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      Foreword

      
      We have to feed ourselves, shelter ourselves and clothe ourselves. Clothing is the third or fourth largest industry in the
         world. It employs a sixth of the world’s population. Consumer research shows that there is an enormous unprecedented surge
         in consumer concern about who makes the clothes, how they are treated and how the manufacturing process affects the environment.
         This concern has grown to such an extent that demand for fairly traded goods will soon exceed supply in some areas.
      

      
      A recent consumer poll showed that 90 per cent of respondents do not want goods made with child labour, 85 per cent do not
         want goods with sweated labour, 50 per cent do not want goods that damage the environment. Retailing takes very seriously
         any research that shows consumer opinions above 30 per cent.
      

      
      Given that marketing has been defined as giving people what they want, a moral imperative to produce goods cleanly, treat
         workers well and pay above living wages has now become an economic imperative. Yet there is a widespread lack of understanding
         of these issues.
      

      
      This book is a must-read for all – clothing manufacturers and retailers interested in long-term business survival as well
         as consumers who wish to be informed so they can make responsible choices and shop with their conscience.
      

      
      Clothing is a very significant part of what we consume and people are realizing ‘how we consume decides the future of the
         planet’.
      

      
      Katharine Hamnett

   
      
      
      
Introduction


      [image: image]

 

      
      
         ‘Fashion is not something that exists in dresses only. Fashion is in the sky, in the street, fashion has to do with ideas,
            the way we live, what is happening.’
         

         Coco Chanel

         ‘Fashion encourages “wants” not “needs” and sits in an uncomfortable partnership with ecology. How can the industry most founded
            on artifice and perpetual change ever really become a genuine friend of the earth?’
         

         Susannah Handley, fashion writer

      

      
      A few years ago, hearing the term ‘eco fashion’ was enough to send the fashion conscious into collective cardiac arrest. Conjuring
         up images of unflattering sandals and mud-coloured sackcloths, it was best kept within the circle of a select and virtuous
         few.
      

      
      Even those of us who tried to live as green a lifestyle as possible, eating organic and local food, and reducing our carbon
         footprint, had to stop short when it came to ‘green’ choices for our wardrobes. After all, eating healthier and better-tasting
         food was one thing – but what, many asked, were the benefits, if any, of wearing organic clothing?
      

      
      As looking behind labels became a consumer mantra, the fashion industry managed to keep up appearances, following the idea
         that the less said about the way clothes are made, the better. How could there really ever be a place for ethics in an industry
         dominated by aesthetics?
      

      
      As editor of the Green Pages at the Ecologist magazine, I cover a range of green lifestyle issues – from food, wine, health, home and energy to parenting. Admittedly I
         approached eco fashion with the same scepticism, until seeing my first ‘ethical fashion show’ a few years ago convinced me to start an eco-fashion section in the magazine.
      

      
      I’m very glad I did as, over the last two and a half years I have learnt about the impacts of our addiction to cheap and disposable
         fast fashion, the toxic soup of chemicals that go into making our clothes, and the carbon emissions associated with our global
         clothing industry.
      

      
      Not just that, but the fact that it is an industry directly affecting much of the world’s population: cotton provides an income
         for approximately 1 billion people in 80 countries, according to the FAO (the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United
         Nations); there are an estimated 100 million garment workers around the world; and in Europe and the US there are hundreds
         of thousands of people employed in retailing, transporting, marketing and more. What we wear affects us much more than I realized.
      

      
      During this same period I have had the opportunity to meet many of the designers involved in eco and ethical fashion, to research
         the issues and engage with retailers and leading lights in the industry. And from the very first ethical fashion show that
         led me into this area, I now work with London Fashion Week on their ethical fashion exhibition, Estethica, through which I
         have witnessed just how sophisticated and stylish eco fashion has become.
      

      
      Its sackcloth image now more or less banished, eco fashion has entire issues of glossy fashion magazines dedicated to it,
         and famous fashion muses now proudly display their wardrobes’ eco credentials. But I feel the real story behind the clothes
         we wear has never been told in its entirety.
      

      
      This book aims to tell that story. It is based on research and interviews with people involved in designing, making, promoting,
         retailing and writing about clothes and fashion. It is meant to be a practical guide as well as an informative exposé. I believe there is no use advising people to change their
         behaviour unless they know why it is important to do so, so issues are explained without being too technical.
      

      
      The first four chapters look behind the label of our clothes and address the major problem areas involved in clothes making.
         As new owners of a garment, we are only one part in a long chain of people and processes that have given the garment a life
         of its own.
      

