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Introduction

Throughout the past few decades, the international community has been deeply

concerned about the increasing impact of the fast fashion industry on less economically

developed nations (LEDCs).

Clothing and fashion have become an increasingly important part of the everyday lives

of millions of people. Many see fashion as a form of self expression that makes up a

huge part of one's identity, due to which the industry has developed an endless scope

of stylish clothing to match people's desires for inexpensive and “trendy” products.

However, the enormous scale of the fast fashion industry is, unfortunately, very

detrimental to the environment and social structures of many underdeveloped

countries, as a consequence of a strong demand from an increasing population and the

need for corporations to keep up with its needs.

As fashion becomes increasingly globalised, manufacturers have switched their

production to developing countries where they can save money by paying low wages,

also making clothes more affordable for customers worldwide. Although the mass

investments by foreign brands who have increased their presence in LEDCs have

created new workplaces and brought poverty rates down, overall the workforce has

suffered immensely. Factories mostly employ women and children due to cheaper

labour, and force them to to work in unsafe and unhealthy conditions, often resulting in

thousands of victims of workplace accidents.

The unsustainable practices of the fast fashion industry can have a major impact on our

future lifestyles. The fashion industry generates 1/5 of the total industrial wastewater

and 1/10 of the greenhouse gas emissions, putting the production processes and

consumption patterns in question. Without significant changes to the social and

ecological aspects of the industry, its permanent negative effects will continue to build

up, leading to irreversible changes on a global scale.
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Term Definitions

Fast fashion

A term that refers to a highly profitable business model, focused on designing,

marketing and manufacturing methods, which rapidly produce large amounts of cheap

and fashionable clothing to meet the demands of customers worldwide.

Sustainable fashion

A movement intended at bringing positive change to the fashion industry, leading it to

higher social integrity and a decrease in harm for the environment. The term addresses

the whole fashion system, concerning the textiles used, designing of clothes,

manufacturing, and distributing products without causing harm to neither the

customers nor the manufacturers.

Eco fashion

Similarly to sustainable fashion, it is a branch of the fashion industry that revolves

around reducing the environmental impact of manufacturing goods. While being

strongly tied with the sourcing of raw materials, the branch prevents the use of

pesticides and chemicals, such as bleach, on crops during production.

Ethical fashion

A term similar and closely tied to sustainable fashion, ethical fashion is a movement

that values workers rights and social welfare in the process of manufacturing clothing. It

is mainly focused on ensuring fair wages, labour standards, healthcare agreements and

protection of children from forced and illegal labour.

Raw materials

Raw materials, also known as feedstock or unprocessed materials, are the primary

resources used as an input to manufacture textiles, fabric and other products. Raw

materials can be natural resources, such as cotton, silk, rubber, etc; although most

textiles used in the fast fashion industry are based on synthetic materials. Polyester, for

instance, is the most widely used material and is derived from petrochemicals,
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contributing to ocean pollution and toxic waste disposal.

Textile

Textiles are made of threads or fibre from natural or artificial raw materials. Such textile

fibres are used to make fabrics using different methods like knitting, weaving, and

felting. The number of steps in the process directly determines the cost of the final

product; the fewer the steps and the quicker the process, the cheaper the fabric.

Distribution channels and networks

The methods and logistics used to make the product available to customers worldwide.

Fashion supply chain

A fashion supply chain is a term that refers to the process of tracing each step of

manufacturing of clothing; ranging from obtaining raw materials, to manufacturing

textiles, and the logistics of delivering the final product to the customer through a

distribution network.

Sustainable development

Sustainable development is an approach to ensure economic and social growth by

using resources that do not deplete the environment. An example of such would be

producing a series of clothing items using recycled materials, without producing harm

to neither the ecosystem nor the people making the clothing.
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Background Information

The rise of fast fashion

Despite the technological progress brought by the industrial revolution, fashion was

known as something time consuming and expensive during the biggest part of the 19th

and 20th century. Natural materials, such as cotton, wool or leather, first had to be

sourced, prepared, weaved, and only then clothes could be produced. With the

invention of the sewing machine, fashion production has been rapidly accelerating and

everyday clothing became accessible to the middle class.

Fast fashion rose to popularity during the 1990s, when clothing became a way of self

expression for people and a form of entertainment. The idea of consumers wanting

high fashion at a low cost encouraged manufacturers to produce their items in a much

quicker and cheaper manner, often having no regards to the ecological and social

integrity of their production. In order to reduce costs, fashion companies were

increasingly outsourcing to developing countries where labour is significantly cheaper.

