
I D S A . O R G34

ORIGAMI TO THE RESCUE

A plat Culinary Design Collection is a zero-waste design 
and manufacturing company that creates simple, 
functional organic cotton products for sharing food 

and wine. All our goods are sustainably manufactured in San 
Francisco. When the COVID-19 crisis and order to shelter-
in-place began, Aplat’s usual business and sales came to a 
halt. On March 17, 2020, all nonessential businesses and 
schools closed in San Francisco, including local factories 
and suppliers. Aplat’s studio too. In a state of disbelief 
and panic, as many of us felt, I strategized about reducing 
expenses. I had to let go of overhead staff and furlough 
contract partners. Only a team of three remained: the digital 
director, the client communications manager, and I. Among 
the three of us, I was the only one left in the studio, where 
I frantically submitted loan applications for over 10 different 
government relief funds and grants, for which I am still 
waiting for approval.

A New Purpose
Although I was concerned about the survival of Aplat’s 
business, the greater urgency was to stop the spread of 
the coronavirus. The severe shortage of medical masks for 
healthcare workers was a problem I knew I could help to 
solve quickly. The call to action was loud and clear: make 
and donate as many masks as possible. I joined rising 
organizations like Mask For Heroes, Mask4Medicine, and 
RAW Artists communities to take action. 

To design a better mask meant one that could 
comfortably fit all the faces in my family, from a large French 
nose to a flat Korean nose as well as a teen and a tween. 
It took seven days to design the Aplat mask, from research 
and prototype to final design. I researched many masks in 
the market, those made from cloth and N95 designs. I rapidly 
prototyped over 50 different masks, making refinements and 
testing them on my family to ensure it would fit a wide range 
of face shapes and sizes. 

The final Aplat mask design follows Aplat’s circular 
design practice, with a guiding principle of origami folds, 

simple pure square geometry without radii or curves. This 
enabled a zero-waste pattern for production with perfect 
control over the yield. Similar to our Aplat dish covers, 
each mask production cut yields a new product: Aplat 
party garland. Like the culinary totes for food and wine, the 
masks are 100% organic cotton, washable, reusable, and 
biodegradable at end of their life.

On March 27, 2020, we launched the Aplat mask 
online in nine color options, along with a free downloadable 
pattern for people to sew at home for personal use. 
The mask pattern design went viral overnight along with 
a massive community of mask makers sewing with us 
around the world. The direct messages we received were 
overwhelming, heartfelt, and inspiring. 

Things happened rather quickly after that. We were 
featured in the media, including as one of USA Today’s top 
picks for masks produced in America. Forbes even featured 
the mask in an article about designers who have stepped 
up to answer the challenge of the need for masks. Thanks 
to social media, we were able to support our buy one, 
donate one mask campaign to fund a portion of our masks. 
Designers and colleagues supported us on GoFundMe. In 
just four weeks, we surpassed our goal of providing over 
15,000 masks to healthcare and essential workers, donating 
to hospitals, public services, hospitality, food service, 
grocery stores, and at-risk individuals.

Although we are a team of three women, as the founder 
and designer (plus a mom with kids in the background on 
Google Classroom and Zoom), it fell to me to oversee design 
and manufacturing in three factories, quality checking 
products, and packing and shipping over 1,000 masks a 
day. I’ve become an expert on designing on the fly, product 
descriptions postcards, packing slips, graphic inserts; taking 
photography for the Web and social media, talking to 
trademark and patent attorneys (the Aplat mask’s patent is 
now pending), and authorizing licensing agreements for the 
masks. My children helped label packages too. Each night 
around 8 p.m., my husband and I would drive our car full of 
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priority mail orders to a 24-hour USPS shipping yard in San 
Francisco where only semitrucks were driving in. Thankfully, 
I had Min and Tina, working remotely, virtually managing the 
website and updating content daily, monitoring sales and 
inventory, answering customer questions and concerns, and 
tracking online orders and inventory. 

It Takes a Family
The shift Aplat made from culinary products to masks was 
possible because we were able to use the same material, 
supplies, and resources we had on hand. To manufacture 
the Aplat mask, I turned to the same factories and suppliers 
who’ve been making our culinary and wine collection. This 
year Aplat celebrated its fifth birthday on April 22, 2020 
(Earth Day); my vision for starting a zero-waste design and 
manufacturing company was possible because of the factory 
partnerships I’ve fostered over the years. These factories are 
all women-owned businesses right here in San Francisco, 
who’ve been the heart of the industry here for over 40 years. 
They are like family to me, and the close partnership and 
the trust we’ve built has allowed us to produce masks with 
incredible craftsmanship, hard work, quality, and speed. As 
I write this, they continue to sew, with a goal of producing 
35,000 masks by mid-summer. 

This has been a ridiculous amount of work, but we are 
ready to support the ongoing need for personal protective 
equipment along with attending to our regular culinary and 

wine tote customers. We continue to supply donated masks 
to healthcare-related clinics and essential workers. Our next 
big production campaign will be in partnership with South 
American cut-and-sew factories that are still in lockdown 
with COVID-19 numbers rising. Our goal is to get them 
food, water, and masks. And as businesses are beginning 
reopening we are now supplying local wineries, restaurants, 
museums, and design retail stores nationwide with masks 
for their staff.

Once I started producing medical masks for hospitals 
back in March, I became an essential worker and never 
really experienced shelter-in-place. Instead I and those who 
helped make Aplat masks have worked harder than ever. 
It felt like I was launching a start-up without much thought 
but great demand. I continue to figure things out as I go, 
listening and learning and redesigning how we do business 
online and how we support our partners as we discover the 
new norms of social awareness and distance.

—Shujan Bertrand, IDSA
shujan@aplat.com

Industrial designer and mom-entrepreneur, Shujan Bertrand is the 
founder Aplat Inc., a culinary design collection that celebrates the 
moment of sharing food, wine, and flowers for an everyday zero-
waste lifestyle.