      
      Chapter 1 starts off by looking at the nameless millions who labour to make our clothes. Who and where are they? And who or
         what is responsible for their being overworked and underpaid?
      

      
      Chapter 2 peers into the nation’s wardrobes and asks how quantity became more important than quality. It looks at what really
         happens when we throw our clothes ‘away’ and asks whether disposable fashion is really such a bargain after all.
      

      
      Chapter 3 discusses how the world’s two most dominant fabrics – cotton and polyester – have impacted not only our wardrobes
         but the wider realms of international economics, politics and society. Both fabrics have gone a long way to creating the unsustainable
         situation we are in, and an argument is made for how they may become part of the solution and not the problem.
      

      
      Chapter 4 explores the impacts clothes manufacturing has on the environment, human health and animal welfare. Factory workers,
         retail-floor staff, and at times we the consumers, may be exposed to nasty chemicals from clothes. And as fashions have changed,
         so has the climate and clothing’s carbon footprint. This is discussed, as well as how clothing has contributed to species
         extinction.
      

      
      In the second half of the book, I present the solutions to the problems raised in the first half. What we as consumers can
         do, and what others – including designers, retailers and industry insiders – are doing to carve out a sustainable fashion
         industry.
      

      
      Chapter 5 starts by arguing that although fashion is notoriously fickle, green and ethical issues have taken root in the industry.
         The evidence for this is clear: consumer gauges, media coverage and business decisions. One of the most important indicators
         of how long-lasting these changes will be is whether or not there is a financial case for going green. I argue that sustainability
         initiatives can positively affect business’s bottom line, and equally there are strong financial reasons against doing nothing.
      

      
      Chapter 6 surveys the fabrics that are set to dominate the clothing landscape in the 21st century, from organic cotton, wool
         and leather to hemp and alternative synthetics. These, as well as eco dyes, organic printing and the certification standards
         and labels created to help clean up fashion, are discussed.
      

      
      How can you tell if your clothes are made in a sweatshop? While there may be no easy answers, Chapter 7 details what retailers
         are doing to make fashion fair, and what we, as consumers, can do. It also discusses the most stylish Fairtrade brands and
         the pioneers behind them.
      

      
      Indeed, certain designers have been critical in transforming what could have been a trend, into a movement for sustainable
         style. Chapter 8 pays homage to the group of design pioneers who have refused to hide behind their labels and who have been
         chipping away at the status quo. Be they campaigners, innovators or thinkers – as a whole, through their work and ideas, they’ve
         led to a sea change in the world of clothing and fashion.
      

      
      And while it is one thing for small-scale, independent designers to take up green causes, what about the mass market? Can
         high-street chains, which cater to hundreds of thousands of price-wary customers, ever really take up ethical or green issues beyond mere window dressing? Chapter 9 tries to answer this
         question with interviews with Stuart Rose of Marks & Spencer, Peter Simon, chairman of Monsoon, and Claire Hamer, a buyer
         from Topshop.
      

      
      Chapter 10 is for anyone who has ever opened up their closet and found that they have ‘nothing to wear’. Relieving closet
         boredom doesn’t have to mean rushing out to buy something new – so I detail seven ways to liven up wardrobes by giving old
         favourites a new lease of life. From accessorizing, to ‘no-sew sewing’, to charity-shop chic and vintage, greening your wardrobe
         can also be very creative.
      

      
      One of the biggest issues with eco/ethical fashion is knowing where to buy it. The Directory at the very back is the culmination
         of three years of compiling and research. You will know where to get designer wear, basics, jewellery, denim, shoes and more,
         so keep it in a safe place.
      

      
      Dressing for success

      
      If we as consumers begin to ask questions of retailers, if retail buyers begin to educate consumers, if designers, with their
         unrealized power, begin to consider the environmental impact of the fabrics they use and design clothes to last as long as
         possible, and if retailers begin to be discerning about the collections they buy … then things will really begin to change.
      

      
      Knowledge can inspire action. I believe we can now wear the clothes that reflect the changes we want to see.

      
   
      
      
Chapter 1


      
      The labour behind the labels

      [image: image]

 


      Shopping for clothes is an enjoyable, rewarding experience, right? Discovering something that looks good, feels good and, even
         better, can be bought for a bargain – we shop to reward ourselves in a number of ways. But as new owners of a garment, we
         are only one part in a long chain of people who have given the garment a life of its own. At the other end of that chain,
         at the stage when various fabric pieces, zips, cuffs or buttons are sewn into a finished garment, there is someone with a
         name and a family who is ultimately responsible for what you are buying. Who is that person?
      

