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Essay Overview

In this essay, I will discuss what fast fashion is and how it impacts society and the environment. Typically, the consumer benefits the most from fast fashion as big brands make new trends available at a low cost. This low cost, however, comes at the expense of the workers and the environment where the clothes are produced. Alternatives to fast fashion will be discussed and how some of the impacts can be alleviated by consumers subscribing to sustainable fashion. There will also be a discussion about artists and designers that create sustainable pieces and spread awareness about the impact fast fashion has in the world.

Introduction

Fast Fashion is a term used to describe the clothing industry sampling ideas from high-fashion designs and catwalk trends, mass-producing them to be brought into retail stores at a fast pace, increasing the consumer's demand for minute-by-minute trends at a low cost. The concept allows mainstream consumers to buy the latest looks of the season at an affordable price. Fast fashion grew during the late 20th century when clothing manufacturing became less expensive. This resulted in newly developed manufacturing methods, relying on low-cost labour from clothing production factories in South, Southeast and East Asia. In the garment production line, women make up 85%-90% of the workforce. The Fast fashion workforce is often exploited due to the gender concentration of the manufacturing industry. Women are the most vulnerable. Retailers that use Fast Fashion in their business model include H&M, Zara and Primark and regularly make the top 10 list of brands to avoid due to the use of sweatshops to produce their clothing. These are popular retailers with stores all over the world, making large sums of money from their inexpensive on-trend clothing that attracts the wannabe trendsetting consumer. Although Fast Fashion is an affordable way for the consumer to buy trendy clothes from the high street, the low cost of producing these garments uses synthetic materials and other harmful chemicals that pollute the environment and eco-system. The fashion industry as a whole is responsible for 8-10% of global carbon emissions every year. This trend has paved the way for another kind of fashion, sustainable fashion. Sustainable fashion can be interpreted as reducing the number of materials used, using less harmful chemicals to produce clothes, fair workers' pay and working conditions, the use of recycled materials and promoting the repair and reuse of clothes. Sustainable fashion brands aim to produce high-quality, long-lasting goods so consumers do not need to buy new every year or season. Brands that champion sustainable fashion also touts their fair pay and recycled content in their fabrics as well as some offering repair and reuse schemes. This essay will discuss the benefits of fast fashion and how these benefits are typically skewed towards the consumer and retailer. In addition, the hidden cost of fast fashion will be examined. Lastly, a potential solution to the damage caused by fast fashion will be explored. (1.)
[image: MPs criticise high street fashion's throwaway culture | Fashion | The  Guardian]
Figure 1, image of a Primark store on the high street. (1.)

Benefits of fast fashion

Fast Fashion creates a constant introduction of trending garments that encourages customers to shop at their stores more often, which leads to more purchases. Retailers do not stock the same seasonal trends after they sell out, instead, the retailer will introduce a completely different trend to the stores. This creates a consumer desire to get the item now, as they know it’s not likely to be available for long. Consumers will also purchase fast fashion garments because they’re a much cheaper alternative to designer clothing that these retail stores have replicated even though they may not be as good quality and will not last as long. This gives the consumer the opportunity to dress in clothing that looks like it came straight off the catwalk at an affordable price. Fast fashion has made it accessible for everyone to dress in the current seasonal trends. The latest look will no longer be accessible to wealthier people, celebrities and socialites. In the last 20 years, fast fashion retailers have skyrocketed in sales. Platforms such as online shopping and social media contribute a great deal to the retailer's global success. Many social media platforms such as Instagram and Facebook have online shops and markets where consumers can purchase anything with the touch of a button. Social media also uses advertisements that will draw the consumer's attention in order to purchase items. Online shopping also plays a large factor in fast fashion, it’s so much easier for the consumer to clothes shop without even needing to leave the house and enter a shop. (1.)



Unintended consequences of fast fashion

While fast fashion has some benefits to society, such as affordable clothing for most, it does have a hidden cost to the people producing these garments and the environment. To make these clothes affordable, typically cheap labour is used from countries in South East Asia where there is less regulation surrounding the treatment of the workers, health and safety and the disposal of waste chemicals during dyeing. One example of this is in Xiantang, China where the river is “blue and smells strange.” This is due to nearby bleach factories where denim is dyed, and the wastewater is disposed of directly into the river. Greenpeace conducted a survey in 2010 which found lead, copper and cadmium in the river where the cadmium levels exceeded 128 times the national environment standard levels and the water was at pH 11.95, which is almost at the same level of strong household cleaning products such as bleach. (1.)
 
[image: Our colorful clothes are killing the environment - CNN Style]
                        Figure 2, Dye polluted water in Bangladesh. (2.)

