaperWood products to the scrapyard for recycling.


NewspaperWood is not intended to be a large-scale alternative to wood, but rather to promote upcycling — demonstrating how a surplus of material can be changed into something more valuable by using it in a different context.




Mini Moderns Environmentally Responsible Paint


Mini Moderns


Recycled paint


www.minimoderns.com
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All products in the Mini Moderns Environmentally Responsible Paint range contain up to 90 per cent recycled content, made up from waste paint that has been diverted from landfill or incineration to create a premium-grade emulsion with high opacity.


One key innovation in the range is the introduction of Mini Moderns Project Pots. At 250 ml (8 oz) these pots are at least twice the size of a regular sample pot, so they can be used to complete a project, such as painting a small item of furniture, without having to buy a full-size tin.


Mini Moderns operates a predominantly ‘Made in the UK’ policy, which helps keep the company’s carbon footprint to a minimum and supports local businesses.




Moss Story


Pia Design (Pia Wüstenberg)


Moss


www.piadesign.eu
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Considering what qualities a living organism can bring to an otherwise inanimate object, Pia Wüstenberg has undertaken an ongoing research project into the often overlooked world of moss.


Called Moss Story, the project has involved collecting samples and documenting moss growth to understand the needs of the plant well enough to use it as a material for objects. Her research has led to meeting with some leading British bryologists and exploring the ancient archives of the National History Museum, London, where centuries-old samples can still be brought back to life. One of her first experiments, Strange Vase, was made from concrete reinforced with paper, elivened by strips of moss in vertical grooves. The piece was inspired by the urban environment and Wüstenberg’s admiration for ‘the resilience and beauty of this family of plants that manages to infiltrate any inhabitable ground – whether urban or rural’.


Another investigation, Garden Rug, attempts to find ‘new ground for organic matter within the home’ and uses alpaca and merino wool as a base for a miniature moss landscape.




Botanica


Studio Formafantasma


Various materials


www.formafantasma.com
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The Botanica project was commissioned by Plart, an Italian foundation concerned with the conservation of works of art and design produced in plastic.


Undertaking this project almost as historians, Studio Formafantasma investigated the pre-Bakelite period, discovering unexpected technical possibilities offered by natural polymers extracted from plants or animal derivatives. Their research led them back into the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, when scientists began draining plants and animals to create plastics. The objects in the resulting Botanica collection are designed as if today’s oil-based era had never taken place, employing materials such as rosin, dammar, copal (a sub-fossil state of amber), natural rubber, shellac and bois durci (a material composed of wood dust and animal blood).


This project aspires to offer a new perspective on plasticity, reinterpreting centuries-old technology lost in the whirl of mass production to deliver a body of work with a contemporary twist.




Plastic Fantastic


Supercyclers (Sarah King & Liane Rossler)


Plastic bags


supercyclers.com
www.19greekstreet.com
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The Plastic Fantastic series is the result of Supercyclers designers Sarah King and Liane Rossler setting themselves the task of creating beautiful, usable vessels out of the ubiquitous supermarket plastic bag.


Created by laying the bags over existing objects and heating them until they take on new shapes, this delicate collection is intended to provoke design and development, rather than being intended for practical use.


King believes plastic ‘should be as valuable as gold because it’s a clever product that can last forever’, and the material plays a key part in the Supercyclers’ ambitions for transforming perceptions of waste materials through the design of products and furniture.




N.I.P.S.


Usedesign


Flour, salt, water, natural resin


www.usedesign.it
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N.I.P.S. is a conceptual project by Italian studio Usedesign that creates kitchen vessels out of dough made from stale bread and salt. Playing with notions of the uselessness of the useful and the usefulness of the useless, the project mixes waste food with natural resins, transforming it into practical objects.


The designers champion these simple, natural ingredients, capable of forming easily malleable doughs with a strong structural resistance, and characterized by a refined and natural texture.




Bio Composite


Mugi Yamamoto


Earth


www.mugiyamamoto.com
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Bio Composite is the result of Mugi Yamamoto’s research into making new materials from the loam-rich soil of Switzerland. Intent on keeping the products as eco-friendly and recyclable as possible, Yamamoto resolved to use only biodegradable materials and not to fire them, trying out 55 varying combinations with 24 different ingredients.


Each sample was pressed into the same mould and then air-dried before testing. Many performed surprisingly well and could serve as a seat for a stool only 2 cm (5 in) thick, yet strong enough to support a person’s weight. Yamamoto believes he has discovered a ‘new and fascinating material’ that is ‘very cheap, easy to make, accessible to everyone, ecological and very resilient.’
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