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[00:00:00] Hello, hello hello, and welcome to English Learning for Curious Minds, by

Leonardo English.

[00:00:12] The show where you can listen to fascinating stories, and learn weird and

wonderful things about the world at the same time as improving your English.

[00:00:22] I'm Alastair Budge, and today we are going to be talking about Fast Fashion.

[00:00:28] This is part three of this three-part series on fashion.

[00:00:33] In part one we talked about some of the historical curiosities of fashion, and

how different fashions have come and gone due to socio-political events.

[00:00:44] Then in part two we looked at some of the great fashion houses: Chanel,

Gucci, Dior, and Versace.
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[00:00:52] And in today’s episode, part three, it is the modern phenomenon of fast1

fashion, of the mass production of cheap items of clothing.

[00:01:01] We’ll look at the development of fast fashion, how it actually works, the

criticisms of fast fashion from a sustainability point of view, and ask ourselves whether

“fast” fashion is simply the fashion of the future, or it too is another passing fad , a2

fashion that will come and go.

[00:01:22] OK then, let’s get right into it.

[00:01:26] The subjects we heard about in part two of this mini-series, Chanel, Gucci,

Dior and Versace, are all luxury fashion houses.

[00:01:36] These designers, to different degrees, wanted to create beautiful garments ,3

wonderful clothes that would make whoever wore them look absolutely stunning .4

[00:01:47] These clothes would use the finest of materials, no expense would be

spared , which evidently resulted in very expensive clothes that only the richest in5

society could afford.

5 they would spend the money needed without considering the cost

4 extremely impressive or attractive

3 clothes

2 fashion that will come and go

1 a fact or situation that exists and can be observed
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[00:01:59] For the majority of the 20th century, there was this gap , this gulf , between6 7

the clothes that the rich and famous would wear and the clothes everyone else would

wear.

[00:02:12] Film stars and princesses wore dresses by fashion houses like Dior, everyone

else wore, well, more plain, normal clothes.

[00:02:22] But towards the end of the 20th century, and at the start of the 21st century,

a strange phenomenon started happening.

[00:02:31] The gap between the types of clothes designed by fashion houses and the

types of clothes that normal people would wear started to reduce. It became cheaper

and cheaper to dress in a way that resembled your favourite star, it became cheaper8

and cheaper to buy any type of clothes you wanted.

[00:02:50] And as the cost reduced, people were able to buy more and more.

[00:02:56] Indeed, in the first half of the 20th century the average American spent

between 12 and 14% of their income on clothes.

[00:03:06] Now it’s more like 3%, but the average person buys much more than ever

before.

8 looked like

7 large difference or division

6 difference
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[00:03:14] Some estimates have this as people owning five times more clothes now

than 100 years ago.

[00:03:22] This probably isn’t surprising to you. You may even remember clothes being

a lot more expensive than they are today.

[00:03:30] Now, if you were to walk into a shop like Zara or H&M, you’d be able to find

t-shirts for €5, and you probably wouldn’t pay much more for jumpers or jeans.

[00:03:45] If you wanted a stylish dress, one that didn’t look all too different to one a

movie star might have been wearing on the red carpet, you might be able to find one

for as little as €10.

[00:03:58] Apps like SHEIN might even sell you a swimsuit for just a couple of euros.

[00:04:04] So, how did clothes get this cheap, and what is the effect of this?

[00:04:10] Well, to illustrate this, it’s useful to take the case of a shop that you may well9

know, Zara.

[00:04:18] Zara is a Spanish brand, founded in the city of La Coruña in northwest Spain.

[00:04:24] It was founded in 1975, and went from a small clothing shop to the world’s

largest clothing retailer, turning its founder, Amancio Ortega, into one of the richest

people in the world.

9 explain, make clear
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[00:04:39] Now, Zara is just one of many fast fashion companies, but it is one of the

most prominent , and an understanding of how Zara works is helpful for an10

understanding of the fast fashion industry as a whole.

[00:04:54] Historically, clothes shops might have four different seasons, so the clothes

on offer would change four times a year. Nobody wants to buy a woolly jumper in11

July, or a swimming costume in December.

[00:05:09] Zara, on the other hand, changes its collection on a rolling basis , replacing12

three quarters of its collection every month.

[00:05:18] Put another way, Zara launches around 65,000 new items every year,

whereas traditional manufacturers launch around 5,000.

[00:05:30] If you’re thinking, “why launch so many new items, wouldn’t it be better to

launch fewer items and have them around for longer?”, well, that might seem like a

sensible question, but it is the complete opposite of the philosophy and business

model of fast fashion.