The pollution is not just situated in China, countries such as Bangladesh suffer the same problems where cheap labour and loose regulations are ripe. International brands such as Primark use these countries to produce clothing to satisfy the customer’s demand for new trends at a low cost further contributes to the problem. (2)

In order to keep the costs low for consumers, cheap labour must be used where workers experience highly demanding conditions with little reward. Workers at these factories are exposed to heavy metals such as lead, cadmium and copper on a regular basis where lead is a known carcinogen and can make people infertile. 

In addition to the lack of health and safety for workers, the disposal of wastewater into the local rivers is another cheaper alternative to collecting the polluted water to send to a chemical processing plant so that it can be treated and disposed of safely. At the moment, there is no incentive for these companies to change their habits as they benefit from selling their clothes at a low cost and receive no punishment for treating workers badly or negatively affecting the environment.

Fashion is one of the largest labour-dependent industries in the world. Child labour in the fashion supply chain is a big problem. According to The International Labour Organisation, there are around 260 million children employed around the world. In most countries around the world, child labour is forbidden but continues to happen in much poorer countries around the world, working within fast fashion. Fast Fashion has encouraged brands to use child labour in their production line for many years. The reason is, child labour is cheap labour and the garments in the production line are created at a fast pace to meet the high demand of the consumer. Global campaign coordinator, Sofia Ovva says “There are many girls in countries like India and Bangladesh, who are willing to work for very low prices and are easily brought into these industries under false promises of earning decent wages”. (3.)
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             Figure 3, one of the child labourers harvesting crops on a cotton field. (3.)

In the cotton industry, child labour is used to transfer pollen from one plant to another. These children work long hours for less than minimum wage, also being exposed to dangerous pesticides. The children are specifically hired to help harvest the crop. Working long hours sowing cotton in the spring months and weeding the crops in the summer. Children also work in the spinning and yarn mills. A report by SOMO found that 60% of the workers that are hired in the spinning and yarn mills are under 18 when they began working in the establishment. Many of the children that started were as young as 15. Child labour is also used in the “cut-make-trim” side of the garment production line, this is the process of putting the clothes together. In these clothing factories, it is often the children that perform the more difficult tasks such as dyeing the fabric, sewing the embroidery and buttons on the garments, trimming the threads and packaging the stock ready to be shipped away.  Child labour has always been a difficult issue in terms of trying to track down the factories that hire children in the first place. Ovaa also says “Companies that sell their products in Europe and the US have no clue where the textiles come from. Maybe they know their first supplier and there are codes of conduct in place, but further down the chain in the lower tiers, it is very difficult to understand where the cotton comes from.” (3.) Although the brands that use fast fashion in their retail stores don’t condone child labour within fast fashion, the garment-making process often gets subcontracted to other garment factories that the brand and fashion buyers don’t know anything about. Many of the countries that the garment factories are situated in are countries where there is extreme poverty. In situations like poverty, it is common for children in particular to be put into employment at an early age, where children are often misled and put into work in a dangerous environment for cheap labour. (3.)

Adults also must deal with poor working conditions in garment factories. One factory, in particular, The Rana Plaza. The Rana Plaza was an eight-story building situated in Dhaka’s outskirt Savar. This building housed banks, several shops and garment factories used to create the fast fashion clothing that we see in our retail stores every day. On the 24th April 2013, The Rana Plaza came collapsing down, losing the lives of 1,134 people and leaving many more injured. Many stories on how people tried to survive the crashing building included people trying to amputate their own limbs just to be free of the building. The day before the harrowing incident, large cracks in the building were discovered. The several stores and banks immediately closed knowing that the condition of the building was far too dangerous to work in. The garment factory that was situated on the top floor ignored the warnings of the building and carried on working throughout the day despite the dangerous conditions. It was reported that the garment workers were ordered to carry on working as they normally would. Later on, that day the building collapsed causing thousands of injuries and lives lost. It was reported that at least 29 global brands had orders being processed in the garment factories in the Rana Plaza. These brands included Bonmarche, Mango, Primark and Matalan. Each of the brands that placed orders in the Rana Plaza garment factory were a participant towards a horrifying situation that lead to the deaths of many innocent people that just wanted to earn money and make a living. (4.)

“They tried to pull the concrete plates that were on top of us. From both side of the plates people were pulling me and they managed to get me out. The weight of the concrete had pulled my uterus. At 11pm they removed my uterus completely. I need medical treatment and I have dreams for my child, so I need to earn money. The tuition fees might be low, but all the materials you need to buy, like shoes, books, uniform and the exam money comes on top of this.” Shila Begum, survivor of the Rana Plaza collapse. (4.)

[image: Years after the Rana Plaza tragedy, Bangladesh's garment workers are still  bottom of the pile]
Figure 4, Image showing Rana Plaza Accident in 2013 (4.)

Sustainable fashion

While the problems caused by fast fashion are clear, people still need clothes to wear in their day-to-day life. Recently, a new trend has come around in the form of sustainable fashion. There are different branches of sustainable fashion such as: ethical fashion, circular fashion and slow fashion.

