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 Headline 
 

Airing Dirty Laundry: The Devastating Impacts of Fast Fashion 
 

 Call to action 

Consumers in North America should lower their consumption of fast fashion to reduce 
environmental harm and improve quality of life for vulnerable populations.  
 

 The Issue 
Fast fashion is a relatively new retail business model that generates massive profits 
through cheap, offshore labour and supply chains which can produce affordable clothing 
as quickly as trends appear (Choi 24). Between 2000 and 2015, clothing production 
doubled as consumer demand grew and more companies converted to this model (Brooks 
352).  
By shortening the wait time between seeing a look on the runway and actually owning it, 
fast fashion capitalizes on impulse buying and the desire to own the latest styles. This 
results in a repetitive cycle of overconsumption and excess textile waste which reduces 
the lifespan of garments. The average Canadian now buys about 72 new garments while 
discarding 37kg of textiles per year (Gray). The average lifespan of t-shirts and underwear 
is now two years, with suits and coats lasting four to six years (Pensupa). The leftover 
garments produced by this constant demand for newer and cheaper clothing is not always 
dealt with efficiently. 
Only a small percentage of clothing re-enters the cycle as second-hand clothing at local 
thrift stores, while the rest is exported to Africa or thrown away as textile waste. At one 
Oxfam Wastesaver sorting and recycling plant in the UK, the manager revealed only 1-3% 
of their used clothing went to thrift stores, while 35% was exported to partner 
organizations in Senegal (Beall). Used textiles, which outcompete new and locally 
produced textiles, are now the main source of clothing for many African nations such as 
Uganda, where 81% of clothing purchases are second-hand (Brooks 217). While the 
exporting nations often view this as a way to help bring affordable clothing to less 
fortunate countries, cheap clothing imports are usually detrimental to the receiving 
economies. For example, Kenya’s domestic garment industry saw a 96% decrease in 
garment industry employers since accepting the imports (364).  
Despite these exports, most used clothing still ends up as textile waste, which is even 
more difficult to deal with. According to the United States Environmental Protection 
Agency, of the 16.22 million tons of textile waste generated in 2014, only 16.2% was 
recycled while 19.4% was combusted and 64.5% ended up in the landfill (8). This is 
partially due to the difficulty of textile recycling. Modern clothing is often difficult to sort 
by material due to using fabric blends; therefore, most blends are recycled through 



mechanical recycling which shreds the fibres to sizes only suitable for downcycled 
products like carpets and insulation (Beall).  
Fast fashion, through its need for rapid production of large quantities, also consumes many 
natural resources. Clothing production is now estimated to contribute about 1.2 million 
tonnes of greenhouse gas emissions per year, more than all international flights and 
maritime shipping combined (Brooks 354). On top of this, materials such as cotton take as 
much as 2700L per shirt and 6800 per pair of jeans to produce (Gray).  
This capacity to generate an abundance of cheap clothing also depends greatly on 
garment workers in developing countries, who are subject to poor working conditions to 
keep prices low. For example, despite these practices being against the law, garment 
workers in Cambodia are often subject to poor ventilation, forced overtime, and sub-
minimum wages due to a lack of enforcement (Kolben). Even in the aftermath of 2013 
factory collapse in Bangladesh, which left 1 100 dead and 2 500 injured, Bangladeshi 
workers only saw their wages increase from 91.45USD to 95USD per month, half of what 
workers demanded (Brooks 365). 
 

 Actions Needed 

While there are companies developing alternative textiles and sustainable production 
methods, the main goal should be to first to reduce overall clothing consumption, then to 
look for ways to extend the lifespan of existing clothing. This can be achieved through 
individual actions such as renting or swapping clothing, buying second-hand, and 
upcycling or repurposing old garments. 
 

 The Advocate   

Remake is an organization aiming to combat fast fashion by educating consumers on the 
environmental and social impacts and strengthening local communities. Their operation 
model is based on empowering women to be leaders in raising awareness in their 
communities by hosting local clothing swaps, documentary screenings, and educational 
panels. Their goal is to improve working conditions and wages for women in the garment 
industry. On their website, they also provide a list of sustainable brands whose practices 
meet certain criteria.  
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What is fast fashion?
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Garment Workers
- Dangerous working conditions
- Restricted workers’ rights
- Factories don’t change as long as 

demands don’t (case study Rana 
Plaza)

Used clothing exports to Africa
- Cheap imports outcompete domestic 

clothing production, destroy local 
garment industries

North American (and European) consumers 
must lower consumption of fast fashion to 
reduce these negative effects.

