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Interface Inc. – the world’s largest manufacturer of commercial floor coverings – is proving that minimizing its ecological impact on the environment not only stimulates innovative design, it boosts the company's bottom line.  
Does the end justify the means? Does producing beautiful, high-quality carpets compensate for emitting toxic pollutants, gobbling fossil fuels and dumping tons of waste into landfills to do it? 

In 1994, after reading Paul Hawken's book, "The Ecology of Commerce," Interface CEO Ray C. Anderson concluded with much anguish that it did not. Although the company Anderson founded in 1973 had become the world's largest maker of commercial floor coverings, he made what he calls a "mid-course correction," vowing to turn Interface into "the first fully sustainable industrial enterprise." 

This was no small undertaking since Interface nylon carpets and paneling fabrics are spun out of petrochemicals, then fastened in fiberglass and PVC, two known carcinogens. Interface factories, by the company's own calculation, were spewing out 10,447 tons of solid waste, 605.3 million gallons of contaminated water, 704 tons of toxic gases and 62,800 tons of carbon dioxide a year. Interface was also contributing a hefty share of the 920 million square yards of used carpets discarded in U.S. landfills annually. 

Anderson reflects, "For the first 21 years of the company's existence, I never gave one thought to what we were taking from the earth or doing to it, except to be sure we were in [environmental] compliance and keeping ourselves 'clean' in a regulatory sense." 

Anderson's determination to go far beyond that meant literally reinventing the carpet-making business, and being responsible for the product at every stage of its life cycle. It presented not only an engineering and manufacturing challenge, but required a complete rethinking of how products are designed and marketed. 

 David Oakey, exclusive design consultant for Interface's carpet tile line, admits "I was a non-believer when Ray Anderson started talking about making the company sustainable. It was a billion-dollar company that took most of its raw material from petroleum. I didn't know how to do it, except maybe make products from wool or cotton. I kind of waited for experts to tell us, but that didn't happen." 

What did happen was that Oakey gathered together a group of people from different parts of the company to brainstorm about how to become sustainable. The group broke their objectives down into four steps, beginning with what could be done immediately. "We concluded we were very wasteful when making a product, so first we could start designing products with less fiber," Oakey says. The second step was to find ways to eliminate waste better in the manufacturing process by designing the product in different ways. The third was to determine what materials could be recycled, and finally how to take the industrial waste and put it back into the loop. 

"We suddenly came to the conclusion that we have been designing the product badly in the first place," Oakey admits. "The product wasn't designed to stay in the loop. It was designed with so many different layers of material that it cost too much energy to separate. If recycling requires a lot of expensive energy, you're defeating the purpose of doing it. We concluded that if we designed the product differently, we could create a 'zippered' product that could be dismantled easily." 

Oakey's effort to reduce fiber usage inadvertently led to two of the most innovative brands Interface has produced in recent years – Wabi and Solenium. "What happened with Wabi," Oakey relates, "is I was working with the manufacturing people and asking if they could make the pile lower and lower. One technician, who was getting kind of upset, said to me, 'If you want to make the pile that low, why don't you just turn the carpet upside down!' We did and it looked great. Customers love it. Wabi has a very simple, minimal look that fits today's trend, which is more toward hard finishes and away from textiles." 

The idea for Solenium, now being introduced as its own carpet line, came about just as serendipitously. Joyce LaValle, senior vice president of marketing for Interface Americas, recalls that during a conversation about the success of Wabi, someone lamented that it was too bad carpets couldn't be made out of recycled pop bottles just like Teratex, a paneling fabric made by the Interface Interior Fabric Group. "Teratex has been incredibly successful," reports LaValle. That led the group to ask itself, "why not?" And Solenium was born. Woven on a jacquard loom, Solenium has the functionality of vinyl and the warm look and feel of fabric. "It is aimed at educational and health care markets where you couldn't use carpet in the past because it was too difficult to clean," says LaValle. A unique product, Solenium has the potential to give Interface entry into markets that were once virtually off limits. 