12 on a continuous, on-going basis

11 a knitted winter piece of clothing made of wool (the soft curly hair forming the coat of a sheep) worn

over the upper body

10 very well known and successful
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[00:05:47] Fast fashion, and the success of companies like Zara, revolves around the

idea of very quickly adding and removing new collections, often based very closely on13

designs created by expensive fashion houses.

[00:06:04] The result of this is that shoppers feel like they need to buy it now otherwise

they won’t be able to buy it in the future.

[00:06:12] You could argue that this is nothing new, and that this sense of “FOMO ”, this14

fear of missing out , is something that is as old as time.15

[00:06:23] But even 50 years ago, even if there had been the consumer demand for it,

fast fashion wouldn’t have existed because it simply wouldn’t have been possible to

produce these new items as quickly as the fast fashion industry requires.

[00:06:39] It’s thought that now, a brand like Zara can go from having the idea for a

particular item of clothing through to having that item of clothing for sale in a shop in

as little as four weeks.

[00:06:55] We’ll come to some of the consequences of this in a minute, but it is

unprecedented . It’s incredibly fast, and means that these fast fashion retailers can16

produce new items of clothing faster than ever before.

16 never having happened before

15 not being included in something interesting or enjoyable that others are experiencing

14 fear of not being included in something interesting or enjoyable that others are experiencing

13 has it as the main interest or way of doing things
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[00:07:10] Now, at first glance this might seem like a welcome development.17 18

[00:07:15] If clothes are cheaper it means people have more money to spend on other

things, and wearing clothes that make you feel great should be something that is

accessible to everyone, not just people who are able to afford Versace or Yves Saint19

Laurent.

[00:07:32] It certainly has democratised fashion in a way never before, but the fast20

fashion industry is not without its critics.

[00:07:41] And the criticisms fall into two main categories: damage to the environment

and exploitation of workers.21

[00:07:50] To start with the environmental criticisms, we can also split these into22

three main categories: climate change, pollution, and water usage.

[00:08:01] On the first issue, of climate change, the fashion industry is estimated to be

responsible for between 8-10% of global carbon emissions, about 4 or 5 times as bad

for the environment as the airline industry.

22 divide, separate

21 the action of treating them unfairly or in a bad way in order to benefit from their work

20 made it able to be easily obtained or used by everyone

19 able to be easily obtained or used

18 pleasing, wanted

17 when seen or considered briefly and for the first time
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[00:08:17] Making and transporting clothes uses a lot of energy, especially when one

considers that in many cases these cheap t-shirts or dresses will be being produced in

countries using coal-powered electricity, then put on a ship and sent thousands of

kilometres to their final destination.

[00:08:38] In terms of water usage, again we might not necessarily look at our t-shirt

and think that much water has been used to produce it, but the fashion industry is

responsible for almost 20% of all wastewater produced worldwide.23

[00:08:56] If you’re wearing a cotton t-shirt, which I am actually at the moment, it24

takes around 3,000 litres of water to produce the raw materials that went into making25

that t-shirt.

[00:09:08] And to put that another way, if you take a five minute shower every day, the

amount of water that goes into making the cotton in your t-shirt is comparable to two

months worth of showers.

[00:09:21] Or in terms of drinking water, the amount of water that goes into making

your t-shirt, is similar to what the average person drinks in about two and a half years.

25 the basic materials from which the product is made

24 made from the soft white substance which comes from the cotton plant

23 water that has been used in the home, business or industry
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[00:09:34] Now, on the pollution side of things, the fast fashion industry stands

accused of using toxic and polluting chemicals both in the cloth itself and in the dyes26

used to create different colours.27

[00:09:48] Because the emphasis is on reducing the cost as much as possible, the28

factories producing these goods have little incentive to spend money on more29

environmentally friendly raw materials or on disposing of waste products, and this

ends up in rivers and polluting nearby environments.

[00:10:08] And there are countless stories and investigations into cases of villages in30

countries like India or Bangladesh where the residents have suffered because of waste

pollution coming from garment factories.31

[00:10:22] What’s more, with clothes made with synthetic materials, these often32

contain microplastics , tiny pieces of plastic which are washed away when the clothes33

are washed.