      
      Some shoppers can still be seen, albeit more and more rarely, turning a garment inside out, checking the insides of pockets
         and carefully inspecting seams. The reason for this is that, as Christa Weil, a vintage-clothing expert, says, ‘A garment’s
         true value lies not in its label, but in its workmanship.’1 An appreciation of workmanship is one way of saying ‘thank you’ to the person who made our clothes.
      

      
      More and more often, though, on today’s high street, workmanship and craft have been ignored, and what is on offer, and demanded
         by consumers, are copious amounts of inexpensive clothes. The reason it’s all possible is that that person at the beginning
         of the chain – the one sewing it all together – doesn’t have a name or a face, and in many cases may only be known by a machine
         number. These are the miserable and exploited who work in garment factories.
      

      
      Long hours, little pay, child labour, hazardous and unsafe working conditions – this was all commonplace in the UK during
         the Industrial Revolution. But instead of being stamped out with the progressive legislation and social awareness that brought
         vast improvements to workers’ lives, the problems have simply gone overseas. Over the last 35 years, but particularly in the
         last ten, history has been repeating itself in the poor, underdeveloped countries where most Western clothes are now made.
      

      
      What really goes on in a sweatshop? Where are they? Who or what is driving down working conditions and who or what is to blame
         for not improving them? These are the questions this chapter aims to answer.
      

      
      And as you’ll see, in many cases the problems are structural. From buyers’ purchasing practices and ‘just in time’ sourcing,
         governments racing to the bottom to attract investors by offering a cheap labour force in special export zones, and weak and
         unenforced company codes of conduct that make a poor substitute for proper legislation – we simply can’t point a finger of
         blame on one thing. It’s the system that’s broke.
      

      
      What this means is that we, as consumers, have to step in. We have a responsibility to consider that ‘cheap fashion’ comes
         at a cost far and beyond what we pay at the tills. We can only blame the retailers in so far as they’ve managed to lull us
         into a false sense of security and assurance that we can have dirt-cheap, lightning-speed and guilt-free fashions.
      

      
      If the person who made our next shirt did so without being able to feed their family that evening what does that say about
         us?
      

      
      Clothes on speed

      
      
         ‘The reality in the fashion business is, right, what’s available? I want it quick and I’m not bothered how it gets here.’

         Salvatore Pignataro, Traidcraft

      

      
      Clothing used to be dictated by seasons. A collection was introduced for ‘Spring/Summer’ and ‘Autumn/Winter’. Beginning in
         the early 1990s, retailers like Gap and Esprit introduced one for each of the four seasons, still within the realms of what
         the term ‘season’ actually means – one of the four natural divisions of the year. This then led some retailers to up the stakes
         and supply six or eight seasons, then even ten to twelve. Today some retailers have 15 seasons every year. Far from actual
         seasons, our high streets have now become a constantly revolving carousel of new fashions, changing in a matter of weeks.
      

      
      This can be explained, in part, by the fact that a clothing ‘trend’ can be kick-started by a simple photograph of Kate Moss
         or an equivalent celebrity in a particular outfit, or magazines like Grazia proclaiming a certain jacket a ‘must have’. When this happens, retailers and their sourcing teams know what to do. They embark
         on a desperate scramble, ringing around their suppliers to see what the mills have on shelves. If a willing supplier is found,
         they are asked to turn around, say, a hundred thousand glittery tops or minidresses in two to three weeks. Instead of admitting
         that this would be impossible, suppliers will say, ‘Yes of course we can do it.’ Both supplier and retailer know the rules
         of the game.
      

      
      ‘A company puts pressure on the supplier to condense the lead time and it’s a one-way discussion. It’s all about what the
         buyer wants. Buyers end contracts if lead times can’t be met,’ says Salvatore Pignataro, UK purchasing and sourcing manager
         of Traidcraft. Retailers and manufacturers both know what it is that allows them to survive the demands of ‘fast fashion’
         retail: an expendable, underpaid and overworked labour force in poor countries.
      

      
      ‘Workers are called by their machine number, never by their names’
      

      
      
         ‘I made blouses and trousers and there was specialization among the workers – some worked on collars, other sleeves, buttons,
            until the whole garment was put together. For each 100 garments we put together we get $0.05. In order to make $5 a day, we
            need to produce between 5,000 and 10,000 garments a day. In order to feed your family, you need to leave the house in the
            early morning, leaving your children at home, and work until late. You are not able to get up from machines and there is no
            drinking water. You have a 45-minute break, but it is really only 35 minutes as you need to be back at your machines ten minutes
            early to be ready to work. We want investment BUT with adequate working conditions.’
         