Remake is an organization aiming to 
empower local leaders to organize 
community events to spread awareness 
and provide access to fast fashion 
alternatives.

Well-known Retailers
- Case study of Zara (Inditex) 

and how it rose to the top

Biggest Consumers
- Europe and North America 

are responsible for 2/3 of 
global clothing sales

Current Recycling Methods
- Mechanical, downside is 
material must be downcycled
- Chemical , downside is cost

Industry Alternatives
- Foxfibre eliminates dyes
- QMilk: biodegradable fabric
- Natural dyes from algae

Grey indicates 
information that I 
likely won’t include 
in Phase 2. 

Visual Outline



Research Appendix 
Table of Contents 

The beginnings of fast fashion 6

Textile Waste  8

Environmental impacts of clothing production 14 

Conditions of garment workers 17 

Solutions 18 

Note: I use some sources across multiple sections. These sources 
are listed in the annotated bibliography of the first section in 
which they are mentioned. 

____________________________________________



The beginnings of fast fashion 
Before fast fashion, people had to wait months before the clothing they saw on the runway 
made its way into catalogues and department stores (Beall).  This model began to change 
in the later decades of the 20th century, spearheaded by companies such as Inditex, the 
parent of Zara. The changes to the traditional retail model, as described by Tsan-Ming 
Choi, professor of Fashion Business at Hong Kong Polytechnic University, is organized 
below. 

Technical Advancements Restructured Business Model 

- Computer aided design sped
up design and development
process from six months to six
weeks (Choi 23)

- Radio Frequency Identification
(RFID) allowed products to be
identified, tracked, traced
(Choi 30)
o Less resources on

inventory, more accessible
to customers

- Zara produces small quantities to leave
flexibility for sudden manufacturing if trend
appears (Choi 10)

- Traditionally, retailers stocked new
merchandise in spring and fall. Zara makes
about 11 000 garments yearly, between 5-7
sizes of each. Shipped in 12-16 collections per
year (Choi 24)

- Traditionally, retailers used sales to attract
customers. Zara uses limited stock to avoid
having to put items on sale. Instead, they sell
out quickly and create demand (Choi 25)

Results 

- Inditex makes 840 million garments yearly, including for Zara (Choi 24)
- London shoppers visited traditional retail 4 times a year, but Zara 17 times (Choi 25)
- Traditional retailers like the UK’s Marks & Spencer previously ordered new stock 7-9

months in advance, choosing what to stock based on previous best sellers and
working with local manufacturers. With pressure from fast fashion in the 90s to
produce instantaneous fashion, M&S reduced local to less than 50% and began
offshoring to Turkey (Choi 29)



Annotated Bibliography 

Beall, Abigail. “Why clothes are so hard to recycle.” BBC, 12 July 2020. 
https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20200710-why-clothes-are-so-hard-to-recycle 

Lists various existing methods of textile recycling including chemical and 
mechanical processes. 

Choi, Tsan-Ming. Fast Fashion Systems. London, CRC Press, 2014. https://doi-
org.library.sheridanc.on.ca/10.1201/b16230 

This book describes how fast fashion became the dominant business model of 
clothing retailers using Zara as an example. Contains statistics to show how fast 
fashion model makes more money, produces more clothing, and changes consumer 
habits. 



Textile Waste

Clothing production has doubled in the last 15 years (Brooks 352). The average Canadian 
now buys about 72 new garments and discards 37kg of textiles per year (Gray).  

 How much of it is recycled? 

Table 1. 1960-2017 data on clothing and footwear in municipal solid waste by weight in thousands of tons. 

The rate of waste increase goes up exponentially, doubling between 1990-2010. 

Table 2. Generation and management of municipal solid waste in millions of tons in the United States for 2014. 

This table includes carpets, bed linens, and towels from 2014. Of the 16.22 million tons of 
textile waste generated in the United States in 2014, only 2.62 million tons, or 16.2%, 
were recycled in comparison to 19.4% combusted and 64.5% sent to the landfill.  
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Table 1: United States Environmental Protection Agency, Facts and Figures About Materials, Waste 
and Recycling, United States Environmental Protection Agency, November 2019.  

Table 2: United States Environmental Protection Agency, Advanced Sustainable Materials 
Management: 2014 Fact Sheet, United States Environmental Protection Agency, November 2016. 

Brooks, Andrew. Clothing Poverty: The Hidden World of Fast Fashion and Second-Hand 
Clothes. London: Vol. Second edition, Zed Books, 2019. 

