Water Hyacinth:

Regenerative Material

New Era of Summer Footwear



Water hyacinth, Eichhornia crassipes, is a plant of contradictions. It is celebrated for its lavender blooms
and floating rosettes yet feared for its extraordinary ability to overwhelm entire waterways. In many parts of
the world, it is known less as a botanical curiosity and more as an ecological crisis: a plant capable of
doubling its biomass in a matter of days, forming dense mats that block sunlight, deplete oxygen, and
suffocate aquatic life. What begins as a decorative species quickly becomes a force that disrupts fishing,
farming, transport, and local economies. Its spread is accelerated by warming waters, making it one of the
clearest examples of a climate-amplified invasive species.

Yet within this crisis lies an unexpected opportunity. When harvested responsibly, water hyacinth becomes a
regenerative, low-impact material with remarkable potential for fashion and footwear. The act of removing it
from waterways is itself a form of ecological repair. Clearing the plant restores oxygen flow, reopens
channels for fishing and irrigation, and creates income for communities who have long borne the burden of
its spread. In this sense, water hyacinth is not merely a fibre; it is a systems intervention, a way of
transforming an environmental threat into a source of livelihood and material abundance.

Once harvested, the plant undergoes a transformation that is almost disarmingly simple. The stalks are
cleaned, sun-dried, split, and twisted into ropes or woven strips. No heavy machinery, no chemical baths, no
fossil-fuel-intensive processing. The resulting fibre is strong, lightweight, breathable, and fully
biodegradable. Its warm, matte texture carries the visual language of riverbanks, markets, and hand-woven
traditions—an aesthetic worlds away from the petrochemical gloss of EVA foam and synthetic raffia that
dominate the global footwear industry.

This is where water hyacinth becomes especially compelling for summer footwear. Flip-flops, one of the
most ubiquitous and disposable products on the planet, are typically made from fossil-fuel-derived foams
that break down into microplastics and persist for centuries. A flip-flop made from water hyacinth tells a
different story. The braided fibre offers natural cushioning and breathability, making it ideal for hot
climates. Its texture brings a grounded, beach-ready warmth that feels artisanal rather than industrial. And
because the material is repairable and compostable, the footwear can be rewoven, refreshed, or returned to
the earth at the end of its life.

Summer mules, which require more structure and sculptural integrity, also benefit from the material’s
versatility. When tightly woven, water hyacinth becomes surprisingly rigid, capable of forming architectural
uppers that hold their shape without synthetic reinforcement. Designers can create open weaves that
ventilate the foot, dense braids that mimic the strength of leather, or hybrid constructions that pair hyacinth
with cork, natural latex, or vegetable-tanned leather. The result is a mule that feels both contemporary and
deeply rooted in craft, carrying the quiet sophistication of natural fibres shaped by human hands.




What makes water hyacinth truly transformative is not just its aesthetic or its performance, but its narrative.
It embodies a rare alignment of ecological restoration, material innovation, and community-rooted
production. A plant that once choked waterways becomes a source of income. A fibre that once had no
market becomes a regenerative alternative to petrochemical plastics. A product category long associated
with disposability becomes a site of circular design. In a world saturated with extractive supply chains, water
hyacinth offers a model that is restorative, tactile, and materially honest.

As summer fashion continues to search for materials that feel both natural and future-facing, water hyacinth
stands out as a fibre that carries more than texture. It carries a story of transformation—of ecosystems
repaired, of livelihoods strengthened, and of footwear that treads lightly rather than leaves a trace. In
flip-flops and mules alike, it invites wearers into a new relationship with the objects they use every day,
reminding us that even the most invasive plant can become a symbol of regenerative possibility.




How to Make Water Hyacinth Sandals

A practical, regenerative craft guide

1. Harvest & Prepare the Fibre

Water hyacinth becomes workable through a simple, low-impact transformation.
Steps

e Collect mature water hyacinth stalks from the water surface.
e Rinse thoroughly to remove silt and microorganisms.

e Sun-dry for 2-3 days until fully dehydrated.

e Split the dried stalks lengthwise using a small blade.

o Twist or braid the strips into ropes of your desired thickness.

Tip: For sandals, prepare two rope gauges:

(>

e Thick (6—8 mm) for soles
e Thin (3—4 mm) for straps and weaving
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2. Form the Sole Base

Water hyacinth’s natural cushioning and breathability make it ideal for footbeds—

’

“Offers natural cushioning and breathability, making it ideal for hot climates.’
Steps

e Cut a foot-shaped template from cardboard or cork.

o Coll the thick rope tightly around the template, stitching each coil to the next using jute or waxed
cotton thread.

e Once the full footbed is formed, remove the template.

e Add asecond layer of coiled rope for durability and comfort.

o Compress the sole underweight for 1224 hours to set its shape.