         Noemi Floras Rivas, garment worker in Nicaragua

      

      
      Noemi speaks calmly and with confidence to a packed conference in London organized by Labour Behind the Label in early March
         2007. The audience – design students, high-street retailer representatives, a couple of journalists and labour advocates –
         listen attentively. The most striking thing about Noemi is that she is considered fortunate: she is employed whereas there
         is a 60 per cent unemployment rate in Nicaragua. Just as for millions of other workers who find themselves working in sweatshops,
         the alternatives are considered worse.
      

      
      Like Noemi, of the estimated 100 million people worldwide who make clothing and textiles, up to 90 per cent are female. Women
         have less power, money, protection from violence or access to decent employment and therefore make ideal candidates for sweatshop labour conditions. According to Oxfam’s estimates,
         fewer than half the women in Bangladesh’s textile and garment export industries have a contract; most have no maternity or
         health cover; they work on average 80 hours’ overtime a month and receive on average only 60–80 per cent of their earnings
         – the rest is withheld by factory owners for things like rent, water and food; and it’s common for women not to get the first
         month’s wage, to keep them working at the same place. Sexual harassment is frequent and those who complain are dismissed.2

      
      Garment manufacturing has been on the decline in Europe and the US over the last 15 years. In the EU, employment in the textile
         industry fell by 1 million to 2.7 million from 1995 to 2005. A further 1 million job losses are anticipated over the next
         five years.3 Instead, over the past five to ten years, employment has been concentrated in China, Pakistan, Bangladesh, India, Mexico,
         Romania, Cambodia and Turkey.4 More than a quarter of the world’s production of clothing and textiles is in China alone. In Bangladesh, Haiti and Cambodia
         clothing and textiles account for more than 80 per cent of total exports.5

      
      The issue of Europe’s shrinking textile manufacturing industry was highlighted recently with the closure of Burberry’s British
         factory in Treorchy, Wales. The number of jobs in the Welsh textile manufacturing industry has fallen from 13,000 to fewer
         than 4,000 since 1991. The Treorchy factory, which employed 300 people, was closed down despite an ongoing celebrity-studded
         campaign to keep it running. The plant was moved to China – where Burberry could get the 600,000 polo-shirts produced for
         £4 apiece, instead of the £11 it takes in Wales, making them an extra £2 million in profit, Observer Magazine reported.6 Burberry’s chief financial officer, Stacey Cartwright, said the move was ‘sad but inevitable’. With the retail price of the shirt an average £55, this wasn’t a question
         of make-or-break survival for Burberry.7

      
      Should we blame Burberry when all across the high street, the average garment industry worker receives just 0.5 per cent of
         the retail cost of clothes?
      

      
      The Clean Clothes Campaign say that the choice to move production to China ‘does have serious implications, since the ability
         to join and form unions of their choice is after all a fundamental workers’ right and, in the end, without the ability for
         workers to exercise such a right, code compliance [with various Western labour codes] cannot be sustainable in the long term.’8

      
      China’s competitiveness is due to its ability to produce at short notice – but this comes as a consequence of women facing
         150 hours’ overtime per month (the majority of young workers are women), 60 per cent with no written contract, with standard
         working hours between 10 and 12 and sometimes 15 and 16 hours a day with one or two days off a month.9 Payment of less than the minimum wage is common and piece-rate wages are usually not enough to cover living costs.10

      
      Migrant workers can easily be exploited because they do not have full residency permits within cities – which limits their
         access to basic services and allows employers to get away with not offering them contracts and, indeed, often not paying them.
         In 2004 the total amount of wage arrears owed to migrant workers was calculated at almost £400 million.11

      
      It is estimated that nine out of ten Chinese companies do not meet national labour standards.12 It’s no wonder then that factories in China’s textile and clothing sector are experiencing labour turnover at the rate of
         200 per cent a year.
      

      
      
      
      Doing business in China
      

      
      In China Blue, a 2005 documentary directed by Micha X. Peled, sweatshop factory worker Jasmine, 17, dreams of putting a note in the back
         pocket of a pair of jeans. ‘Just wanted you to know who made your jeans – I cut the thread, Orchid put the zipper on and Li
         Ping sewed them.’ This one scene exposes the most striking disconnection between the people who buy clothes and the people
         who make them. The ‘Made in China’ label adorns a large part of the West’s high-street clothes, but it tells nothing about
         the millions who labour for our labels and the conditions they work in.
      

