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The unsustainability
of fast fashion

by Susana ToBoso CHAVERO ,
environmental scientist and fashion designer.
Photographs by Pixabay under Creative Commons CC0 License

The fashion sector

Europe has hundreds of companies and brands that employ thousands of
designers, numerous prestigious design schools, new emerging designers,

a thriving research sector, famous museums and renowned professionals.
However, textile production itself continues to be Asia’s domain. Textile
imports to Europe grow year on year, and countries like China, Bangladesh and
India make the clothes we buy from multinational corporations. Fashion is one
of the most globalised industries in terms of design, chain of production and
sales. A pair of trousers, for example, might have been designed in Barcelona
but manufactured in Bangladesh from fabric produced in China; it might take a
month for them to be shipped back to Barcelona, only to be sent to New York to
be sold. It is hardly surprising, then, that the fashion industry is second only to
the petroleum industry in the volume of pollution it generates.

More than 80,000 million garments are sold globally every year, and over
75% of clothes that are thrown away end up in landfills. A fifth of the toxins
discharged into the world’s waters are from the textile industry, which uses
billions of litres of water to make all kinds of garments. Oceans are crowded
with vessels that leave the ports of Shanghai and Hong Kong overflowing with
containers of clothes made by the multinationals that dominate the market and
the high streets of large European cities.

The structure of multinationals

The fashion industry is a long, tangled chain of production that involves
extracting the raw materials, manufacturing the fabric, making the garment,
transporting it, advertising and selling it, using it and finally recycling or
disposing of it. The vast majority of multinationals and - since they mimic their
larger counterparts — many small and medium-sized businesses work in the
same way.

Fast fashion is generally accepted to have originated in the Inditex group,
which revolutionised how clothes are distributed, manufactured and sold.
The classic spring-summer and autumn-winter collections have given way to
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a continuous production of new garments and new collections, which arrive
in stores every week. This has had a direct impact on consumption, design,
manufacturing and on all the agents involved in the various areas of the sector.
At the consumer level, the perception of buying clothes has changed: where
once it might have been normal to buy sweater, a jacket or any other garment
for the coming season, for some it is increasingly common to buy clothes on
a weekly basis. Fashion is seen as a disposable commodity that is less durable
and more affordable and has less added value than it once had. Clothes have
become cheaper and companies need to produce them more cheaply, so they
relocate production to countries like China, India or Bangladesh, where labour
is cheaper and there is little or no environmental legislation or protection of
workers’ rights. Garments are more affordable so we buy more of them, and the
revenue for businesses increases; at the same time, there is less social justice and
more pollution in the countries where these garments are manufactured. Itis a
wheel that keeps spinning, growing more unwieldy over time.
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At the company level, a similar operating cycle is used, as summarised in the
figure below:
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All collections begin with designers travelling to international fashion and
textile fairs and to the world’s major capital cities, where they buy hundreds

of garments and attempt to reproduce the trends being set by the main

fashion houses. The information they gather is used to design the collections,
and prospective suppliers send their proposals as samples to the design
headquarters, which are usually located in Europe. Pieces are chosen for
manufacture and entire teams of buyers and designers travel to the country of
origin, which might be China or Bangladesh, to negotiate prices. These trips are
usually physically and mentally exhausting for the buyers and designers and for
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the suppliers who will later make the garments. Negotiations are arduous, the
parties meeting in small hotel rooms for some 14-16 hours a day to determine
how the supplier can deliver perfect production at the lowest possible cost.

Once the prices are settled, the supplier sends more samples to be approved
for production. Consignments are shipped, as this is the cheaper option; they
are only sent by air when they are particularly urgent, and often at the cost of
suppliers if the delay is their responsibility. Once the garments arrive at the
distribution centre, they are delivered to stores all over the world.

This cycle is not just repeated twice a year but occurs every time a new
collection is conceived, which usually means every month, or even sometimes
every two or three weeks.

