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INTRODUCTION


So, what is fast fashion?


Glad you asked! Fast fashion is the term used to describe any clothes that move quickly from the runway to the high street in order to meet new trends. As a result, the garments are speedily produced and sold at a lower price.


This revolution in shopping began in the 1990s, when retailers came up with the innovative idea of bringing the runway to everyday people. In fact, the term was coined by the New York Times to describe one, now global, chain’s mission to go from designing a garment to having it available on the racks in only fifteen days.1 This means that now, if there are puff sleeves on the catwalk at the latest fashion show, you’ll see them on your high street the next week. Impressive, huh?


But let’s take a step back. Fast fashion might seem like a dream come true but it comes at a cost. So, to really understand what fast fashion means, we need to take a look at the fashion industry before retailers hit fast forward on the whole process.


Once upon a time, clothes took a really, really long time to produce. You had to find the materials to make them, prepare them and then hand-sew or weave them into clothes. Or, if you weren’t too nifty with a needle and thread, and could afford to, you paid your local tailor or seamstress to do it for you. Either way, it was seriously time-consuming.


But bring on the 1800s and Britain had its Industrial Revolution, which changed the way we produced garments for ever. How? By the invention of the *drumroll, please* power-driven sewing machine.2


This was game-changing. It meant that clothes and shoes could be produced on a large scale and, instead of waiting for tradesmen to create a garment for you, clothes could be produced ahead of time, ready-made.


What happened next?


Of course, to make clothing on a mass scale, you needed people to actually work the sewing machines. This led to the creation of sweatshops and, sadly, even from the beginning, most of these workplaces didn’t offer the safe environment or conditions that are still being campaigned for today.


Towards the end of the twentieth century, then, clothes were being produced more easily than ever before but there was still a big difference between high-end and high street. Enter the 1990s and the dawn of fast fashion. New retailers were founded to produce affordable clothing that reflected high-end designs and the way we shop for clothes was transformed again.


Fast fashion: the problem


So here’s where the problems began. Shopping used to be considered an event – you would save your hard-earned money and buy a very specific piece of clothing that you’d been coveting for ages. However, with fast fashion, shopping became a form of entertainment where consumers felt like they were wearing the same designs as the models at the fashion shows. This led to a throwaway culture because it was easier to buy new clothes and everyone wanted to keep up with the latest trend. Here are some headline stats:


[image: image] Across the world, we consume over 80 billion new pieces of clothing a year (this is four times the amount we were consuming twenty years ago).3


[image: image] However, stats show that in the UK, £10 billion worth of clothes are bought and not worn4 and in the US, the average American throws away around 36kg of clothes a year.5


[image: image] This means 1 rubbish truck full of clothes (2625kg) is thrown away every second, which is enough to fill the Empire State Building 1.5 times every day or Sydney Harbour every year.6


But the rise of fast fashion doesn’t just create waste – it is founded upon poor working conditions for those making the garments and BIG issues for the environment too.


[image: image] In 2015, the industry created 92 million tons of wastewater (that’s 20 per cent of global wastewater), leading to pollution of our water sources and soil.


[image: image] The fashion industry makes 63 per cent of its clothes from petrochemicals, which include plastic polymers. Common materials are nylon, rayon, viscose and polyester.7


[image: image] What’s more, every time a synthetic garment is washed, around 1900 microfibres are released into the water. These are then ingested by small fish, who are eaten by big fish, introducing plastic into the food chain.8


[image: image] The industry also has an annual carbon footprint of 1.2 billion tonnes of CO2 – larger than the footprint of international flights and shipping combined. And when you take into account the impact of washing our clothes and throwing them away, the carbon footprint grows to 3.3 billion tonnes a year (that’s 8 per cent of global greenhouse gas emissions).9


What’s to be done?


Lots! It’s a pretty bleak picture but the brilliant thing is that, across the world, we are finally starting to pay attention to the impacts of fast fashion.


[image: image] At the 2019 G7 summit in France, the Fashion Pact was signed, committing thirty-two of the biggest names in the industry to reducing global warming, helping improve biodiversity and cutting down on plastic.10


[image: image] Launched in the UK, the European Clothing Action Plan (ECAP) aims to cut the environmental impact of clothes production. So far, it has been signed by Denmark, Finland, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Romania, Spain and Sweden.


[image: image] In Hong Kong, there’s a growth in sustainable initiatives including the Fashion Clinic, which helps people mend their clothes by offering services and workshops.


[image: image] And in the US, the #WearNext campaign in New York is encouraging people to donate their old clothes to stop so many reaching landfill.


But it’s not just governments, big companies and charities taking notice – the fight against fast fashion begins with individuals. Like you! And the changes you make don’t have to be big ones either. By making one small change to how you shop, buy, wear and dispose of your clothes, you’ll be making a massive difference. So, let’s crack on, shall we?






SAVVY


SHOPPING


#1 It’s vintage, baby!


Shopping vintage is one of the best (and most stylish) ways to reduce your wardrobe’s carbon footprint and it’s becoming increasingly popular – 64 per cent of women in 2019 agreed they were willing to buy pre-owned pieces, compared to 45 per cent in 2016.11 Vintage clothes still have an environmental impact (most need some TLC, some will get wasted and the clothes still need to be transported from place to place), but this is minimal in comparison to the production of new garments. If you’re not sure where to check out first, have a look online at ASOS Marketplace, Depop, The Stellar Boutique and Beyond Retro. It’s time to embrace the shift to thrift!
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