Ethical fashion is concerned with the production of garments by giving the workers good working conditions and fair trade of materials. This includes policies and practices on child labour, forced labour, worker safety, the right to join a union and payment of a living wage. Circular fashion is the use of recycled materials and upcycled clothes by companies as well as ‘thrift’ or charity shopping and buying used clothes by consumers.
Slow fashion is the sharing or renting clothes, for example renting a suit for a wedding.

Slow fashion aims for the consumer to buy or rent high-quality garments that will last longer. Brands that market themselves as slow fashion proponents also typically consider the fair treatment of animals, the environment and the respect for workers' rights. The idea of slow fashion is to buy better and buy less. This leads to fewer materials used, chemicals needed and aims to do away with throw-away fashion. Renting garments is another example of slow fashion. Rather than buy a wedding dress or suit for a special occasion, these can be borrowed at a price and handed back after a certain day, only to be rented by someone else. Again, this reduces the need for new clothes to be made as they can be rented as needed while also not being left in the wardrobe until eventually thrown away due to lack of use. 

Lucy & Yak

There are different strategies companies adopt that market their ethical approach to fashion. One example is increased transparency of the supply chains which show the consumer where the clothes were manufactured. The consumer can then make an informed decision on whether the company is ethical or not. Usually, the more transparent the company is about their products, the more ethical they are. Smaller independent businesses such as Lucy & Yak where organic fabrics and fair trade is at the core of the business model have demonstrated to bigger brands such as ASOS that there is a consumer demand for transparency and fair trade in supply chains which has encouraged them to follow suit. (5.)



“We believe if we put our kindness, fairness and all-around good vibes, it breeds more of the same. Every pair of Yaks we make should stay in circulation for as long as possible.
We'll continue to use organic and recycled fabrics, but also make sure all our Yaks can be Re: Yakked and Re-loved through our Repair and Upcycle network, our Facebook Buy, Sell, Trade group, our Depop page and now our Buy back initiative in collaboration with
Beyond Retro vintage shops.”(5.)

[image: Lucy & Yak | Independent, Organic and Recycled Clothing]Figure 5, Lucy & Yak photoshoot displaying range of coloured dungarees. (5.)

Patagonia

The solution to fast fashion’s unintended consequences could lie with a change of business model that companies such as Patagonia aim to achieve. The message that Patagonia tries to drive home to consumers is ‘buy well and buy less’ which contrasts with buying a lot and cheap that many high street consumers rely on. This message aims to reduce the environmental footprint by using fewer materials by manufacturing less which reduces their carbon footprint as well as minimise secondary environmental impacts due to using virgin [image: A picture containing text, person, hand
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          Figure 6, The inside label of a Patagonia Responibili-Tee (6.)

In addition, some Patagonia ranges such as bluesign or the Responibili-Tee pride themselves on using recycled materials such as fishing nets, polyester, nylon and wool which reduce waste materials going to landfill by re-purposing and giving those materials a new life. Furthermore, Patagonia offers a repair and reuse program which consumers can use to repair their clothes so that they can be worn time and time again. 
However, Patagonia is not perfect as they also outsource their manufacturing to countries such as China, Bangladesh and others in Asia where much of the damage from the fashion industry occurs; but their business model of using recycled materials, high-quality production and their repair and reuse program is a step in the right direction to help alleviate some of the environmental problems caused by the production of garments. (6.)

“Our product line accounts for more than 90 percent of our total carbon emissions. While Patagonia has long used materials with lower environmental impacts, we haven’t been able to stop using fossil fuels altogether. By 2025 we will only use preferred materials—organic and Regenerative Organic cotton, recycled polyester and recycled nylon, among others. We’re already at 87 percent of our line and counting. This effort will reduce our emissions by 15 percent. (We, too, wish this number were larger, but every percent counts!) Through our growing Worn Wear program, Patagonia will continue to offer customers clothes with 60 percent lower emissions than new”. Patagonia website. (6.)






Artist/Designer Research

There are also artists and textile designers that work sustainably, spreading awareness about the negative impact that the fashion industry has on the world. One artist that works on this topic is Benjamin Von Wong. Von Wong created three installations called ‘The Waterfall’, ‘The Tree’ and ‘The Tornado’. Von Wong decided to take a trip to Cambodia where he visited an abandoned garment factory that went bankrupt. The factory was full of neglected bags of clothing which were created by the people who worked there previously. Von Wong wanted to repurpose the bags of clothes as they were left in the factory, not being worn by anyone and create nature-themed installations. With the help of volunteers, Von Wong created a message that voiced the disadvantages of the fashion industry. Creating the installation in the factory came at a price. Von Wong and the volunteers experienced the few poor conditions that the workers would experience every day in their work life. The factory itself was not adequately ventilated which caused the clothes and the building itself to be extremely dusty. Individually crafting these pieces of clothing into the installation was challenging as well as dangerous due to wonky floors, unstable scaffolding and poorly constructed building which could fall apart at any minute. (7.)