The role of women in the fashion sector

Women are the backbone of the textile sector, except in the case of senior
posts, which are still generally held by men. The vast majority of European
multinationals and Asian companies are managed by men, while most of their
workers are women. Demands are particularly high, especially for women,
who are the lowest paid fashion workers but have the longest hours and are
expected to be constantly available to prioritise work over family life. Between
75% and 80% of multinationals’ employees are women, and their situations are
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often difficult. By law, women are entitled to maternity leave and, optionally,
to a reduction in working hours for a number of years after childbirth. The
reality can be quite different, however, as some workers do not take up the
maternity leave they are entitled to for fear of losing their jobs. Others reduce
their working hours but find that, in time, the company suggests they return
to a full working day and, in some cases, even tries to reach an agreement with
the worker so that she leaves the company. These are not isolated incidents,
they reflect common practices that are considered entirely normal by the
multinationals in question. Many women do not dare to exercise their legal
rights because they are worried about losing their jobs or being moved to
another department.

Pollution and large amounts of waste

Fashion’s environmental impact is considerable, given that consumption

has increased by 400% in recent years and manufacturing has changed
dramatically, leaving a huge carbon footprint. The cycle shown in Figure 1
gives an idea of the amount of resources used and the emissions, pollutants and
waste generated. If we focus on the production chain, we find different types of
pollution and/or waste in the stages of a collection’s production:

Waste. There are two main types of waste, namely, the wastewater that pollutes
river systems, land, etc., and solid waste, such as industrial waste, samples,
garments that are rejected and clothes that end up in landfills after being used.

Pollutants. Dyeing and weaving processes produce large amounts of
pollutants, many of them highly toxic, such as nonylphenol ethoxylates (NPEs),
amines and phthalates. Pesticides and fertilisers are used in the production of
cotton, which is the most widely used fibre in fashion.
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GHG emissions. Most stages emit greenhouse gases, including shopping
trips and acquisition trips to Asia, the sending of samples and manufacturing
itself. Emissions are also produced at the design and distribution facilities and
factories.

Exploitation of natural resources. A great quantity of resources, especially
water, is used, as large amounts of water are needed to manufacture fabrics;
land is also needed to produce cotton, linen, etc.; petroleum to produce
polyester, nylon, etc.; and fuel for ships, aircraft, goods vehicles, etc.

The fast fashion industry is one of the most polluting industries. It would

be impossible to list all the pollutants and waste it generates, because the
industry comprises a variety of agents and because making just one garment
involves dozens of stages. One of the most polluting stages is the cultivation

of cotton, which is the most widely used fibre in the sector. Intensive cotton
cultivation accounts for 2.6% of global water use and requires large amounts of
pesticides and fertilisers, which pollute groundwater, air and soil. Nylon and
polyester, which are also widely used, are made from petrochemicals. Therefore,
they are not biodegradable and accumulate in rivers and oceans, leading to
bioaccumulation in different species. During production, a great deal of energy
is used and nitrogen oxides are emitted.

Then there is the transport sector: according to a study published in the
journal Environmental Science and Technology, between 18% and 30% of
global emissions of nitrogen oxides and 9% of sulphur oxides are produced by
commercial ships. It also warns that just 15 cargo ships emit the same amount
of pollutants as 760 million cars.
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New initiatives and the future of fast fashion

Not only does fast fashion cause significant waste, pollution and emissions,

it is also associated with gender discrimination, violation of workers’ rights

and inhumane working conditions in many countries. A devastating example
was the collapse of the Rana Plaza building in Bangladesh, which killed over a
thousand people and exposed appalling working conditions and social injustice:
whilst in the West we buy T-shirts for three euros, on the other side of the world
people work endless hours to make our clothes for a monthly salary of about

50 euros.