Fashion supply chains and manufacturers in LEDCs

Fashionable clothing has become increasingly affordable for consumers in developed

countries thanks to lower manufacturing costs. This has been possible because

production was moved to low wage, mostly Asian, countries. The industry has, to some

extent, aided developing countries, as factories create workplaces and exports ensure

economic growth, bringing the overall poverty rates down. For many less

economically-developed countries, such as Bangladesh, Cambodia and Pakistan, the

textile and fashion industry is the central pillar to sustain their economies, increasing

exportations and GDP.

While there are benefits for both sides of the fashion supply chains, as LEDCs increase

their exports, and Western brands sell their products at a very cheap price, fast fashion

networks have had devastating effects on both ecological and social aspects of many

developing countries.

Western brands and retailers dictate the conditions to developing-country
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manufacturers, forcing them to cut costs in order to compete on the global market. The

primary victims of such manufacturing policies are factory workers, who are paid wages

barely enabling subsistence. The restrictions put on labour unions in many countries

further complicate the assertion of rights for labourers and their working conditions, as

employers often neglect investing in the safety and wellbeing of their workers, resulting

in serious health implications.

Human and environmental impact of the industry

Fashion is one of the most labour dependent industries, since every single piece of

clothing has to be handmade along a long line of supply chains. According to the

International Labour Organisation (ILO), the global workforce is estimated to be 3.4

billion people, 430 million of whom are indirectly employed in fashion and textile

production corporations, accounting for many jobs including farming, processing,

sewing and transporting final products. Although the industry creates a significant

amount of workplaces for less economically developed nations, 85% of the garment

employees are women and children, pointing at the low wages paid to them and

arguing that the sector exploits the labour inequalities that still exist between men and

women.

The fashion and textile industries represent a massive section of the global economy.

The estimated worth of the industry is reported to be $2.4 trillion, while the

exportations in 2017 totaled more than $750 billion. However, the high success of the

industry and competitive brands on the global market comes at a cost. Fast fashion has

an enormous impact on the environment for both its production and consumption

waste. The dyeing of clothes, for instance, relies on large amounts of toxic dyes and

chemicals, which are later disposed of in an uncontrolled manner, contaminating fresh

water. The textile industry produces 20% of the total amounts of wastewater, which is

released directly into rivers and streams, increasing the risk of heavy chemical exposure

for both people and animals in nearby areas.

Agricultural contamination is the central problem on the sourcing side of the supply

chain. Most fabric production relies on non-organic cotton, which depends on intense

pesticide use and large amounts of water. In terms of air pollution created by factories,
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10% of the total greenhouse gas emissions are produced by the garment industry, and

the number is expected to increase up to 50% in the following 10 years.

On the consumption side of the distribution network, huge amounts of clothing waste is

disposed of. Some brands, like Burberry, have admitted to burning their unsold

garments at the end of every microseason, while the rest is typically sent to landfill.

According to the World Bank statistic on Fast fashion environmental sustainability, 87%

of the fabrics used to make clothing are disposed of in an ecologically unsafe manner.

Adding to that, most customers get rid of their newly bought clothing in the span of

months, due to the questionable quality of most products of fast fashion brands and

the quick changes in fashion trends.
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Countries and Organisations Involved

United States of America

The USA is one of the largest consumers of fast fashion products globally. The country

creates 1.2 million tonnes of textile waste annually, an enormous part of which is

disposed of to landfill, equating to 15% of total clothing sales. According to a research

conducted by World Resource Institute, an average US consumer bought 60% more

clothing in 2014 than in the year 2000, however each garment piece was kept for half as

long. Despite the fact that the US government has implemented several laws restricting

the consumption of fast fashion products, people still rely on buying cheap clothing

from mass market brands to follow the trends in fashion.

Cambodia

The fashion industry generates 11% of Cambodia’s GDP as well as employing over 1

million workers, making up 1/9 of its labour force. Cambodia has experienced steady

economic growth, and the country's GDP has been increasing by 7% on a yearly basis

since 2001, with the European Union and the US accounting for most of the imports

and exports. Between 2003 and 2012, Cambodia faced prominent declines in poverty

rates, with the percentage of Cambodians living beyond the poverty line falling from

50% to 18%.

Bangladesh

The garment and textile industry is the second largest sector for employment in

Bangladesh after agriculture, employing over 4.5 million people. While big exporters

such as China and India have faced declines in their production due to the ongoing

pandemic, the industry in Bangladesh has overcome the challenges and continues

growing at a stable pace, recently surpassing India in terms of exporting apparel and

textile to the United States.

