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Introduction

The fashion industry is booming. Estimates suggest that revenue in global fashion markets is set to increase from 1.5 trillion dollars in 2021 to 2 trillion dollars by 2026 (Smith, 2022). According to Lia (2021), since 2000, the total global sales from clothing has doubled from 100 to 200 billion units per year. 

Fast-fashion, a business model which refers to the quick design, production, and distribution of low-cost, latest fashion, clothing (Maiti, 2022), was first introduced in the early 1990s when Zara, the Spanish clothing company opened in New York with an ambition for a garment to go from design to appearing in stores in just 15 days (Lai, 2021). Since then, the industry has continued to grow with other brands entering the market such as Primark, H&M and Boohoo. 

By 2026 the global fast-fashion market is alone expected to grow towards a high of 133 billion US dollars (Statista, 2022). 

The growth of the global fast-fashion industry
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Chart predicting the growth of the global fast-fashion industry. Source: Statista, 2022. 

Fast-fashion is a highly profitable business model with many consumers being attracted by the ability to wear the latest fashion at a low-cost (Lia, 2021). But this is a system that encourages excessive consumption (Lia, 2021) and although the growth of this industry may suggest that the price and latest design are considered more important that the sustainability and durability of an item (Droesch, 2020), there is evidence that this is changing. 
According to a report by Research and Markets, the global ethical fashion markets are expected to grow from $6.93bn in 2021 to $10.28bn in 2026 – a growth rate of 8 per cent (Research and Markets, 2022). Their research suggests that the growing awareness of the adverse effects of the textile industry is leading customers to move towards more ethical choices of clothing (Research and Markets, 2022). 
This research is also supported by Statista (2022) whose own research suggests that the share of sustainable clothing is growing, reaching around 6.1% of the market by 2026. 
Sales share of sustainable clothing items within the global apparel market from 2013 to 2026
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Sales share of sustainable clothing items within the global apparel market from 2013 to 2026. Source Statista 2022. 

Boohoo 

Founded in 2006, Boohoo’s market share of the fast-fashion industry has grown exponentially. Boohoo has around 5m UK customers (Laville, 2019) and while many high street fashion stores have been struggling in recent years, Boohoo has been bucking the trend with a record profit of £59.9m (Laville, 2019).
However, Boohoo has been criticised for its business model and the impact it has on the environment (Tyler, 2021) and following an undercover investigation into working practices within its supply chain (Wheeler, Bassey & Matety, 2020), Boohoo produced its first sustainability report in 2020 (Boohoo, 2020) – much later than other competitors such as H&M who produced their first report in 2002 (H&M Group, 2002). 
Boohoo’s sustainability report ‘Up Front’ covers a wide range of issues such as clothing manufacturing, supply chain and responsible business (Boohoo, 2020). Yet despite this, online reviews of Boohoo’s sustainability continue to show that the company is under-performing. 

The good on you ranking (2022) shows that overall Boohoo’s environmental ranking is ‘not good enough’ and it gives an overall score of just two out of five for action taken against the environmental, people and animals. Ethical Consumer (2022) rates Boohoo as the worst rating for environmental reporting, cotton sourcing, toxic chemicals, supply chain management and likely tax avoidance.  

And while there are other competitor fast-fashion brands that also score similarly – Zara, Primark, Missguided - there are other brands within the fast-fashion industry whose sustainability rating is improving, such as H&M (good on you, 2022). 

The rest of this report looks at the levels of sustainability within Boohoo and has highlighted several areas where the initiatives that the company is taking to adapt to a new market environment are currently falling behind their competitors. 





Boohoo’s impact

Supply Chain: 

In 2020 Boohoo faced a risk to its reputation after an under-cover investigation found that some Leicester based factories within its supply chain were reportedly paying workers as little as £3.50 an hour (the UK minimum wage was set at the time at £8.72) and were also forcing employees to work during the covid lockdowns with limited access to hygiene facilities and without any social distancing (Wheeler, Bassey & Matety, 2020). 