      
      China Blue is a chilling film about how miserable those millions are. To help support her parents, Jasmine leaves her village to join
         a jeans factory thousands of miles away, and soon finds herself working up to 20-hour days, seven days a week, with one annual
         vacation, living in a factory dorm where even bare necessities (water, food) are docked out of her pay. Factory owner Mr Lam
         is a slave driver, but, in the end, is only passing on the pressure – in time, costs and risk – he gets from his Western clients.
         One scene shows him meeting a UK buyer (who wished to remain anonymous) with whom he strikes a deal for a rush order of jeans
         for £4.10 per pair. Jasmine experiences her first round-the-clock schedule to fill the order. The order is filled, Mr Lam
         gets paid, the UK buyer gets his jeans and, just as always, it’s the workers who’ve ultimately paid the price.
      

      
      

      
      
      
      Slaves to fashion: child labour
      

      
      As much as we may be aware of the fact of child labour in the developing world, it still shocks to know the statistics. The
         ILO estimates that there are 218 million child labourers aged between 5 and 17 worldwide, 126 million of whom are engaged
         in hazardous work, and 73 million of whom are younger than 10. Many are trapped in forced and slave labour, debt bondage and
         prostitution.
      

      
      

      
      The rise of the £3 jeans

      
      It was a scandal in the newspapers when, in 2005, £3 jeans started to appear on the rails of Tesco. All the same, Britain’s
         cheapest jeans were selling at 50,000 pairs a week. And Tesco are quite clear about their role in providing these jeans. Spokeswoman
         Julie McGuckian said, ‘The £3 jeans make brilliant workwear for all types of different people, from builders to fashion students,
         who can try designs and chuck them away if they don’t like them.’13

      
      An estimated 32 million people shop in UK supermarkets every week, and over £7 out of every £10 spent on groceries in Britain
         now goes into supermarket tills.14 Nowadays, however, a trip to top up on milk, bread and bananas is also a chance to grab a pair of skinny jeans or a coloured
         bootcut model. Ten years ago no one had ever heard of £3 jeans, but today you can find those and all other types of clothing
         for no more than a tenner at supermarkets.
      

      
      At the time of writing, Primark offered jeans for £6, Matalan for £10, Asda for £12 and Tesco (men’s jeans) for £10. In Britain,
         this year, we are set to buy some 86 million pairs of jeans – an increase of over 40 per cent in the last five years. Spending
         on jeans will reach £1.51 billion by the end of 2007. But it’s no wonder – the average woman owns eight pairs.
      

      
      Jeans are one way that supermarkets and other ‘value retailers’ have carved out their niche in the UK’s cheap fashion craze.
         Clothing sales at supermarkets are growing five times faster than at retailers in the rest of the sector, with Sainsbury’s
         sales increasing by a phenomenal 50 per cent in the last three months of 2006 alone.15 In the last year (2006) Tesco’s clothing range increased sales by 16 per cent; and overall profits for the retailer are at
         a record high of £2.55 billion.
      

      
      One in four items of clothing bought in the UK comes from Asda, Tesco, Primark and Matalan, yet only £1 in every £10 that
         is spent on clothes is spent there.16 We are currently buying 40 per cent of all our clothes at value retailers, with just 17 per cent of our clothing budget.17

      
      
      
      Where does your money go when you buy clothes?

      
      Tearfund have broken down the costs that are involved in manufacturing a pair of jeans according to how much each stage gets,
         based on the retail price:
      

      
      
         	The workers: 0.5 per cent


         	Cloth and other materials: 13 per cent


         	Transport: 11 per cent


         	The shop: 50 per cent
            


         	The brand: 25 per cent (covers marketing and other overheads)


         	The government: 17.5 per cent VAT


      

      
      

      
      
      
      How far have clothing prices gone down?

      
      Women’s clothing prices have fallen by a third in ten years, while the ‘value’ end of the market is booming, doubling in size
         in just five years to £6 billion of sales in 2005.18 What was it like shopping 50 years ago?
      

      
      Mo Tomaney, a fashion industry consultant and a lecturer at Central St Martin’s, says:

      
      ‘In 1949, my mum earned £1.50 a week in a blue-collar job. She had an account with a dressmaker for one-off items of clothing
            – a dress, a coat, a suit. She would expect to buy a new coat every 8–10 years. She expected to spend £12 on a coat, which
            was eight times her weekly income. I was still wearing the coat in the 1980s, when I was in my 20s. This might seem like not
            a lot of money, but her situation in today’s equivalent would be a supermarket checkout employee earning £180 a week, and
            spending £1,440 on a coat.