33 extremely small pieces of plastic

32 made artificially, not found in nature

31 clothing

30 too many to be counted

29 reason, motive

28 focus, attention given

27 special liquids used to create colours

26 is considered responsible for, have been accused
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[00:10:34] These microplastics end up getting washed out into the sea, polluting the34

oceans, being eaten by fish, contaminating water and food supplies.35

[00:10:44] Now, moving onto our second category of complaints about the fast fashion

industry, this revolves around the maltreatment , the exploitation, of workers.36 37

[00:10:54] And for many people, it wasn’t until 2013 that the reality of how cheap

clothing was made was finally made blindingly obvious.38

[00:11:05] On April 24th of 2013, in Dhaka, in Bangladesh, a building called the Rana

Plaza collapsed, killing at least 1,132 people and injuring more than 2,500.

[00:11:20] The factories inside made clothes for a number of well-known Western

manufacturers, such as Primark, Walmart and El Corte Ingles, as well as some

expensive fashion houses such as Prada and Gucci.

[00:11:36] In the aftermath of the tragedy, it became clear that the building was39

entirely unsafe and the owners had ignored safety concerns for months.

39 the period after a very unpleasant event

38 extremely

37 the fact that they aren't treated well or fairly

36 has it as the main interest, is about

35 making it poisonous, polluting

34 are led or driven by water
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[00:11:47] Previously conveniently hidden from view, the grim reality of life inside40 41

these garment factories was now shown to the world.

[00:11:55] Low-pay, long hours, and potentially fatal working conditions were simply a42

reality for someone working in one of these factories.

[00:12:05] And while the perhaps stereotypical , or cliche , idea of the exploited43 44 45

fast fashion worker is someone in a factory in India or Bangladesh, it’s come to light46

that exploited workers are often based far closer to the end consumer.

[00:12:22] Indeed, there have been investigative reports that have shown that Leicester,

a city in central England, has become a hub for garment production, with workers47

often earning as little as £3 an hour and employed on unstable , temporary contracts.48

48 not secure or stable, not likely to last

47 central or main place

46 become known

45 treated unfairly or in a bad way in order to benefit from their work

44 fixed and general (idea) that a lot of people have, that may be false in many cases, overused and

expected idea

43 fixed and general (idea) that a lot of people have, that may be false in many cases

42 causing death

41 worrying, hopeless

40 in a way that was suitable for their purposes
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[00:12:41] To give you some perspective here, £3 is about €3.50, and it’s less than a third

of the government “living wage”, which is £9.50.

[00:12:52] Interestingly enough, the reason that these fast fashion companies are

working with garment factories in England, and specifically in Leicester, in the centre of

the country, is because the goods can be delivered very quickly to anywhere in the UK.

[00:13:09] Factories in India and Vietnam and Bangladesh might be able to offer lower

prices per item of clothing, but they can’t deliver as fast, so in a strange twist of fate ,49

this type of exploitative manufacturing has returned to the UK.50

[00:13:27] Of course, exploitation of workers is exploitation of workers, whether that’s

in Leicester or in Dhaka, but an interesting development that not everyone is aware of

is that these factories are sometimes a lot closer to home than people think.

[00:13:44] So, where does this leave the fast fashion industry?

[00:13:47] Well, bigger than ever, and showing no signs of slowing down .51

51 reducing their activity

50 treating the employees unfairly or in a bad way in order to benefit from their work

49 unexpected change in the situation
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[00:13:52] It’s estimated that by the year 2050 global fashion sales could triple , while52

the global population is only estimated to be just under 10 billion, up from just under 8

billion today.

[00:14:06] So there will be 25% more people, but we will be buying three times more

clothes.

[00:14:13] Clothing has become, and will become for many more people, an

increasingly disposable item, something that you buy and wear a few times before it’s53

never worn again.

[00:14:24] And this is by design .54

[00:14:26] The nature of these cheap clothes, produced in a fast and often

unsustainable way, is that they don’t last very long.

[00:14:35] No doubt you don’t need me to tell you this, and if you’ve bought a t-shirt

from H&M or Zara and then found that after a month or so it’s all out of shape and55

needs to be thrown away , you’ve experienced this firsthand .56 57

57 from personal experience, directly

56 got rid of, discarded as being useless

55 in poor condition

54 as a result of a plan, intentionally

53 something that you buy and wear a few times before it’s never worn again

52 become three times as much
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[00:14:50] Because the quality of these clothes is often so low, it’s not easy for them to

be re-sold, to be bought and worn again by someone else.

[00:15:00] The destination for these clothes is, more often than not, the landfill , the58

rubbish tip , with an estimated 85% of all clothes in the United States going either to59

the landfill or being incinerated , being burned.60

[00:15:16] Even for the clothes that are given to clothing banks , where clothes are61

either recycled or given to charities to distribute , it’s estimated that less than 1% of62

all clothes are ever recycled.