Exposes multiple facets of fast fashion including resource consumption, exporting 
textile waste to Africa as second-hand, and conditions for garment industry workers.

Gray, Zachary. “Dressing the Problem: Textile Waste in Canada.” Advanced Waste Solutions, 
9 March 2019. https://advancedwastesolutions.ca/dressing-the-problem-textile-waste-in-
canada/ 

Article includes a lot of statistics on contributions of the individual, average 
Canadian consumer. Generally, Canadian-centric statistics. 



 What are some recycling methods? 
 
Textile recycling is generally difficult because many modern fabrics are made of blended 
materials which cannot always be recycled through the same methods. Sometimes, textile 
waste has to be sorted in a manual, labour-intensive process. Figure 1 below indicates 
some of the ways textiles re-enter the production chain.  
 
 

 
 
Figure 1. Classification of textile reuse and recycling routes 

 
The main ways in which textiles are recycled are through mechanical and chemical means. 
Mechanical recycling is particularly good for blended fabrics, as the fabric is simply 
shredded into shorter fibres which can be downcycled into carpets and insulation 
(Prajapati). For some fabrics such as nylon and polyester, there is established chemical 
recycling to separate these fibres, although the added process and chemicals makes the 
resulting recycled material more costly (Prajapati).  
 
 



 How much clothing is reused? 

While some used clothing is resold at charity shops and thrift stores, most of it is exported 
to areas of Africa. At the Oxfam Wastesaver recycling and sorting plant in Batley, Yorkshire, 
approximately 1-3% of their clothing makes its way back to UK shops, while 35% is sold to 
partners in Senegal (Beall).  

While it’s good news that clothing is 
reused, it is evident that the consumers 
and those who shoulder the consequences 
are different audiences. Fashion sales are 
mainly concentrated in Asia, Europe and 
North America, with the first holding a 
quarter of sales and the latter two holding 
a combined two thirds of all sales 
(Anguelov 39). Not surprisingly, these 
countries are also the biggest exporters of 
second-hand clothing (see Table 3).  

At least for the UK, most 
of these imports go 
directly to Sub-Saharan 
Africa (see figure 2).  

Fig. 2 UK exports of used textiles in 2014 as % of total 

Table 3. Top 10 exporters of used textiles in 2014 shown 
in percent of total mass exported globally 
 



As seen belowin Figure 3, the growth of used clothing exports has grown over time, 
reflecting the growth in consumption and the lack of increase in other forms of 
dealing with discarded textiles.  

 
 
Fig. 3 Volume of UK exports of used clothing over time 

 
 
While some see used clothing exports as a way to provide affordable clothing to 
those less fortunate, this is not actually the case. Imported clothing is now the main 
source of clothing for many countries, with second-hand clothing totalling 81% of 
Uganda’s clothing purchases (Brooks 217). As a result, some countries such as Kenya, 
whose garment industry used to employ 500 000 workers, now employs only 20 000 
(Brooks 364). Because of these reasons, South Africa recently put restrictions on the 
amount of used clothing imports it will accept (Brooks 217). 
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Anguelov, Nikolay. The Dirty Side of the Garment industry. Boca Raton: CRC Press, 2016. 
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Includes statistical research of the biggest purchasers vs the biggest producers of 
textiles. 

Prajapati, Chetna. Interview with Abigail Beall. BBC, 12 July 2020. 
https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20200710-why-clothes-are-so-hard-to-recycle 

Chetna Prajapati is a researcher of sustainable textiles who talks about the current 
most common recycling strategies used in the industry.



Environmental Impacts of Clothing Production 

 Resource Consumption 
Producing fibres for clothing, transportating it to retailers, and disposing/combusting of it 
all consume resources.  

• Clothing production now contributes about 1.2 million tonnes of greenhouse gas
emissions per year, more than all international flights and maritime shipping
combined (Brooks 354).

• Cotton is also one of the most water-intensive crops, and many places known for
producing cotton are already short on fresh water. These regions include the
Mediterranean, Egypt, Uzbekistan, Pakistan, and North India. The draining of the
Aral Sea, which lost 80% of its volume due to cotton irrigation in the desert, is a
famous case of water shortage caused by farming cotton (Chapagain, Hoekstra,
Savenije, and Gautam).