      
      Everyday clothes came from the 50 shilling shop. My mum would expect to spend today’s equivalent of £270 on her ‘everyday’
            clothes in today’s equivalent: Topshop. But who spends £270 on anything at Topshop? Would anyone spend £270 on a coat at Topshop? Is there anything that sells for that much at Topshop?

      
      These were mass-produced clothes – but they were made in the UK; today 90 per cent of clothes sold in the UK are imported
            from abroad. Of course, there were always knock-offs but it took a season to get them in shops. Communications brought limitations
            to having more than two seasons a year. To tell factories about design changes, you needed to send telexes and couriers.

      
      Of course retailers wouldn’t just increase the number of seasons for the fun of it, but in order to sell more clothes, and
            the way they’ve made this possible is to cut the price of clothes.’

      
      

      
      Last-minute sourcing

      
      
         ‘Supermarket buyers are the worst.’

         Fashion industry insider19

      

      
      Value retailers survive because they have the power to consistently lower prices and they are able to respond to quick changes
         in consumer trends.
      

      
      According to ActionAid, suppliers transfer cost losses from supermarkets onto workers because ‘raw materials are ordered at
         the last minute, an increasingly flexible workforce is employed at the last minute, work is subcontracted, and excessive volumes
         of work are taken on during the “feast” in case there is a “famine” later on’.20

      
      In a lot of cases, contracts are not issued, the order is made verbally and in good faith, which means there is no paperwork
         to trace back either. This gives retailers a number of loopholes to return or not pay when things go wrong. Suppliers have to outsource work to subcontractors when they receive orders that are
         too big for their normal workforce to fulfil. There’s also been a growth of ‘full package’ companies that can supply quick-time
         delivery orders to big retailers.21

      
      Prof. John Ruggie, UN Special Representative on Business and Human Rights, states:

      
      
         ‘The comparatively weak negotiating position of suppliers is also a notable underlying cause of non-compliance [with labour
               rights]. Factories cannot influence the terms of trade such as price, speed, quality or buyer behaviour. Given this inability
               to provide upward pressure, the compromises that suppliers make to keep or win contracts and to remain competitive are passed
               down to the workers in the form of unrealistic time frames, low wages, poor working conditions and abuse of workers’ rights.’

      

      
      The emphasis on speedy production has led to fewer large suppliers in the industry – those which can take advantage of economies
         of scale – and simplifying the number of relationships that must be maintained by retailers. It works as a kind of hourglass
         – whereby there are big brand names at the top, which then reduce down to a tiny number of brokers who control a lot of factories
         worldwide. One example is the Taiwanese-owned company PouChen, which controls 25–30 per cent of all trainer production worldwide.22

      
      
      
      ‘Made in?’
      

      
      According to Adam Mansell, of the British Apparel and Textile Confederation, EU law, to which Britain adheres, stipulates
         that the only information that a clothing label must include is the fibre content. So neither care instructions nor country
         of origin have to be on the label. This makes it difficult for the consumer to make informed choices. ‘The UK used to have
         a law back in the 70s or 80s when a label had to state where the garment was made. But that law changed when Britain joined
         the EU. It’s an issue that’s been talked about for 20 years in Brussels. They’ve talked about reintroducing compulsory country-of-origin
         labelling … but so far there’s been no action,’ says Adam Mansell.
      

      
      

      
      Retailers’ social audits – a halfway house?

      
      Social audits to check working conditions in factories came about in the mid-1990s after a series of high-profile companies
         came under fire for substandard working conditions in their supply chains. Although the companies – such as Nike, Levi Strauss,
         Gap and C&A – had adopted codes of conduct that pledged to prevent exploitation and abuse of workers, they were challenged
         by groups to demonstrate that they actually met the standards they had adopted.23

      
      Today, social audits are performed in the tens of thousands by hundreds of brand names or retailers. But according to the
         Clean Clothes Campaign, ‘Social audits cannot, by themselves, create change, they can only produce a “shopping list” of items
         to be remedied. At the same time, flawed auditing can have the opposite effect by providing a false or incomplete picture
         of working conditions.’
      

      
      Research for a Clean Clothes Campaign report found that the vast majority of social audits performed are being made with plenty
         of advance warning for factory managers so that the effectiveness and value of the audit was thrown into doubt.
      

      
      A rough estimate by the Clean Clothes Campaign is that there is a total of 200,000–300,000 clothing workplaces in the world
         today, only 10 per cent of which are audited each year. ‘It is also unlikely that in auditing that 10 per cent, that the worst
         of the rights violations taking place in the industry are coming under scrutiny,’ the group’s Quick Fix report states.
      