[00:15:31] So, what is being done, and what is to be done?

[00:15:36] Commentators point at three major areas: government legislation, the fast

fashion retailers themselves, and us, the consumers.

[00:15:45] On the government and fast fashion retailer side, there is the argument that

there should be more government regulation that requires fast fashion retailers to have

62 give out to several people

61 places where clothes are collected and then recycled or given to charities

60 burned

59 the place where rubbish is buried

58 the place where rubbish is buried

© Leonardo English Limited www.leonardoenglish.com

http://www.leonardoenglish.com


English Learning for Curious Minds | Episode #275
Fast Fashion & Disposable Clothing

a more transparent supply chain , to make sure they are paying fair wages and63 64

using sustainable partners.

[00:16:02] Ultimately, we cannot rely on the fast fashion retailers to do this65

themselves as they will continue to maximise their profits for as long as they can.

[00:16:12] So this is where governmental legislation is required.

[00:16:16] But this is only one half of the question.

[00:16:19] The other side of the coin is the demand side, the consumer side, the66

person scrolling through Instagram and buying a dress or t-shirt on a whim ,67 68

because perhaps they might wear it someday.

[00:16:33] The fashion designer Vivienne Westwood had some advice on what people

should do, and it’s a simple message: “buy less, choose well, make it last.”

68 because of a sudden decision or desire

67 move the text up or down to find the information that they need

66 way of looking at or thinking about the situation

65 depend

64 reasonable, sufficient amount of money paid to employees

63 the activities required by the companies to deliver goods or services to the customers
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[00:16:46] In short , buy better clothes that you know you’ll wear, and buy less of69

them.

[00:16:51] It sounds good, in theory, but it’s somewhat at odds , it’s contrary to, what70

has become the norm for behaviour, especially among certain age groups.71

[00:17:03] Fast fashion has reduced the cost of clothing so much that, for many, clothes

have become a disposable item, something to wear once, perhaps twice at a push ,72

but then to throw away or keep in a cupboard, never to be worn again.73

[00:17:20] It’s so cheap and easy to always wear different things, and there is so much

pressure to always be doing something new and different, that it will take a cultural

shift to escape the claws of fast fashion.74 75

[00:17:35] There are some signs, though, that, at least in some sections of society, there

is a rising understanding of the impact of fast fashion, and a movement towards buying

less, choosing well, and making it last.

75 avoid the disadvantages of

74 change to culture or way of thinking

73 get rid of, discard

72 if absolutely necessary

71 accepted or usual way of behaving

70 in opposition or contrary to

69 in a few words
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[00:17:49] Companies like North Face and Patagonia, which make high-quality and

durable clothing, encourage customers to buy refurbished or recycled products, or76

even not to buy their products at all.

[00:18:03] There are other companies that offer the ability to rent pieces of clothing.

There’s one quite interesting one called Mud Jeans, which allows you to rent a high

quality pair of jeans for under €10 a month.

[00:18:18] And even one of the original fast fashion companies, H&M, seems to be

paying more attention to the sustainability of its supply chain, and has promised that

raw materials for its products will consist of a minimum of 30% recycled materials by77

2025.

[00:18:38] Now, there are plenty of people who have accused companies like H&M of

what’s called “greenwashing ”, of pretending to be environmentally friendly in order78

to hide what it is really up to .79

79 doing, busy with

78 the action of pretending to be environmentally friendly in order to hide what they are actually doing

77 be composed of, include

76 able to last for a long time
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[00:18:51] That might be the case, but if these fast fashion companies believe that they

can be more successful and appeal more to consumers if they are more sustainable,80

surely that must be a positive development.

[00:19:05] So it is ultimately the shopper, it is me and you, who will decide how the fast

fashion industry develops.

[00:19:13] The temptation to buy just one more €10 t-shirt or pair of jeans is hard to

resist, and the price is so low that to many it might feel too good to miss out on, but81

this is entirely the point.

[00:19:27] The fast fashion industry has been created around the idea of allowing

normal people, me and you, to participate in the fashion industry at a fraction of the

cost that it might have cost our parents or grandparents.

[00:19:42] On one level, yes this is a wonderful thing, but on another level, it’s important

to remember that the true cost of that cheap pair of jeans is hidden deep beneath the

surface .82

[00:19:57] OK then, that is it for today's episode on fast fashion, and with that comes the

end of this three-part mini-series on fashion.