Within the last 7 years, Bangladesh's garment industry has increased its revenue

from $19 billion to $34 billion on an annual basis. The revenue jump occurred after 2

factory disasters in 2012 and 2013, which left thousands of people dead and gravely

injured. The improvement of working conditions for workers and safety regulations
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on factories have played a major role, and a recent investigation has shown that 650

factories are complying with the workers safety standards, and 1700 more are

following the fire safety regulations. Because of this, many international brands have

invested in the Bangladeshi industry, seeking more presence in the country.

The industry is crucial to the national economy as a source of attracting foreign

investment and employment. Although the exportations are expected to face a

steady growth, the key to cheap Bangladeshi manufacturing is restricting worker

rights, practically prohibiting labour unions and keeping the wages at their lowest.

Philippines

The Philippines used to be a major exporter of garments, peaking in the year 2006,

when the exportations totaled $2.5 billion. The industry has faced a large decrease in

exports, while textile imports have seen a sudden increase since the year 2018. The

Filipino Government states the Multi Fibre Arrangement (MFA) is the one to blame,

since they put quotas on the amount of garments LEDCs could export to developed

countries, marking an end to the apparel market in the Philippines for the future years.

One of the main challenges for the Philippines in the past years was the clean water

shortages all across the country. 2700 litres of water are required to produce 1 cotton

shirt, equivalent to what a person drinks in 3 years. People lack access to distilled and

drinking water, while mass-market brands use thousands of litres for their production.

Pakistan

Approximately ¼ of Pakistan's total population is currently employed in the textile

industry. Textiles alone account for 60% of their exports to the US and Europe, meaning

the Pakistani economy is directly dependent on garment production.

One of the biggest challenges Pakistan is now facing is the ongoing energy crisis. Cities

and towns constantly experience blackouts, making factories shut down for days while

employers lose profit. The new mill machines allowed large businesses to keep up with

the demand and produce clothing in a much quicker manner; however, the absence of

a stable energy supply prevented them from succeeding. Mills closing constantly,

forcing to lay off workers that have a low wage to begin with, and go unpaid for days.

Many companies and factory employers went entirely bankrupt as a consequence.
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The garment industry in Pakistan is mostly based on locally grown cotton, producing

cotton yarn and other types of textiles. Due to the fact that Pakistan is highly

dependent on its own raw material supply, the industry is very sensitive to droughts

and bad weather conditions. As it has happened in 2016, for instance, the lack of rain

brought down cotton production all across the country, having a direct impact on the

economy and causing a decline in exportations.

China

As the demand for cheap clothing has increased worldwide, China became the main

exporter of raw materials and textile production, accounting for 52.2% of the total

industry output. With its quick growth over the past 2 decades, the textile industry

became one of the main pillars of the Chinese economy. Labour availability and cheap

costs reduced comercial barriers, and the addition of strong material supply offered the

country a competitive advantage. In terms of material supplies, in the year 2017 alone

China produced over 79 billion metres of cloth, and almost 6 billion metric tons of

cotton in 2018.

While low labour price has been the main stimulant for garment production in China,

rising wages have forced many companies to shift to other South-East Asian countries,

mostly Bangladesh and Myanmar. The rise in wages, as a result of industrial upgrading,

has become the main motivation for the movement toward a higher sustainability,

since companies seek to regain competitiveness on the global market seeing other

producers gradually lose their advantage of cheap labour.

India

India is the second largest textile producer in the world in terms of manufacturing

volumes, accounting for almost 20% of the total industrial production. Being the second

most populated nation in the world, India was one of the countries most harshly

affected by the COVID-19 pandemic. The textile market was accounting for 105$ billion

in the years 2018-2019, yet fell 30% and is currently estimated to be worth 75$ billion.

The logistics and exportations are also expected to decrease significantly, due to the

new lockdown measures imposed by the Indian government.

Such a developed industry in India has come at a great cost for workers, a large part of
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whom are known to be children. Children in India are often engaged in the worst forms

of forced labour, while the fabric production sector accounts for almost ⅓ of the

statistics. The garment production industry forces children under 14 years of age to

work full-time in dangerous factory conditions, having almost no regard for their

well-being. Indian children in underdeveloped areas continue to lack official registration

from the government, allowing them to operate with almost no oversight and being put

at a higher risk of forced exploitation. Although in 2019, India has made progress in

terms of creating government-run shelters for children and enforcing hazardous work

prohibitions, those do not include all forms of occupations, in which children work for

large periods of time in unsafe conditions. That notwithstanding, the penalties for

employing individuals under 14 are not strict enough to deter violations.