      
      The main problem is a lack of joined-up thinking on the part of retailers. On the one hand, there are gestures of corporate
         responsibility, Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) departments and the like. Many times, however, according to Dan Rees,
         director of the Ethical Trading Initiative, these have been ‘ghettoized’ inside companies. Meaning that these people or departments
         are separated from the mainstream business decisions. So the overall pressure coming from the company to the supplier is ‘lower
         the price’, but a lone voice or department within the company will say ‘working conditions matter’.
      

      
      In other words, as Hannah Jones, Nike senior corporate responsibility officer, says, ‘There’s no point in Nike having 96 monitors
         on a factory floor day in and day out monitoring overtime, if overtime is being caused way up the supply chain.’25

      
      
      
      The Spectrum disaster
      

      
      A testament to how social audits really aren’t working is the case of the Spectrum Sweater factory in Bangladesh. Severe abuse
         and exploitation of workers were taking place; overtime was mandatory; no holidays were permitted if production ran on; sexual
         harassment was common; unions weren’t allowed; minimum wage was less than that set by the government – which was paltry to
         begin with.
      

      
      Not only this but the nine-storied Spectrum Sweater factory was a health and safety hazard lacking planning permission and
         waiting to collapse. Collapse it did, on the night of 11 April 2005, leaving 78 workers dead and 100 others injured. Before
         the collapse, the Spectrum factory had been audited by French retailer Carrefour and by KarstadtQuelle. It was producing clothes
         being sold by Zara-Inditex, Cotton group and Wal-Mart, among others.26

      

      
      Where it is likely to happen – ‘export processing zones’

      
      Export Processing Zones (EPZs) are ‘industrial parks offering tax holidays, duty exemptions, and investment-allowance reductions’.
         They offer benefit-free, union-free and flexible labour as an incentive to investors – in fact, virtually the only thing that
         companies need to pay is worker wages.
      

      
      Writing in 2000, Naomi Klein helped expose EPZs in her book No Logo. At the time of her writing, there were around 1,000 EPZs in the world – employing roughly 27 million workers. Despite the horrid revelation of the conditions at these places, they continue to exist. And not only that – their numbers
         have expanded: by 2005 there were more than 5,000 of them, employing more than 50 million workers globally. They are a ‘fast-spreading
         phenomenon’ according to the International Trade Union Confederation.
      

      
      EPZs were promoted as a way to help poor economies way back in 1964 when the United Nations Economic and Social Council adopted
         a resolution endorsing the zones as a means of promoting trade. Now, according to both the World Bank and McKinsey, a leading
         business consultancy, the incentives EPZs provide rarely work as they set national and provincial governments bidding against
         each other, giving away many of the gains from trade that were anticipated for workers and for long-term development.32

      
      Unions: the only way out

      
      It is estimated that fewer than 10 per cent of garment workers worldwide are unionized. One of the most effective ways that
         retailers could improve the workers’ situation is to encourage collective bargaining and unionization. Yet research suggests
         that only 15 per cent of audits even take freedom of association into account, which means that although some companies are
         touting their auditing as a means to improve the workers’ situation, one of the biggest issues is overlooked.33

      
      Trade union rights represent the minimum standard for workers’ rights. There are two:

      
      1 Freedom of Association: the right of workers to form and join representative organization in the workplace.
      

      
      2 Collective Bargaining: the right of workers to join trade unions without fear of discrimination … and to have it negotiate
         the terms and conditions of their employment on their behalf.
      

      
      At best workers are not informed of their labour rights: ‘Very few workers are aware that workplace codes exist, even in workplaces
         where employers are making significant efforts to put them into practice,’ the Ethical Trading Initiative Annual Report 02/03
         stated.
      

      
      At worst, there is a systematic terror campaign to discourage union activity. ‘Nearly 10,000 workers around the world were
         sacked for their trade union involvement in 2005, and almost 1,700 detained. One hundred and fifteen trade unionists were
         murdered for defending workers’ rights,’ according to the International Federation of Free Trade Unions.
      

      
      The worst country in the world for death within unions is Colombia. Recently released figures show that 84 trade unionists
         were murdered in Colombia in 2006, marking a 20 per cent increase on the number assassinated in 2005. The CUT, Colombia’s
         main union confederation, estimate that since 2002, 500 people have been assassinated. Carlos Rodriguez, president of the
         CUT, said: ‘Since the CUT was founded in 1986, there has been a campaign against trade union activity and more than 3,000
         trade unionists have been assassinated. There is no other country in the world where trade unionists suffer such violence.’
      

