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Sustainability - you know about this, right? It has been defined as “the quality of being able to continue over a period of time” (Cambridge Dictionary, 2018), “meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their needs” (Beattie, 2018) and, in business terms, as “managing the triple bottom line - a process by which companies manage their financial, social and environmental risks, obligations and opportunities. These three impacts are sometimes referred to as profits, people and planet” (Financial Times, 2018). 
As consumers, we are considering more and more about the things we buy, how we buy, the “real cost” of our goods - a shift referred to in 2015 as “conscious consumption” (Baker, 2015). But is anything improving? Maybe not. Recent political events, such as President Trump’s disinvolvement with the Paris Agreement and rescindment of obligations on sustainability reporting (Lubber, 2018), along with the UN’s recent global warming figures (Watts, 2018) suggest that we are teetering on the brink of something dire and change needs to happen imminently.
I work in the clothing industry. And fashion has a serious part to play in the future of our planet, as well as our pockets. In 2015, the UK clothing industry contributed over £28 billion to the UK’s GDP (UKParliament, 2017) and is the 8th largest sector of household spending. In short, the clothing industry is vital to our national economy, but the primary source of this revenue is what has become known as “Fast fashion”. This in, clothing that has been designed to be worn sparsely, discarded, and then a replacement purchased (UKParliamnent, 2017). In fact, in 2007 it was stated that 99% of the goods we purchase are thrown away within 6 months - a truly astonishing figure (The Story of Stuff, 2007). This mass consumption is primarily in Western cultures like the US and Europe, where figures state that the richest 10% of consumers emit over half of the planets greenhouse gasses (YouTube, 2016). WRAP state that in 2016 1,130,000 tonnes of clothes were purchased in the UK, and the average lifespan of the clothing purchased was 3.3 years (Valuing Our Clothes, 2017). So, why is this a problem?
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There are many factors that come into play in a discussion about sustainability and the clothing industry, and one that has been generating a significant amount of interest are the environmental ones. Our planet is only a finite resource and a great deal of clothing production, especially in relation to fast fashion, is hugely damaging environmentally. The price tag fast fashion clothing has is shockingly small, especially when you must consider the costs needed to produce such a garment. Fast fashion is usually created in countries like China, India, Vietnam and Bangladesh (Lifebeneathclothing, 2018), then shipped over to meet the needs of western consumers. The creation and transportation costs of these garment should therefore be translated to the overall cost of the garment. This is seldom the case however, with Annie Leonard of the Story of Stuff pointing out that “we aren’t paying for the stuff we buy” - a practice known as Externalising Costs (The Story of Stuff Project, 2007). In addition, the actual creation of garments bought in the UK, from raw material extraction to recycling/incineration/landfill created 26 million tonnes in greenhouse gases, a figure that is steadily rising (Valuing Our Clothes, 2017). 
Fast fashion also has to answer questions about the materials used in the garments produced. A great deal of the fabrics used in fast fashion are man-made synthetics, or hybrid mixes of natural and synthetic fibres (Farr, 2017). There is a host of problems that arise with this. The production of man-made synthetics involves the use of chemicals which are then pumped into the atmosphere (The Story of Stuff Project, 2007). In addition, in the production of sleepwear (especially children’s sleepwear) garments are treated with additional chemicals to make them more resistant to fire (Leamy, 2017). If, after disposing of these garments they are then incinerated, these chemical are released into the air. Micro-plastics, used in a massive amount of synthetic fabrics, and chemicals from fabric dye are released into our water systems when these clothes are washed (UKParliament, 2017). It is well-known now that disposable plastics are destroying the planet, but the plastics in clothing are not considered as much. Cotton, while considered by many to be a more ethical option than man-made fibres, requires a huge amount of water to grow. So much so that there are areas in Uzbekistan that have had their water resources almost entirely depleted due to waterways being re-routed to feed the cotton fields (EcoWatch, 2015). However, at least there is the option for 100% cotton to be recycled or refashioned into other items. This is nigh impossible with both fabric blends and synthetic fibres, making their product life hugely limited. 