• A single cotton shirt uses 2700L of water, a pair of jeans 6800L (Gray)

 Microfibres 

Textiles shed while laundering. This is a natural process where microfibres come off of 
clothing as it tumbles in the washing machine. The problem is synthetic materials such as 
polyester, nylon, and a crylic, which make up about 60% of all clothing material (Brooks 
352). Microfibres, like microplastics, are too small to be filtered by treatment plants and 
end up in waterways, where microorganisms break down natural fibres but not synthetics 
(Almroth et al). Like microplastics, microfibres end up in marine ecosystems, where they 
accumulate in the bodies of sea animals (Welden).  



 Water Pollution 
Oftentimes, raw fibres such as cotton must undergo various chemical treatments before 
clothing production. These chemicals require additional treatments to be removed from 
the resulting wastewater; however, especially in regions with lax environmental 
regulations, they are often not (Varadarajan and Venkatachalam 113). Table 4 illustrates 
these treatments as well as the chemicals involved in the processes.  

Table 4. Textile processes and sources of effluents 
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Chapagain, A.K. et al. “The water footprint of cotton consumption: An assessment of the 
impact of worldwide consumption of cotton products on the water resources in the cotton 
producing countries.” Ecological Economies, vol. 60, no. 1, 2006, pp. 186-203.  

Provides evidence of how irrigation for cotton farming has had negative effects on 
the water tables of the regions/countries which farm it.

Varadarajan, Gunasekar, and Venkatachalam, Ponnusami. “Sustainable Textile Dyeing 
Processes.” Environmental Chemistry Letters, vol. 14, no. 1, 2016, pp. 113-122. 

Goes into detail on how current industry standard dyeing processes are polluting 
and offers alternatives.  

Welden, Natalie. “Microplastics: Emerging Contaminants Requiring Multilevel 
Management.” Waste (Second Edition), Portsmouth, 2019, p. 405-424.  

Explains how microfibres enter waterways and their negative impacts on marine 
life.  
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Garment Workers 

Statistics on textile supply chains (Anguelov 46): 
• Textiles are now over 50% of Pakistan merchandise exports, 55% of India’s
• 15 developing nations account for 90% of global textile exports and 80% of global

clothing exports
o Includes China, India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Egypt, Turkey

• Over 34% of Chinese enterprises, 95% of Indonesian textile mills are foreign owned
or have majority foreign investors

Working conditions in Cambodian garment industry (Kolben): 
• Workers often required to pay a middleman one month worth of wages as a fee in

order to get a job in a garment factory (this is illegal in Cambodian law)
• The fee would put workers into debt, so they are locked into employment
• Long hours, forced overtime without overtime pay by being locked in factory
• Minimum wage is $40 for 48h/week: workers often paid less, and paid late
• Poor factory ventilation, no toilets, no medical care

Aftermath of 2013 Rana Plaza collapse in Bangladesh (Brooks 365) 
• Despite fast fashion increasing Bangladeshi clothing exports, minimum wage

dropped from monthly $93.67 to $91.45 between 2001-2011. After Rana Plaza
disaster, raised to $95 (242 2018 USD), only half of what workers demanded

Annotated Bibliography 

Kolben, Kevin. “Trade, monitoring, and the ILR: working to improve conditions in 
Cambodia’s garment factories.” Yale Human Rights and Development Law Journal, vol. 7, 
2004, pp 79. 

Defines work conditions in garment factories and explains the obstacles faced when 
trying to regulate them.  
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Solutions 
 

 Industry Solutions: Sustainable Textiles 
 

• Foxfibre: Produced by Sally Fox and commercialized in the 1990’s, Foxfibre is a 
cotton fibre that naturally grows in shades of green, brown, red, an more. The fibre 
was developed to reduce the need for dyes, as most coloured cotton on the market 
is brown cotton which has been bleached and dyed using harmful chemicals 
(Stapleton) 

• QMilk: In Germany, Anke Domaske turns milk into fibres that can be spun into yarn. 
The resulting fabric is biodegradable (Davis) 

• Algalife: Renana Krebs researches making fibres and dyes from algae (Davis) 
• Eco Intelligent Polyester: Quebecois company Victor Innovatex aims to make 

furniture textiles from recycled plastics 

 
 Individual Solutions: Lowering Consumption 

Individuals can avoid shopping fast fashion by: 
• Shopping second-hand at local thrift shops (affordable) or vintage stores 

(sometimes luxury) 
• Upcycling old garments with DIY techniques such as embroidery 
• Choosing sustainable, locally sourced brands (examples for Toronto include Kotn, 

Frank and Oak, Mary Young, Nudnik) 
• Repurposing old or damaged clothing (for quilts, rags, etc.) 
• Renting clothing, especially for one-time special occasions like prom 
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