Indonesia

Indonesia's textile industry employs over 3 million people and adds up to 7.8% of the

total yearly exports. Whilst highly benefiting the economy, the industry causes great

environmental harm, the main victims of which are people who rely on the Citarum

River, otherwise known as "the most polluted stream in the world". Agricultural areas

and rice fields surrounding the river, mainly Bandung in West Java province, face

contamination with heavy metals and chemicals, like mercury, arsenic and cadmium.

The same water is used by locals to bathe and wash their clothes in, causing serious

health implications for many people. The waste discarded affects other economic and

social sectors, and points at the unsustainability of the Indonesian economy.

Fashion Revolution

Fashion Revolution is an international, non-governmental organisation that focuses on

spreading awareness regarding the immoral business ethics and global threats the fast

fashion industry poses. The organisation fights for change in fashion production,

promoting sustainable manufacturing and sourcing, seeking positive change for both

the people and environment. Between the years 2020 and 2021, the organisation has

launched awareness campaigns on social media and hosted large discussion panels

collaborating with many activists, intended to educate the community on the dangers of

the fast fashion industry.
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Timeline of Events

25th of March 1911 Triangle Shirtwaist Factory Fire in New York, USA

One of the first biggest safety incidents occured in New

York in 1911, when 146 workers, mostly young women, died

in a devastating fire in Triangle Shirtwaist Factory. Further

investigation has shown that the fire on the top floor of the

factory was started by an unsafely discarded cigarette.

Although deaths during factory labour were not uncommon

during the beginning of the 20th century, the fire incident

inspired many activists and workers to push for

fundamental reforms in safety regulations. A large

movement promoting workers' rights spread around the

country, demanding pay rises and shorter working hours.

World War 2 Introducing fast clothing production

During World War II, armies required quick supply of

military uniforms, introducing the concept of fast

production of clothing for the first time. Styles became

significantly simpler, and people started being much more

accepting towards quick, mass-produced clothing.

1995-2000 Acceleration of fast fashion on the global market

Large brands developed new, more profitable business

models, becoming more profit-oriented rather than

quality-driven. Retailers started seeking cheaper and

quicker labour, shifting to low-wage countries in Asia. In

order to survive competition on the global market,

manufacturers started to offer the lowest prices and

increasing the pace of collection outputs, forcing workers

into long working hours, low payment and inhumane

conditions.
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24th of November 2012 Tazreen Factory Fire in Dhaka, Bangladesh

A deadly fire in the Tazreen factory ended the lives of over

120 garment workers. Likely caused by a poorly built circuit

on the ground floor, the fire quickly spread around the

building leaving hundreds of workers trapped inside, due to

blocked emergency escapes. The incident and a series of

other factory disasters in South Asia exposed the inhumane

and unsafe conditions fast fashion employers force their

workers into, adding to the strict deadlines and low wages.

In the following years, a set of initiatives and plans were

adopted to ensure the safety of working conditions and

protection of workers.

24th of April 2013 Rana Plaza disaster in Dhaka, Bangladesh.

A garment factory called Rana Plaza in Bangladesh

collapsed due to the lack of safety measures, killing over

1150 workers, and injuring 2500 more. International brands

denied any responsibility, claiming they did not know if

their production was based there. Despite that, further

investigation has shown that brands like Mango and

Benetton were linked to the factory. The disaster led to

demands for more transparency from retailers on how and

where their clothing was made, as well as better safety

regulations for garment labourers. The incident is also

known to be the deadliest garment factory accident to date.

15th of May 2013 The accord on Fire and Building Safety in Bangladesh

In May 2013, a 5 year, legally binding agreement between

large retailers and trade unions, aimed at building a safer

garment industry in Bangladesh was signed. The main

pushing force for the document was the previous factory
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disasters and human victims the industry faced. The

agreement focuses on ensuring safe working conditions,

conducting independent inspection programs, publicly

disclosing all brand inspection reports, and enforcing the

right for workers to refuse unsafe labour. The document

makes retailers and brands contractually liable for the

safety of the factories and how their clothing is produced.

1st of January 2016 The 17 UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)
officially came into force

The 17 goals, first introduced at the UN General Assembly

in september 2015, aimed at ending all forms of poverty,

inequalities, establishing economic growth and tackling

climate change. While the 17 goals are not legally binding,

all country leaders are expected to adopt national

frameworks for the achievement of SDGs.
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Relevant UN Treaties/Resolutions

International Labour Organisation resolutions

1973, ILO C. 138, Minimum Age I

The ILO 138th convention is centred around defining the minimum age for working in

order to eliminate illegal forms of forced employment of children. The convention is an

effective abolition of child labour that is hazardous to the child's wellbeing and

interferes with the process of receiving an education. The convention establishes 15 as

the minimum age for labour in general, and 18 as the minimum age for hazardous

work. Despite countries including the USA, Bangladesh and Australia opposing the

convention, with 171 UN Member states having ratified the document 93% of children

worldwide are covered by it.