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Which brings us neatly to another problem - the personal cost of fast fashion. In the Story of Stuff (2007), it is made clear that those paying for the cheaper, mass-produced items we consume are not us, the customers. That cost is taken on by the low-paid factory workers who have minimal health and safety at work, and often work long hours with no breaks. It is taken by those whose communities have been destroyed by stripping areas of natural resources by rerouting water, or areas that are rendered uninhabitable due to pollution. But there is a (potentially) lesser cost that should also be considered, and one that may impact on the retail industry at large - the price of the personal and mental health of the consumers and retailers of the final product. 
Fast fashion is made to be disposable - that is the point. The garment industry used to work in seasons, whereby a garment was expected to be instyle for at least six months. That has now changed, with many stores now receiving new inventory every couple of weeks, if not every week (Whitehead Lohr, 2014). In turn, this puts an expectation on the consumer to purchase more frequently than they originally would have. More often than not, their garments are perfectly serviceable but not “in fashion”. Our sense of selves is so highly dependant on branding and how others see us that if we are not matching standards set through advertising and keeping up with others then we feel we have failed, and this affects our self-esteem (The Story of Stuff Project, 2007). It is only through repurchasing, through consuming more, that we can feel we are “worth” something. This is in addition to the added financial strain of purchasing a new wardrobe full of clothes every week. 
This in turn has a knock-on effect on the local economies and environmental sustainability. What happens when our “fast fashion” is moving so fast that all our garments have not been sold? In some instances, overstocking has led to some shocking brand protection by companies such as Burberry (BBC News, 2018), where unsold items were incinerated rather than donated/recycled.
On the flip side of this coin however, it is easy to see WHY clothing companies are willing to indulge in practices that negatively affect the planet and people - profit. A clothing company can only remain sustainable if it keeps making profits. Without those, how do you pay your staff? How do you advertise your garments? How do keep innovating and finding new products? While it could be argued that further fabric innovation is harming the planet even more, without it where are we? Surely, at this point, we need to keep innovating to find new ways to solve the problems caused by our fast fashion? 
This could be the reason there has been a recent shift towards more considered consumerism - high end brands such as Stella McCartney and Ksenia Schnaider are making concerted pledges to address environmental issues such as waste and pollution by creating entire collections out of second-hand clothing (Teather, 2018). Social media plays it’s part too. Actress and campaigner Emma Watson has helped endorse environmentally sustainable clothing brands such as Emilia Wickstead, when she wore an end-of-line fabric dress to a red-carpet event - something that may seem small, but does have an impact on those who follow her on social media (Spedding, 2018). By wearing something that, in fashion terms would be considered out-of-date, she has made it “cool” to wear things differently, and for longer. Indeed, WRAP’s 2017 report showed that, since 2012 our clothing life-cycle has increased by 1.1 years, a trend they expect to keep increasing. However, the environmental impacts of fast fashion can only be negated if purchase of new clothing stops completely (Valuing Our Clothes, 2017) - a tough ask for all customers in our current climate of consumerism. 
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Some smaller companies are taking massive strides in helping to negate the effects of fast fashion, and are using their green credentials as a way of creating new custom and advertising their brand. Patagonia clothing pride themselves on their “care and repair” ethos, whereby they will repair your Patagonia branded item so it lasts you longer - the very antithesis of fast fashion (Marcario, 2018). There has also been an upsurge in consumers seeking out smaller brands, and handmade boutiques on sites like Not on the High Street and Etsy, where the items are more expensive but designed to last longer. Patagonia note that there is a difference between a consumer and an owner - an owner suggests pride and longevity, which consumption is more short-term (Marcario, 2018). Maybe, in an effort to ensure sustainability within the clothing industry, we should all make the effort to stop consuming, and take pride in our ownership. 
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