“We wanted people to feel a human connection to these structures. The volunteers that we recruited trusted to plant the seed of change to a very serious problem, that every single thing we wear has a hidden cost. This was a story about people coming together to try and challenge one of the largest industries on the planet”-Benjamin Von Wong. (7.)

Von Wong rescued 2,500 kilos of clothing in the process of creating these installations. This is the average amount of clothing in a person's lifetime.(7.)

[image: ]                     Figure 7, The Waterfall installation by Benjamin Von Wong (7.)
[image: A picture containing old, dirty, stone

Description automatically generated]The image above shows “The Waterfall” installation. This piece is supposed to represent how we used use 2700L of water to create a single t-shirt. This installation was created using thousands of garments that were left with no purpose at all (7.)
            Figure 8, The Tree Installation by Benjamin Von Wong. (7.)
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Description automatically generated]The image above shows “The Tree” Installation. This piece is supposed to represent the 70 million trees that the fashion industry uses to create the cotton fibres for our everyday clothing. (7.)
                    Figure 9, “The Tornado” Installation by Benjamin Von Wong. (7.)

This last piece by Von Wong shown above is the Installation called “The Tornado”. The third installation is supposed to represent the clean air that we lose from all the pollution created by the harsh chemicals and dyes that we used to create the garments we wear every day. (7.)


Textiles designer Sanyukta Shrestha is a pioneer in bridalwear. Shrestha is a successful designer with multiple awards for innovative wedding dresses. Being recognised as “The Greta of the Wedding World” and having her brand labelled as the “The Dawn of the Sustainable movement”, Shrestha is one of the first designers in the bridalwear community to introduce sustainability and slow fashion to the wedding industry. The first design launch shocked the bridalwear community when Shrestha released her first wedding couture collection in 2011. The garments included fascinating eco-friendly fibres such as milk, hemp, wild nettle and organic silk. (8.)

“18 years ago, I had a vision of cruelty-free fashion that urged me to think deeply about the future of our planet and what the impact each and every one of us has. I want people to be aware that luxury and sustainability aren’t two separate realities” Sanyukta Shrestha (8.)

[image: Cordellia Silk gown]Shrestha’s prides herself on her Nepalese heritage and incorporates this into her wedding dress designs. Shrestha does this by bringing back Nepalese traditional dressmaking craftsmanship. Every dress is hand-spun and hand-loomed using only ethically sourced, sustainable fibres. With all the garments being handcrafted, Shrestha uses a circular system that requires a rule for zero waste. Everything Shrestha designs will have a purpose and use. Another important commitment that the designer promises her customers is that the designs that she creates are easily traceable in terms of tracking the product's lifecycle down to the last material. This makes it accessible for the customer to know where the materials come from, who made the garment and how the garment was made in the first place. (8.)
                                      Figure 10, The Cordellia Silk Gown by Sanyukta Shrestha (8.)


Fashion Alternatives

Thrift shopping could also be a positive alternative to fast fashion by reducing the need for manufacturing new clothes. ‘Vintage’ clothes have become extremely popular in recent years where consumers raid charity shops to buy used clothes either to wear themselves or to sell on marketplaces such as Depop, Vinted and eBay. The trend has become so popular in fact, that brands have created new designs that offer a ‘vintage look’ so that they can keep selling more. Thrift shopping is a better alternative as most of the time these clothes are bought from charity shops where the funds go to causes that help people, animals and the environment while rewarding the consumer with the look that they crave. 

The issue with sustainable fashion is that it can be hijacked by ‘Green washing’ where a company may market itself as sustainable such as H&M but it is unclear how they are achieving this goal. H&M was forced to remove its sustainability label from their clothes due to unclear and potentially misleading advertising as well as being fined. This is only a recent phenomenon as regulators are cracking down on what it means to be truly sustainable. Third-party certification may be one solution to ‘green washing’ as they will have an unbiased standard that companies need to follow to receive the certification.

Ultimately, the consumer has the power to drive change and help alleviate the impacts of fast fashion by buying well and buying less, repairing clothes, thrifting and choosing brands that respect their workers. As consumer habits change, companies will follow suit so that they can keep the business afloat. While fast fashion has some benefits such as making fashion more equitable through cheap clothing, it is generally at the expense of the workers in poorer countries and the environment. It is up to us to make a more conscious effort to learn about the unintended consequences of fast fashion. Artist and Designers such as Von Wong and Shrestha are good examples of people that spread awareness of fast fashion and use eco-friendly and sustainable alternative methods when it comes to creating garments.  Therefore, it is important to consider how much a piece of clothing really costs when chasing that next trend. 
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