June 1st, 1999, C. 182, Worst Forms of Child Labor

This convention aimed to adopt new instruments to eliminate all forms of child labour,

making it a national and international priority for action. The convention intended to

enhance global cooperation in order to develop urgent action plans, taking into account

the importance of basic education for children worldwide and addressing the basic

needs of the families.

149, C. 87 and 98, Freedom of association and collective bargaining

Both conventions 87 and 98 set out a series of international standards regarding

freedoms for workers. The documents state that governments should allow labourers

to form unions of their choosing, without receiving any external interference.

General Assembly resolutions

Resolution A/44/25, Convention on the Rights of the Child

The convention consists of 54 articles, each of which outlines the rights of every child,

and sets a framework for the government to enhance collaboration, in order to make

these protections available to all children. It is the most widely ratified international

convention, with 194 states having ratified it, with the exception of Somalia and the
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United States. The convention centrally focuses on ensuring protection and welfare of

children globally, including protection from forced and hazardous labour.

Previous Attempts to Solve Issue

UN Sustainable Development Goals
Under the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) proposed by the UN, many

countries have been able to commit to ensuring sustainable production and

consumption, implementing several regulating measures on a national level. Many

states hosting large brands are doing their best to introduce new recycling schemes for

consumers, such as offering discounts or vouchers for giving out unwanted garments or

recycling them.

The United Nations SDG number 12 is the most central to the issue at hand, as its main

target is to ensure sustainable production patterns and consumption. Since a large part

of the global economy relies on the use of natural resources, the garment and textile

industry in particular, it is crucial to ensure sourcing and manufacturing in a way that

does not pose harm to the environment. Countries are offered opportunities to build

recovery plans in order to reverse the current trends in production towards a more

sustainable direction. The goal itself is increasing resource efficiency, transitioning

towards low-carbon economies, and promoting sustainability.

The sustainable fashion movement

As consumers become more aware of the negative effects fast fashion leaves on both

the environment and people, the sustainable production movement has been seeing a

steady increase. Since buying from ethical brands is often an expensive option, people

become more open to cheaper alternatives, such as purchasing second hand clothing,

and extending the life cycle of products, lowering fashion waste. Consumers in high

income countries could contribute to promote global environmental justice by

purchasing higher-quality clothing that has a longer life span, shopping at second-hand

stores, repairing and recycling clothes they already own, as well as buying from

companies with transparent supply chains.
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Possible Solutions

Protection of workers

Since the economy of many LEDCs heavily relies on clothing and textile exportations,

their governments are hesitant to approve and give freedoms to labour unions, as

those promote higher wages and better quality of working conditions. This means a

raise in production costs, which will likely make foreign brands less willing to invest in

the economy, and seek presence in other countries, where labour and manufacturing

remains cheap. Creating international and legally binding agreements for LEDC

governments, aimed at lifting up restrictions on labour unions, and promoting worker

safety, is crucial to establishing ethical and socially integrous production.

Trade policies

While many fair-trade and ethical companies can attempt to compete with the global

fast fashion retailers, the market for eco-friendly clothing remains shallow and hard to

sustain due to the increased prices of supply chains. In order to bring change on a

global scale, high income countries can promote labour rights and environmental

safety, mainly by implementing new trade policies; since occupational and

environmental regulations are only enforceable within a country. For example, a state

could increase garment import taxes or put strict limitations on the amount of textiles

imported from LEDCs.

Sustainable industry and development

The government should hold responsibility for promoting sustainable development and

safeguarding the environment of its own state. For instance, a state government can

encourage sustainable fashion by providing financial incentives, like tax reduction, for

fashion companies that produce ethical clothing or invest in their worker's safety.

Another solution could be supporting the ethical fashion movements, funding NGOs

and advertisements that encourage the recycling of unused clothing or choosing thrift

stores over fast fashion companies.
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A more comprehensive solution from the government side could be improving the

education system and creating a curriculum that promotes critical thinking, liberal arts

and STEM field skill development. Since the fashion industry does not require many

skilled workers, providing free and quality education would leave a positive footprint on

society as a whole.

To reduce the negative ecological footprint, the government of each country must be

strict on mass market brands that continue polluting the environment. A potential

solution could be the implementation of heavy fines for such unethical companies and

using the collected money to financially incentivize more sustainable manufacturers.
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