82 beyond what is obvious

81 not to take advantage of the opportunity

80 be interesting or attractive
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[00:20:06] As always, I would love to know what you thought of this episode, and of this

mini-series in general.

[00:20:12] Can you ever see a world where we return to a slightly slower fashion

industry, of buying fewer but better quality clothes that last for longer?

[00:20:22] What are some of the other impacts of fashion becoming a disposable item?

[00:20:27] I would love to know, so let’s get this discussion started.

[00:20:31] You can head right into our community forum, which is at

community.leonardoenglish.com and get chatting away to other curious minds.

[00:20:40] You've been listening to English Learning for Curious Minds, by Leonardo

English.

[00:20:45] I'm Alastair Budge, you stay safe, and I'll catch you in the next episode.

[END OF EPISODE]
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Key vocabulary

Word Definition

Phenomenon a fact or situation that exists and can be observed

Passing fad fashion that will come and go

Garments clothes

Stunning extremely impressive or attractive

No expense would

be spared

they would spend the money needed without considering the cost

Gap difference

Gulf large difference or division

Resembled looked like

Illustrate explain, make clear

Prominent very well known and successful

Woolly jumper a knitted winter piece of clothing made of wool (the soft curly hair

forming the coat of a sheep) worn over the upper body
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On a rolling basis on a continuous, on-going basis

Revolves around the

idea

has it as the main interest or way of doing things

Fomo fear of not being included in something interesting or enjoyable that

others are experiencing

Missing out not being included in something interesting or enjoyable that others

are experiencing

Unprecedented never having happened before

At first glance when seen or considered briefly and for the first time

Welcome pleasing, wanted

Accessible able to be easily obtained or used

Democratised made it able to be easily obtained or used by everyone

Exploitation the action of treating them unfairly or in a bad way in order to benefit

from their work

Split divide, separate

Wastewater water that has been used in the home, business or industry

Cotton made from the soft white substance which comes from the cotton
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plant

Raw materials the basic materials from which the product is made

Stands accused is considered responsible for, have been accused

Dyes special liquids used to create colours

Emphasis focus, attention given

Incentive reason, motive

Countless too many to be counted

Garment clothing

Synthetic made artificially, not found in nature

Microplastics extremely small pieces of plastic

Washed out are led or driven by water

Contaminating making it poisonous, polluting

Revolves around has it as the main interest, is about

Maltreatment the fact that they aren't treated well or fairly

Blindingly extremely
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Aftermath the period after a very unpleasant event

Conveniently in a way that was suitable for their purposes

Grim worrying, hopeless

Fatal causing death

Stereotypical fixed and general (idea) that a lot of people have, that may be false in

many cases

Cliche fixed and general (idea) that a lot of people have, that may be false in

many cases, overused and expected idea

Exploited treated unfairly or in a bad way in order to benefit from their work

Come to light become known

Hub central or main place

Unstable not secure or stable, not likely to last

Twist of fate unexpected change in the situation

Exploitative treating the employees unfairly or in a bad way in order to benefit from

their work

Slowing down reducing their activity
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Triple become three times as much

Disposable something that you buy and wear a few times before it’s never worn

again

By design as a result of a plan, intentionally

Out of shape in poor condition

Thrown away got rid of, discarded as being useless

Firsthand from personal experience, directly

Landfill the place where rubbish is buried

Rubbish tip the place where rubbish is buried

Incinerated burned

Clothing banks places where clothes are collected and then recycled or given to

charities

Distribute give out to several people

Supply chain the activities required by the companies to deliver goods or services to

the customers

Fair wages reasonable, sufficient amount of money paid to employees
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Rely depend

Side of the coin way of looking at or thinking about the situation

Scrolling move the text up or down to find the information that they need

On a whim because of a sudden decision or desire

In short in a few words

At odds in opposition or contrary to

Norm accepted or usual way of behaving

At a push if absolutely necessary

Throw away get rid of, discard

Cultural shift change to culture or way of thinking

Escape the claws of avoid the disadvantages of

Durable able to last for a long time

Consist be composed of, include

Greenwashing the action of pretending to be environmentally friendly in order to hide

what they are actually doing

Up to doing, busy with
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Appeal be interesting or attractive

Miss out not to take advantage of the opportunity

Beneath the surface beyond what is obvious

We’d love to get your feedback on this episode.

What did you like? What could we do better?

What did you struggle to understand?

Let us know in the forum community.leonardoenglish.com
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