The scandal wiped £1bn from the company’s value (Davies & Kelly, 2020) and to address the growing concerns Boohoo commissioned a review of its supply chain working practices (Levitt, 2020). 
Managing the supply chain within the fashion industry is highly complex and difficult. There are many different companies involved in each of the different stages of production, from the textile mills to the companies that produce the raw materials, managing this is an increasingly complex issue (Burns & Carver, 2021).
A further review carried out by the company in 2022 (Leverson, 2022) led to the publication of Boohoo’s Agenda for Change programme and the introduction of a roadmap detailing new initiatives such as a modern slavery statement and the launch of the responsible purchases practice. In September 2021 the company made further moves to address sustainability within the supply chain and published a list of their international supply chain (Boohoo, 2021). 
Publication of its supply chain puts Boohoo in line with other companies within the fashion industry. According to a report by Fashion Revolution (2021) 42 out of 62 major brands and retailers were already disclosing their first-tier manufacturers in 2020 – a year ahead of Boohoo’s publication. 
However, there are still issues that remain to be solved with the supply chain and Fashion Revolution point to a lack of transparency beyond the first tier of manufacturers (2020). Currently 23 out of the 62 brands covered are already disclosing even a partial list of processing facilities and 18 out of the 62 are disclosing a partial list of textile production facilities including competitors such as H&M who already publish the names of over 300 mills that provide its fabrics (Fashion Revolution, 2020). 
Brands that have visibility and transparency over their full supply chain are more likely to safeguard themselves against labour, human and environmental risks (Fashion Revolution, 2020) yet Boohoo will not publish a raw materials supply chain until 2023, and this itself will only cover priority fibres (Boohoo, 2022). 

Emissions: 

The fashion industry is responsible for around 2.1 billion metric tons of greenhouse-gas emissions (Berg, Granskog, Lee, & Magnus, 2020) – around 2-8 percent of global carbon emissions according to the United Nations Environment Programme (2019). 

If it carries on its current path, the fashion industry will exceed the 1.5 degree pathway to mitigate climate change, as set out by the IPCC – in fact to reach this pathway Berg, Granskog, Lee, & Magnus (2020) suggest that the industry would actually need to cut its emissions by 1.1 billion metric tons of CO2 by 2030. 

The Ethical Fashion Report (2021) found that only 29 per cent of companies have targets and decarbonisation plans in place across their whole supply chain. In fact, 38 per cent of companies didn’t publish any emission targets or reduction plans. 

In 2020 Boohoo set about calculating its carbon emissions and worked out a target for reduction. Within its materiality matrix the company set carbon emissions and climate change as a very high priority impact for its stakeholders (Boohoo, 2021). 
The targets that the company set include the development of a roadmap for change, a 4.2 per cent reduction in operational emissions each year and a 7 per cent reduction in value chain emissions each year by 2025, and to achieve carbon reductions across the value chain equivalent to 52 per cent emissions relative to growth by 2030 (Boohoo, 2021). 
Since the publication of the sustainability strategy, the company has taken action to reduce its emissions including by ensuring all its buildings are powered by renewable energy, installing solar panels on its distribution centre in Burnley and head office in Manchester. 
However, with supply chain operations accounting for around 70 per cent of the industry’s emissions and around 30 per cent coming from retail, consumer use and the products end of life (Bell, 2022) there is clearly more that the industry and Boohoo can do. 

Boohoo’s partnership with the Sustainable Apparel Coalition (SAC) is enabling the company to understand and manage the environmental impacts of the supply chain. Around 61 per cent of the abatement needed could be delivered by decarbonising material production, minimising production, and decarbonising garment manufacture (Berg, Granskog, Lee, & Magnus, 2020) yet to date Boohoo has not set any targets for the reduction of emissions coming from its supply chain. 

Water: 
According to the Stern Review (2006) climate change will mean that droughts and floods will become more severe in many parts of the world. Water is an essential resource in the manufacture and production of raw materials and clothing – the production of a single pair of jeans needs as much as 10k litres of water (Graziotti, 2022) and the farms that grow the raw materials needed to make fabrics (such as cotton and hemp) use vast amounts of water – 1kg of cotton alone uses up to 20,000 litres of water (Research and Markets, 2022). 
Boohoo have set out clean water and sanitation as one of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) that it aims to contribute to. This includes action to reduce water pollution, increase water-use efficiency across all sectors and ensure  sustainable withdrawals and supply of freshwater to address scarcity. 
However, yet despite identifying this as a high priority area for stakeholders, there are no details as yet as to how the company will meet the SDGs within their sustainability strategy, instead the company has said they will develop plans over the next two years (Boohoo, 2021). 
With the fashion industry responsible for around 20 per cent of global waste water (Beall, 2020) ensuring that the fashion industry does more to protect this vital resource is paramount. Competitors within the industry are realising this. In 2012 H&M started to map their supply chain’s impact on water (H&M, 2022) and since then they have reduced their water usage from 104 litres per kilo of dyed fabric in 2017 to 85 litres in 2020 and have set a further target to reduce water usage to 78 litres by 2022 (Tiseo, 2022). 

