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I stopped buying new clothes last year, increasingly worried by the impact of cheap fashion. It’s been really stimulating – so I decided to step it up a bit and over the course of a month create a whole new outfit from my wardrobe without buying anything new, that would fit in with the latest fashions. I didn’t plan to buy new things, I just wanted to modify or embellish things that I already had.

At the beginning of the month, I got creative with some curtain edging. Then I was asked to attend the Observer Ethical awards so I decided that I had to make myself a dungarees dress as my attempt to be in fashion using things I already owned (I’m not really sure if dungarees dresses are in fashion, but I quite like the dress). I wasn’t planning on doing much more than that as I didn’t have much time, but towards the end of the month I wore the same dress for around seven days in a row. No one commented or seemed to notice at all.

Very cheap fashion items are now readily available. Why mend, repair or embellish something, when it is so cheap to just buy something new? But there are problems with constantly buying new clothes at such low quality. For example, many clothes contain cotton, the production of which involves a large volume of pesticides. Cotton soaks up 11-12% of the world’s pesticides, which as we know are damaging to the environment and to those that work with them. On top of this tremendous pressure is being placed on factory workers, and we only need look at Rana Plaza to know the potential tragedy of this situation. 
In addition a large proportion of clothes that are chucked out end up in landfill. According to Wrap, around £140m (350,000 tonnes) worth of used clothing goes to landfill in the UK every year – that’s around 30% of our unwanted clothing. A large proportion of our clothes is recycled, but this puts pressure on the environment too.

When I stopped buying new things and started shopping in charity shops, although it is a more eco-friendly way to shop, I had the same attitude. The clothes were so cheap I felt that I could buy as much as I liked and I didn’t take quality into account at all. Last November I decided to take things further and haven’t bought any clothes new or secondhand for myself since. But this month’s challenge really stepped things up and has been great fun. 
Lessons from a month of slow fashion
· Some people find not buying new clothes easy – I like it because I simply can’t be bothered to shop

· A limited wardrobe makes getting up in the morning quicker and can mean you get to wear your favourite clothes over and over again

· Clothes wear out when worn repeatedly. I didn’t want to wear the same clothes too much as I didn’t want to wear them out and have another mending job on my hands

· Nobody really cares if you wear the same dress for days on end 
· I was able to emulate one of the latest fashions with stuff I already owned. (It did involve cutting and sewing though, which may not be for everyone)

Easier alternatives

For anyone who doesn’t have the time, or the will, to do the same, here are a few alternative suggestions for anyone who wants to join the slow fashion movement:

· Wear the same pair of shoes every day for a month

· Thin out your wardrobe and choose a set number of clothes to wear for the month – how low can you go? Do you need 20 items or could you cope with five, or even less?

· Get creative and embellish just one unloved item of clothing, shoes or accessories. You could even make an accessory like a brooch with scraps you find around your home..

· Mend something that you would otherwise throw away or replace

This blog originally appeared on Eco Thrifty Living and has been re-published with permission. 

H & Ahem: Cheap clothing hurts the planet, the economy, and your style

By Darby Minow Smith on 26 Jun 2012
I really thought I was above binge shopping. But on a recent trip to Target, the women’s clothing section quickly pulled me in with trendy pastels, $19 dresses. The moments clawing through racks under fluorescent lights are a blur — but unfortunately, the resulting bright purple shorts are all too real. They remain at the bottom of my closet, a (literally) uncomfortable reminder of the irresistible pull of cheap fashion.

Ring a bell? It’s no accident. The fashion industry has sped up and priced down to the point where a common shopping trip can make you feel like you’ve doubled down on a Double Down: bloated, unsatisfied, and foolish for indulging in something so trendy and cheap.

Elizabeth Cline was all-too-familiar with the feeling. “I had gotten to a point where I really wouldn’t buy any clothing if it was over $30 and I owned almost 400 pieces of clothes as a result,” Cline says. The Brooklynite was curious as to how clothing had gotten so cheap and why it felt like her huge closet lacked substance and any sense of personal style.