Some multinationals have taken the initiative and are beginning to make
garments with organic cotton and producing so-called “conscious collections”,
others collect garments that are being thrown away and donate them to NGOs,
and corporate social responsibility departments are starting to proliferate.
These would be interesting developments if they represented more than just a
tiny part of the sweeping changes that are really needed, starting with design
and distribution centres in Europe and their role in improving conditions in
Asian factories.

Fast fashion is the quintessence of consumer capitalism, and the change to
another model of production in the sector should involve both companies and
institutions and consumers. The latter as a group must seek to align their way of
thinking with their buying habits, and demand that companies produce local,
sustainable and socially just products.
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El sector de la moda

A Europa existeixen centenars d’empreses i marques on dissenyen milers
de dissenyadors, grans escoles de disseny, nous dissenyadors emergents,
investigacio, importants museus i grans professionals. No obstant aixo, la
producci6 téxtil continua sent propietat d’Asia. Les importacions téxtils a
Europa continuen creixent any rere any, paisos com Xina, Bangladesh o 1'India,
confeccionen la roba que comprem a les grans multinacionals. La industria de
la moda és una de les més globalitzades a nivell de disseny, cadena de produccié
i venda. Es pot donar el cas que un pantald sigui dissenyat a Barcelona, el seu
teixit sigui xines pero es confeccioni a Bangladesh, que viatgi en vaixell durant
un mes de tornada a Barcelona i s'envii a New York per vendre’l. Per tant, és
d’esperar que la industria de la moda sigui el segon sector més contaminant
darrere la del petroli.

Es venen anualment més de 80.000 milions de peces al moén i més del 75% de
la roba que es llenga va parar als abocadors. El 20% dels toxics que saboquen a
les aigiies provenen de la industria textil, on es gasten bilions de litres per teixir
i confeccionar tot tipus de peces de vestir. Els oceans estan plens de vaixells que
surten dels ports de Shanghai o Hong Kong a vessar de contenidors amb roba
de les grans multinacionals que dominen el mercat i que es poden trobar a totes
les principals arteries comercials de les grans ciutats europees.

L'estructura de les grans multinacionals

La industria de la moda és un entramat d’una llarga i variada cadena de
producciod, des de la mateéria primera, la produccié del teixit, la confecci6 de la
peca de vestir, el seu transport, publicitat, venda, Gs i finalment el reciclatge o
eliminaci6 de la pega.

La gran majoria de les multinacionals i per mimetisme moltes mitjanes i
petites empreses funcionen de la mateixa manera.

El precursor del fast fashion se 'atorga al grup Inditex que va revolucionar
la manera de distribuir, produir i vendre a les seves botigues. Les classiques
temporades primavera-estiu i tardor-hivern desapareixen i es passa a una
produccié continuada de peces on cada setmana s’incorporen a les botigues
noves col-leccions. Aquest fet té un impacte directe en com es consumeix, com
es dissenya, com es produeix i en general en tots els actors que formen part
d’aquest sector.
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Figura 1. Esquema del
funcionament de les
multinacionals i les diferents
fases que ho componen.
T.I.: Transport Internacional
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A escala consumidor, la percepcié de la compra de roba canvia totalment,
quan abans es comprava un jersei, jaqueta, o qualsevol altra pega per
temporada, ara el consum pot arribar a ser setmanal, considerant la moda
com un producte d’un sol s, menys durador, més barat i amb menys valor
afegit. Les peces de vestir baixen de preu i les empreses necessiten produir
més barat, aixi es deslocalitza la produccié cap a paisos com la Xina, India o
Bangladesh, amb ma d’obra més economica i amb poca o inexistent legislacié
ambiental o de protecci6 dels drets dels treballadors. Per tant, la roba és mes
barata, en consumim més, i els beneficis economics per les empreses augmenten
alhora que hi ha menys justicia social i més contaminaci6 en els paisos on es
produeixen. Una roda que no para de girar i que creix amb el temps.