Circular Fashion: 
Traditionally the fashion industry has followed a linear business model (take, make, waste), however this has led to concerns over the environmental impact of the industry. According to the Ellen McArthur Foundation (2021) a truckload of clothes ends up in landfill every second. By 2030 it is expected that more than 134 tonnes of textiles will be discarded each year (Beall, 2020). 

With the low-cost nature of clothing, many consumers do not consider what happens to the item once it has reached the end of its life meaning many items end up in landfill (Gwilt, Payne, & Ruthschilling, 2019). Lai (2021) reports that while the fashion industry itself has continued to grow; the average times people wear an item has decreased by around 36 per cent and according to Laville (2019) on average dresses and other products are discarded after just five weeks.  

However, there are signs that there is a growing number of consumers who are starting to look at sustainability within the fashion industry and in 2024 the second-hand clothing market is expected to grow to around $64 billion USD compared with $28 billion in 2019 (The Nines, 2022). 
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Source: The Nines, 2022. 
In the UK, sales of second-hand items grew 27.2 per cent in 2022 compared to 2020 (Sabanoglu, 2022). 
It’s not just the second-hand market that is growing, a recent report suggested that younger generations would prefer to rent items instead of purchasing and new fashion companies such as Rent the Runway and Poshmark – both fashion rental companies have recently appeared on the market (Droesch, 2020). 
Competitors in the fashion industry are recognising that customers’ needs are changing and are already working towards circularity. Companies such as H&M, who are working with the Ellen McArthur Foundation to bring circularity into their products and supply chains, have launched a variety of pre-loved initiatives across the markets they operate in such as rentals within H&M Home and enabling people to buy and sell their own pre-loved items in their stores (H&M, 2022). ASOS have also collaborated with the Ellen McArthur Foundation and this summer they launched their second collection which incorporates a circular design (ASOS, 2022). 
However, a search of Boohoo’s sustainability strategy highlights that ‘circular’ is only mentioned once throughout the strategy, referencing membership of Textiles 2030, though it is worth noting that the company has set targets to tackle textile waste. By 2023 the company aims to offer recycling and resale solutions across their brands and by 2025 they aim to divert all UK waste away from landfill. The company is also looking at how it can further support customers when it comes to the end of life for clothing (Boohoo, 2021), however, actions taken by the company don’t always support this aim. 
A recent change in Boohoo’s return policy means the introduction of a £1.99 charge per package returned (Boohoo, 2022). Although this was likely implemented to reduce costs to the company and reduce the number of items returned, this policy could have potential negative impacts by increasing the number of items that are sent to landfill. 

As noted above, a truckload of clothes ends up in landfill every second (Ellen McArthur Foundation, 2021) and around 40 per cent of what is bought is left unworn (Gwilt, Payne, Ruthschilling, 2019). With many items that Boohoo sells costing as little as £5 many customers may ultimately choose not to pay the return fee and instead dispose of their clothing through other means, including landfill. 
However, end of life is only part of the problem and solution. The Ellen McArthur foundation (2019) highlights that a circular economy for fashion involves ensuring clothes are used more, made to be made again and are made from safe and recyclable materials and although Boohoo has made commitments to improving the design of clothing to reduce waste, increase durability and improve recyclability, many of these initiatives will not be rolled out until 2030, putting them behind competitors such as H&M who aim for all their products to be designed for circularity five years earlier (H&M Group, 2022). 

This report has identified action being taken on sustainability at Boohoo within four key areas: supply chain; emissions; water; circular fashion. These areas have been chosen due to the high impact they have on our environment. There are other areas not within the scope of this report, such as marketing and packaging, that could also be reviewed to obtain a full overall picture of sustainability at Boohoo. 
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Sales in the secondhand apparel market have increased steadily since 2012. Initially recorded at $11 billion USD in 2012, sales increased to
$28 billion USD in 2019. Sales are expected to continue to climb as digital resale platforms explode in popularity. By 2024, sales of

secondhand apparel are forecasted to reach $64 billion USD.
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