So she set out on a nearly three-year journey behind the scenes of the fashion industry, traveling from sweatshops in China to overflowing Goodwills to a mostly shuttered New York garment district haunted by ghosts of U.S. industry’s past. The resulting book, Overdressed: The Shockingly High Cost of Cheap Fashion, is a revealing look at how fashion arrived at where it is today. Before you write off apparel as low-hanging Fruit of the Loom, keep in mind that clothing is easily the second largest consumer sector, after food. I chatted with Cline about how cheap clothing cramps our style, our economy, and our planet.

Q. How do companies make clothing so cheaply now?
A. The secret is in producing clothes at really high volumes. The product is cheap and low quality but they are able to take a very small markup on the clothes. The other ingredient is cheap labor in developing countries.

Q. How have prices changed over the last couple of decades?
A. Going back to the ‘50s and ‘60s, you could still walk into a department store and almost everything would be mid-priced, meaning you would find things — and this is adjusted for inflation — that were between $60 and $300. That’s what people were used to paying for ready-made clothes off the rack. What we’ve seen over the last several decades is the industry splitting into two extremes. There are very few middle-market brands and retailers and everything has become very cheap or irrationally expensive on the other end. It’s interesting to me because it really has followed the decline of the middle class in the U.S. as well.

Q. I think the phrase you used was “recession brands.”
A. Now that we’re in the middle of a global economic downturn, it’s making people even cheaper. It’s a huge problem because one of the reasons why I think we’re in this economic crisis is because we don’t have a manufacturing base anymore. … The garment and textile trades were two of the fastest-dying industries of the last 10 years. Those are a lot of really crucial jobs that are just gone now. People don’t think about that when they’re in these stores buying $10 dresses.

Q. What are the environmental impacts of cheap clothing?
AThe way I approached it in the book was to talk about the dramatic increase in our consumption because I think people infer what that means for the environment. One of the more astonishing figures from the book was that our fiber consumption has leapt from 10 million tons to 82 million tons [annually] in the last 60 years. It’s far outpacing population growth.

I also get into the waste that’s created. We throw away 68 pounds of textiles per person per year. On top of that, we’re using thrift stores and charity shops as dumps for an incredible volume of clothes that we don’t wear anymore. [The average charity shop is able to sell a mere 20 percent of what comes in.]

Q. With the economy being what it is, how much do you think we’re going to be able to change if wages stay flat? I feel like we could run into the same problems as the food movement: It’s easy for the wealthy to buy with their conscience, but difficult for most people to make a big change.
A. I think it is similar to the food movement in that people in this country don’t have a lot of money yet they’re obese. It’s so similar to fashion. We are drowning in cheap clothes. Even people who don’t have a lot of money have overflowing closets. I think it’s about how people spend the money they do have. The national average of spending on clothing is around $1,100 per year. Instead of going out and buying another two pairs of jeans when you already own 10, think about using that money this year to instead invest in something that you’re going to keep for longer. Or invest in something that you don’t already own that’s actually really unique. I think it’s about changing the way you shop and not necessarily increasing your overall spending.  …

In so many ways, in our lives and in this world right now, people are looking for ways to reconnect. And clothing is such a fundamental part of our culture, part of our economy, and part of our everyday lives that I think people are really going to embrace figuring out a different way to clothe themselves.

Q. I thought it was interesting that buying vintage isn’t the solution. It’s part of the solution, but there’s a limited number of pieces out there.
A. Right, if the whole world started shopping vintage tomorrow, by the end of the day it’d probably all be dried up.

Q. We’d all look really cool for a little bit, though.
A. Yeah, at least we wouldn’t all be wearing acrylic and polyester. [Synthetic fibers are now 63 percent of the global output.]