A escala empresarial, totes elles mantenen una manera similar de treballar.
La segiient figura tracta de reproduir el cicle tipus:
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Tota col-leccié comenga amb una série de viatges a fires internacionals de
teixits o de moda i viatges per les grans capitals del mén comprant centenars
de peces de vestir i aixi tractar de reproduir les tendéncies dels principals
dissenyadors de moda. Amb aquesta informacié es dissenya la col-leccié i els
futurs proveidors fan arribar les seves propostes en forma de mostra a la seu
central de disseny, normalment ubicades a Europa. Es tria quines es produiran
i tot I'equip, tant de compradors com dissenyadors, viatgen al pais d’origen,
Xina, Bangladesh, etc. per cotitzar aquestes peces. Aquests viatges solen ser
devastadors fisica i mentalment, tant pel grup de compradors i dissenyadors
com pels mateixos proveidors que després faran les produccions. Jornades de
14/16 hores diaries negociant els preus, dies dins d’un hotel sense sortir d'una
habitacié i pensant de quina manera el proveidor sera capa¢ d’entregar una
producci6 perfecta al minim cost.

Una vegada els preus estan tancats, el proveidor enviara més mostres per tal
de donar el vistiplau a la produccié. Aquesta, senviara per vaixell, ja que és més
econdmic, només senvien per avié quan sén molt urgents i sovint a cost del
proveidor si el retard és responsabilitat seva. Aquestes peces, una vegada arribin
a la central de distribucid, es repartiran per totes les botigues del mon.

Aquest cicle no es repeteix només dues vegades a I'any sind que es repeteix
cada vegada que es dissenya una nova col-leccio, el que vol dir que normalment
és un cicle mensual, incliis moltes vegades cada dos o tres setmanes.

El paper de la dona en el sector de la moda

Les dones son el pilar del sector textil, a excepcié com sempre dels alts carrecs,
on segueixen predominant els homes. La gran majoria de les multinacionals
europees i les empreses asiatiques son gestionades per homes, en canvi les dones
son el collectiu majoritari. Lexigéncia en la moda és molt alta i especialment
amb la dona, que sent pitjor pagada, ha de dedicar més hores, ha d’estar sempre
disponible i ha d’ajornar la seva vida familiar en favor de les necessitats laborals.
En aquestes multinacionals entre el 80% i 75% son dones, i a vegades s’enfronten
a diferents situacions delicades. Per llei les dones tenen dret a la baixa maternal
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quan tenen un fill i a agafar-se la reducci6 de jornada durant uns anys si és el
que desitgen. La realitat és una altra ben diferent, algunes d’elles no arriben a
esgotar tota la baixa que els correspondria per por a perdre el seu lloc de treball.
Altres s’acullen a la reducci6 de jornada perd I'empresa amb el temps arriba a
suggerir tornar a la jornada laboral sencera i en alguns casos fins i tot tractar
d’arribar a un acord pactat amb la treballadora per deixar 'empresa. Aquestes
situacions no sén aillades sin6 que sén comuns i quotidianes, es podria dir que
estan totalment normalitzades a aquestes multinacionals. Els drets que per llei
els correspondria, moltes dones no satreveixen a exercir-1” ho per por a quedar-
se sense feina o ser reubicada en un altre departament.

La contaminacio i les grans quantitats de residus

Limpacte ecologic de la moda és considerable, tenint en compte que el consum
en els darrers anys ha augmentat un 400% i la manera de produir ha canviat
radicalment com s’ha mencionat abans. Es una realitat que la petjada de carboni
és enorme. Només veient el diagrama de la figura 1, ens podem imaginar la
quantitat de recursos, emissions, contaminats o residus que es generen. Si ens
centrem en la cadena de produccié exposada, trobariem diferents tipus de
contaminacio i/o residus en les diferents fases de la produccié d’una col-leccié :

Residus. Hi ha dos tipus de residus majoritariament. Per una banda, les aigiies
residuals que contaminen els sistemes fluvials, sols etc. i per l'altra els residus
solids, com les minves de produccio, les mostres, produccions que es rebutgen o
les peces de vestir que acaben en un abocador després de ser utilitzades.