      
      This is happening despite the fact that Colombia has ratified several freedom of association and collective bargaining conventions
         and therefore has to report regularly to the ILO supervisory bodies.
      

      
      Graham Copp, from Justice for Colombia, a TUC-backed coalition working with the Colombian trade union movement for basic human
         rights and social justice, said: ‘Although most of the murderers have never been identified, figures from the Colombian Commission
         of Jurists assert that 75 per cent of political assassinations in Colombia are the responsibility of the state, either directly, or through tolerance of the existence of extreme right-wing paramilitary groups.’
      

      
      With awareness comes responsibility

      
      The one satisfaction in knowing all this is the realization that there is no better time than now to start to make changes.
         There is a better way and, as a consumer, there is much we can do. One of the first things is to be aware how best to avoid
         buying clothes that have been made using sweatshop labour. Clothing labels don’t even begin to tell the story of how clothes
         were made, but while you don’t need to become a detective before your next shopping trip, there are guideposts and examples
         to help you decipher the real cost of the clothes you are buying.
      

      
      In Chapter 7 I discuss the ways in which retailers are banding together to instigate change in their supply chains and what
         to make of these initiatives; the idea of fair trade and how it is helping to reverse the downward price trend on the high
         street; what questions to ask of a retailer to persuade them to do more to ensure decent worker conditions; and I profile
         some of the leading lights in the fashion world who are striving to put ethics into aesthetics.
      

   
      
      
Chapter 2


      
      Throwaway culture

      [image: image]

 

      
      A light-pink cotton button-down jacket, perfect for a summer’s night out, purchased for a song. It seemed like a good idea
         at the time. But by the time I tried it on at home, its fit, cut and colour weren’t right. It spent a year in my closet unworn
         and another six months in a bundle with other ‘unwanteds’ until I finally gave it away. While I’m the first to admit to buying
         clothes that I don’t wear, I’m not the last.
      

      
      The average woman could just about afford a new car with the amount she spends throughout her lifetime on clothes that go
         unworn. And it’s not just our wallets that are taking a hit: the effects of our culture of over-consumption can be felt across
         the country, and indeed across the globe.
      

      
      As the prices and the quality of clothes fall, and the amount we buy increases, what to do with cast-offs is a growing problem.
         Bursting at the seams is one way to describe the current realm of clothing waste.
      

      
      How did we come to believe in the infallibility of the ‘away’ within our throwaways? How did quantity become more essential
         than quality in our nation’s wardrobes? And is disposable fashion really such a bargain in the long term? These are the questions
         this chapter will tackle.
      

      
      Bargain basement Britain

      
      
         ‘You’d be surprised how much it costs to look this cheap.’

         Dolly Parton

      

      
      Lily P. (this is not her real name) has an eye for clothes. Seven hours a day, five days a week, she stands in front of a
         conveyor belt at the Lawrence M. Barry & Co (LMB) sorting factory in Canning Town, east London. All day long, a stream of clothes – from shoes to women’s winter jackets, swimming trunks to men’s
         trousers – pass in front of her after being offloaded from 2-tonne trucks outside. The conveyor belt moves at over 6 kilometres
         per hour, meaning Lily has approximately half a second to judge a piece of clothing before shifting it into one of an array
         of containers stationed within throwing distance. Every hour, Lily and the 115 other sorting and grading staff at LMB get
         through 7–8 tonnes of clothes: over a week, approximately 200 tonnes.
      

      
      Each of the containers has a name: ‘women’s cotton dresses’, ‘women’s silk nightgowns’, ‘coloured T-shirts’, ‘children’s football
         uniforms’. A container, once full, is wheeled over to a ‘baling’ machine, squeezed into an airtight pile and bagged up into
         45-kilogram ‘baled’ packs, then stacked up to be loaded onto one mega-container, which holds 504 bales, until it leaves the
         factory at the end of each day. The clothes have all come from households within the M25, but their new homes will be thousands
         of miles away.
      

      
      ‘People didn’t throw things away then the way we do now,’ says Michelle Barry. Michelle, a thirty-something, is a proud member
         of a third-generation family in the textile reclamation business. ‘My dad always says you only need one suit: you got married
         in it, had your first child christened in it and you wore it to the grave.’ Her father, Lawrence, started LMB in 1985 with
         his wife, Joy, and before that her grandfather worked in the ‘flocking’ business, recycling high-quality wool.
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