Q. What’s the best way to make a difference?
A. Support local and independent fashion designers when you can, and that includes people who are using sustainable fabrics but also people who make their clothes domestically. Support fair trade clothing and living wage clothing when you can. …Also, ask yourself, “Do I really need another tank top, pair of jeans, pair of shoes?” Look at what you already own and take care of it. I’ve really gotten into using seamstresses and tailors and getting back into altering and customizing the things that I already own. I just think that that’s enormously satisfying and it really stops that obsession with needing something new. I think a lot of that comes out of the fact that everything in our closet is just a little bit off. So I think that it’s really cool to be able to go to a tailor and say, “Please take my pants in, take in the side seams, cut off this weird bow.” Whatever it is. Make it work for you.

Sustainability and Fashion


On April 9, H&M released its annual sustainability report for 2014. The document details—at great length—how the company is implementing more eco-friendly practices in its supply chain and stores to reduce the harm it causes the environment, as well as its efforts on a variety of social welfare issues such as gender equality and poverty alleviation.

While the report makes it clear that H&M is doing a good deal to lessen its impact, a close read of the report also highlights the ways that goal and fast fashion are inherently at odds. By its nature, fast fashion is a volume business, which is exactly what makes it a strain on the planet.

H&M manufactures at least 600 million items each year and operatesmore than 3,200 stores in 55 countries (pdf). If you include its subsidiary brands, such as COS, that number jumps above 3,500 stores, and the company is expanding its locations by 10% to 15% each year. To operate those stores—not to mention manufacture and ship the clothes that fill them—requires a staggering amount of resources, from energy-hungry cotton to electricity, oil, and water.
Even if H&M manages to mitigate its environmental footprint slightly from one year to the next, its business continues to grow, and that footprint remains enormous—and far from sustainable.
Take, for instance, the company’s use of cotton. It’s the materialH&M uses most (p. 17), and the company boasts that the non-profit Textile Exchange has recognized H&M as the world’s number-one user of organic cotton, which has a lighter environmental impact, and reduces the use of “probably” carcinogenic pesticides. 
But only 13.7% of the cotton H&M uses is organic. And in any case, being such a massive user of the thirsty, energy-intensive crop—organic or not—may not be something to boast about. H&M acknowledges that the sheer quantity of resources it consumes is a serious problem.

“We really want to do whatever we can to make sure our products have more positive impact and less negative impact both socially and environmentally than any of our competitors,” Henrik Lampa, H&M’s environmental sustainability manager, tells Quartz. “You have to work for this, systematically. But then in the long run, the negative impact is really linked to resource use.”

There’s also the issue of what happens to the clothes after they’re purchased. Fast fashion is a driving force in modern consumer culture, which insistently nudges people toward buying more and more clothing, whether they need it or not. Inevitably, much of this excess finds its way into landfills. In the US alone more than 10.5 million tons of clothes end up in landfills each year, and even natural fibers may not break down easily. It’s great that H&M is replacing part of its conventional cotton supply with organic, but a landfill overflowing with organic cotton is still an overflowing landfill.
Linda Greer, director of the health program at the Natural Resources Defense Council, has worked with H&M on cleaning up one of the dirtiest pieces of the manufacturing process: the chemical-intensive process of textile dyeing and finishing. She applauds H&M’s efforts, including making its supply chain more transparent and moving toward“circular” manufacturing, which emphasizes recycling clothes and reusing resources. (H&M has a garment recycling program that some identify as a “green marketing” tactic and 0.2% of H&M’s textiles are recycled.)

Still, she admits there is some incongruity between its goals and its practices. “Fundamentally, there is a disconnect between the idea that you are selling a tremendous amount of clothing in fast fashion and that you are trying to be a sustainable company,” she says.

H&M seems genuine in its desire to clean up its act, but when it comes to sustainability, the core problem for fast-fashion companies is the business model—and that isn’t changing anytime soon.

