
Colour is one of design’s most invisible supply 
chains. This invisibility is not accidental. It is 
structural. We have built our design systems on 
the refusal to see where colour comes from, who 
makes it, what knowledge produced it, what labour 
and extraction sustains it. Most hues arrive through 
fossil fuel extraction, detached from place, labour 
and consequence. Circular design has reached fibre, 
garment and material. But colour—one of the most 
chemically and colonially loaded steps in the entire 
system—remains largely invisible. We call this a 
symptom of deeper structural miscoding: in how we 
relate to extraction, to knowledge systems, to what 
we imagine possible. Chroma Waste Lab exists to 
make that question visible again. It treats colour not 
as surface decoration but as material, as history, 
as a shared cultural act. And it asks a fundamental 
question: what colour would look like if we designed 
it honestly—if we refused extraction at both ends, 
upstream and downstream, and reframed colour 
from property to commons.
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The Lab works alongside the scientists at Deakin 
University’s Institute for Frontier Materials, who 
engineer pigment from post-consumer cotton 
textile waste by ball-milling discarded cloth into 
a fine, chalk-form powder. There is no solvent, 
no synthesis, no dye bath in the conventional 
sense. Colour is recovered mechanically and can 
be returned to new cloth—cotton deposited onto 
cotton. Closed loop. No new extraction. What the 
current trials keep showing is profound: the cloth 
itself decides how much colour stays. Fabric 
architecture, not chemistry, is the dominant 
variable in the current conditions. This is a colour 
that cannot be standardised, owned or reordered, 
because it is contingent on what was thrown away. 
It is colour with a biography. Colour that refuses 
the logic of commodity. This is not a solution. It 
is proof of concept. An option. A provocation. It 
demonstrates what becomes possible when we 
stop extracting.
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The Lab does not bring colour knowledge into a 
room. It draws it out. Through its participatory 
methodology, the Chroma Grounding, visitors 
are invited to map colour to place, to become 
co-authors of a colour’s first public appearance. 
The premise is civic as much as material: colour 
knowledge is already in the community—in stories, 
in land relationships, in cultural memory. The Lab’s 
job is to bring it into the room and make it count. 
Colour, in this telling, is a commons. Something 
made together rather than sold down. Something 
that belongs to place and to people, not extracted 
from them. This reverses the conventional direction. 
Instead of imposing colour on communities, we 
ask what colour communities already know, what 
relationships to colour sustain them, what colour 
could mean if it stayed relational.
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Chromatic Afterlives is the idea at the centre of 
the entire programme: colour persists, transforms 
and carries cultural and material life beyond its 
first use. A discarded garment is not the end of 
a colour. It is a chromatic resource with a life 
still ahead of it. The Lab studies that afterlife, 
treating waste-derived pigment as a material 
entity with a history it continues to transmit. The 
question is not “how do we dispose of colour?” 
but rather “what colour remains, and what it 
still has to say?” This is a refusal of disposal. 
It is the assertion that colour can circulate 
endlessly, that waste is not an endpoint but a 
starting condition. This is not about sustainability 
rhetoric. It is about imagining colour differently: 
as something that moves through systems 
without disappearing, that carries memory, that 
belongs to places and communities across time.
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Chroma Waste Lab is not only a practice. It is 
deepening a design research field—Ethical 
Colour—and building the instruments a field 
needs to exist. The Ethical Colour Standard sets 
out thirteen criteria across material, social and 
cultural dimensions. It is the only framework of 
its kind to address the cultural life of colour at 
all, not just its chemistry or cost. The work makes 
the designer responsible—accountable—for 
where the harm of a colour choice lands, and for 
whether sustainable colour stays a commons or 
becomes a monopoly. This is design ethics with 
an operational edge. This is colour reimagined as a 
matter of justice, not just aesthetics or efficiency. 
The Standard is one instrument. The Bio Colour 
Directory is another. Together, they transform how 
we measure what ethical colour means: not through 
a tick-box, but through a relational framework 
that asks who is missing from this supply chain, 
what knowledge systems are erased, what 
becomes possible when colour stops extracting.
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