Optional: Add a thin natural-latex coating to the underside for grip.




3. Weave or Braid the Upper

This is where the craft becomes expressive. Water hyacinth can be woven loosely for ventilation or tightly
for structure.

Options

o Simple two-strap flip-flop:
o Braid two thin ropes.
o Attach one near the toes and one across the midfoot.
e Open-weave mule:
o Create a small rectangular panel using an over-under weave.
o Stitch the panel to the sides of the sole.
e Dense braided upper:
o Use a 4-strand braid for a leather-like rigidity.
o Shape into a band or closed toe.

Attachment
o Use an awl to pierce the sole.

o Pull the strap ends through and knot them underneath.
e Seal knots with natural latex or beeswax.




4. Shape & Finish

Trim excess fibres.

Sand the edges of the sole lightly for comfort.

Apply a thin coat of natural oil (coconut, linseed) to condition the fibre.
Let the sandals rest overnight to allow the weave to settle.

5. Repair, Refresh, Compost

One of the most powerful aspects of water hyacinth footwear is its circularity. Because the fibre is fully
biodegradable and repairable, you can:

e Re-braid worn straps
e Replace sections of the sole
o Compost the sandals at end-of-life (remove any non-biodegradable components first)







Where to Source Dried Water Hyacinth:
A Global Supplier Guide

Water hyacinth is harvested, dried, and processed almost entirely in Southeast Asia, where the plant grows
invasively in freshwater systems. Most global weaving industries—bags, mats, sandals, baskets—depend on
these regional supply chains. Below is a clear, region-by-region guide to the companies you can buy from,
including what they specialise in and whether they ship internationally.

Vietnam — the global centre of water-hyacinth weaving

Vietnam is the world’s largest processor of dried water hyacinth. Most UK-po d craft bundles originate

here, even when sold through i termedfaries. " %
.
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1. Mekong River Crafthen‘l‘re-& Vi

What they offer:

e Wholesale and custom orders

Why they matter:

These provinces sit along den: inth-choked waterways, making them the most consistent source of

2. Handicra

What they offer:
o Craft-ready bundles (50-200 pes)
e Pre-braided sandal straps

o Hyacinth rope in natural or dyed finishes

Ships to: UK via DHL/FedEx




Thailand — high-quality, small-batch producers

Thailand’s cottage industries specialise in fine, uniform braiding, ideal for sandals that need strength
without bulk.

3. Chiang Mai Water Hyacinth Weavers
What they offer:
o High-grade braided strips
e Hand-twisted rope
e Custom widths for footwear
Ships to: UK on request
4. Bangkok Eco-Fibre Exporters
What they offer:
o Bulk dried stalks

e Machine-twisted rope
e Wholesale only

Ships to: UK, EU

Philippines — community-based harvesting

The Philippines has strong NGO-supported hyacinth programmes that turn invasive plants into income for
lakeside communities.

5. Laguna de Bay Women’s Weaving Cooperative
What they offer:
e Raw dried stalks

e Thin rope for straps
o Fair-trade certified bundles

Ships to: UK via Etsy or direct



India — emerging suppliers
India’s hyacinth industry is newer but growing fast, especially in Assam and Kerala.
6. Assam Water Hyacinth Craft Clusters
What they offer:

o Raw stalks

 Rope

e Sheets for soles

Ships to: UK via craft marketplaces

UK-Accessible Retailers

7. Etsy UK Sellers (various)

What they offer:

e 50-100 piece dried stalk bundles
e Rope and braids imported from Vietnam/Thailand
o Fast UK dispatch

8. Amazon UK

What they offer:
e Small bundles of dried stalks
e Pre-twisted rope
o Often fulfilled by Vietnamese suppliers

Best for: Last-minute sourcing.

9. Alibaba (Global)
What they offer:
e Direct access to Vietnamese, Thai, and Filipino producers

o Lowest cost per kilo
e Custom widths and braids




How to choose the right supplier

| Reader Need

H Best Region || Why |
|Fast UK delivery HUK resellers (Etsy/Amazon)”No customs, small quantities |
|Best quality braiding HThailand ||Fine, consistent weaving |
|L0west cost HVietnam (bulk) ||Largest global supply |
|Ethical sourcing HPhilippines ||Community-based harvesting|

|Thick soles / strong strapsHVietnam or India

||Str0nger, wider stalks