Emissions de GEH. En la gran majoria de fases trobem emissions de gasos
d’efecte hivernacle, com en els viatges que es fan de shopping o de cotitzaci6 a
Asia, com en I'enviament de les mostres i de la produccié. També les emissions
es donen tant a les installacions de disseny i distribucié com a les fabriques.
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Contaminants. Es troben grans quantitats de contaminants, molts d’ells molt
toxics com els NPEs (nonilfenoletoxilats), Amines o Ftalatos, procedents de

les tintures o dels processos que s’utilitzen per a la teixidura. També s'utilitzen
pesticides i fertilitzants per a la producci6 del cot6, que és la fibra més utilitzada
en la moda, etc.

Explotacio dels recursos naturals. Sutilitza una gran quantitat de recursos,
sobretot aigua, ja que el textil necessita una gran quantitat per ser produit,
també sol per la produccié de cotd, 1li, etc. i petroli per a la produccié de
poliester, nylon, etc. i per al combustible dels vaixells, avions, camions, etc.

La industria del fast fashion és una de les industries que més contamina. Seria
inacabable descriure tots els contaminants i residus que genera, ja que esta
formada per diferents agents i comporta desenes d’etapes per confeccionar una
sola pega. Alguna de les més contaminants seria la del conreu del cotd, que és la
fibra més utilitzada per aquest sector. El conreu intensiu de cot6 és responsable
del 2,6% de I'tis global d’aigua i necessita grans quantitats de pesticides i
fertilitzants. Aquests, contaminen aqiiifers, l’aire i el sol. Per una altra banda, el
nylon i el poliester que sén junt amb el cotd altament consumides, estan fetes de
petroquimics, per tant no sén biodegradables i sacumulen als rius, oceans i es
bioacumulen en diferents especies. A la vegada aquestes fibres necessiten gran
quantitat d’energia i emeten Oxid de nitrogen quan sén produides.

També es troba el sector del transport, que segons un estudi de la revista
Environmental Science and Technology, entre un 18% i un 30% de les emissions
mundials de NOx i el 9% de SOx sén creades pels vaixells mercants. També
alerta que només 15 d’aquests vaixells de mercaderies de gran format emeten la
mateixa quantitat de contaminats que 760 milions de cotxes.
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Noves iniciatives i el futur del fast fashion

No només el fast fashion provoca importants residus, contaminats i emissions
sin6é que també comporta en molts paisos la discriminacié de génere, violacié
dels drets dels treballadors o condicions de treball infrahumanes. Un exemple
clarificador va ser el col-lapsa de 'empresa Rana Plaza a Bangladesh, on van
morir més de mil persones, i va deixar al descobert les condicions de treball

i la injusticia social que hi ha al mén, mentre que a occident ens comprem
samarretes a 3 euros, a 'altra part del mon treballen jornades interminables per
fer les nostra roba a raé d 'un sou de 50 euros mensuals.

Existeixen noves iniciatives a diferents empreses. Grans multinacionals
comencen a fer col-leccions amb cotd organic o “conscious collections”, també
d’altres recullen les peces de vestir que es llencen i les donen a diferents ONGs,
o comencen a proliferar departaments de responsabilitat social corporativa.
Iniciatives interessants si no fossin només una petita part del gran canvi que
haurien de fer totes aquestes empreses. Comengant per les centrals de disseny
i distribuci6 a Europa i la seva implicacié en la millora de les condicions en les

tabriques asiatiques.

El fast fashion és la quinta esséncia del capitalisme de consum, i la implicacié
pel canvi a un altre tipus de produccié en aquest sector ha de comengar tant
per part de les empreses i institucions com dels consumidors. El consumidor
té en les seves mans alinear la seva manera de pensar amb la seva manera
de comprar, i exigir a les empreses uns productes locals, sostenibles i justos

socialment.
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