In addition to designing entirely new types of floor covering, Interface has been looking for ways to enhance the flexibility and appeal of its standard higher tufted carpets. One way has been to play up a characteristic inherent to carpet tile – its seams. Taking a cue from Japanese tatami mats, Oakey turned tile seams into an advantage by showing how tile pieces could be "quarter-turned" when laid down to create various patterns. New designs also invite covering only a portion of a room to create an area ruglike effect or to interchange some tiles with another pattern or color to create an entirely different look. "The tiles themselves are very practical," LaValle claims. "They are laid with releasable adhesive, and are easier to put down and produce less scrap than broadloom. If a tile gets damaged or stained, you can remove it and replace it." 

The design of products is only part of Interface's sustainability effort. An equally vexing concern is the marketing of the carpets. Customers, of course, want to see and touch actual swatches before buying. That means commercial carpet makers must assemble and distribute thousands of samples, at considerable cost, to architects, decorators and designers. "When you think about how many carpet books you have to make and deliver, they are extraordinarily inefficient," explains LaValle. "By design, they are bad design because they are so wasteful. Because you have to design them so they have a good color flow, you end up putting in too many colors even when you know that only a handful will actually sell." 

Creative director Russ Ramage has focused on solving this problem in stages. Instead of blanketing the market with hefty unsolicited carpet books that customers tossed out every 18 months or so when a new collection came out, Ramage arranged to produce an upscale printed catalog to let customers preview what was available in its three main brands – Interface, Bentley and Prince Street. Designed by the Valentine Group in New York, the 12x12 inch magalogue, aptly called  "Square Foot," features luscious carpet still-lifes and beautiful models (mostly shot from the waist-down) standing on Interface carpets, along with full color palettes for each product. The primary images were shot by fashion photographer Carter Smith. "We took a fashion approach because we wanted to elevate ourselves above other carpet companies," explains Ramage. "The style brought a fresh and new look to the way people look at commercial carpets." 

As successful as the catalog has been, it was always meant to be an interim step to previewing products on the Internet, says Ramage. Today thesamplecenter.com is on line, and customers can browse through thousands of SKUs, order physical samples with a click of a button, and get them overnight. With the physical samples comes a self-addressed shipping label so customers can return the swatches when through. 

 Customers have been good about returning samples. "We get them back by the thousands," says LaValle. "This helps in many ways. If we don't have to remake those samples, it accounts for a lot of expense and waste we don’t have anymore." The company is investigating ways to further improve upon this program by introducing a smaller and more efficient shipping container. 
Sustainability isn’t an overnight process, LaValle emphasizes. "Everything is about chipping away to get there. One thing we did as a company in the beginning was catalog everything that we did that was bad. These things became targets. For instance, we have 200 or so [emission] stacks of some sort or another at our mills. Over the past six years, we have eliminated 45 of them. We still have 155 to go. That's what I mean by chipping away." 

 The company has chipped at other areas as well. A change in tufting methods has allowed it to eliminate about a fourth of the nylon in every carpet tile. Old fibers are "combed" for recycling rather than melted. Certain yarns are substituted with hemp and flax. Photovoltaic panels are used to generate power for its facility in California. Processing water is treated for golf-course irrigation. Improvements, big and small, are made wherever possible. 

"It is a huge undertaking to become sustainable," says Oakey. "You can make a 100% recycled product, but if you don't manufacture it in a sustainable way, you haven't become sustainable. The question is how much energy did it take to make it? How much waste resulted from the process? How much energy was used to get it to you?" 

Interface's commitment to sustainability is more than cosmetic or an effort to win public relations "brownie" points. CEO Ray Anderson aims for nothing less than reengineering the modern corporation. He is currently the co-chair of the President's Council on Sustainable Development and makes some 150 talks a year around the country on eco-sensitivity. Interface's own financial performance in recent years refutes the argument that sustainability draws from the bottom line. Stock prices, profits and annual sales have all risen phenomenally since the company adopted its sustainability program in 1994. Between 1994 and 1999, it has also managed to reduce emissions and solid wastes by 30% and 50%, respectively, and realize savings of more than $75 million to date. 

From a design perspective, "sustainability has been our driver," says LaValle. "Frankly that has made us more creative and forced us 'to push the envelope,' to think outside the box. Through that, we have found many better ways to do things that actually, in the end, are also cost-reductive."
