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Introduction
It has been seven years since the Rana Plaza factory
collapse in Bangladesh. On 24th April 2013, this
preventable tragedy killed and injured thousands of
garment workers who made clothes for dozens of
best-selling fashion brands. The victims were mostly
young women. It remains one of the world’s worst
industrial accidents to date.
Since then we have seen a lot of positive change.
However, human rights abuses and environmental
degradation remains rife across the global fashion
industry. While vast numbers of the public have
recently become aware of these problems,
many people remain in the dark, unaware that their
clothes may be contributing to the climate crisis and
human exploitation.
We published our first white paper in 2015, in which we
set out why a revolution in the global fashion industry
was needed and what sort of change we hoped to create.
In the conclusion, we wrote: “We hope that by 2020 the
public starts getting some real answers to the question
“Who Made My Clothes?” We hope to see thousands of
brands and retailers willing and able to tell the public
about the people who make their products. We hope to
see makers, producers and workers become visible; we
hope to see thousands of their stories told. We hope to
start to see more consumer demand for fashion made
in a sustainable, ethical way. We hope that we start to see
real transformative positive change begin to take root.”
We are extremely proud to say that we have achieved
these aims, but there is much more work to do to
transform the global fashion industry. People are still
dying in regular factory fires and accidents. Although
wages have increased in some countries where
clothing is made, many people in the supply chain
are still paid too little and struggle to afford life’s
most basic necessities. Women textile and garment
workers frequently face sexual harassment and
violence in the workplace. Trade unions and workers’
ability to organise and fight for their rights continue to
be hamstrung by employers and governments.

Meanwhile, the fashion industry carries on polluting
our atmosphere and water sources. Ancient forests
are being cut down to create leather and textiles,
animals are regularly mistreated, and landfills are
piling up with disused clothes. As consumers, it’s
still very difficult to find credible information about
the working conditions and environmental impacts
behind what we buy.
We cannot lose momentum now; we must keep
working towards real transformative change so that
these problems become a thing of the past.

This white paper will explore
what Fashion Revolution has
achieved in the seven years
we have been campaigning for
change, what other progress
has been made across the
industry, and why a fashion
revolution is still needed. In
the second half of this paper,
we’ll explain how we plan to
achieve change over the next
five years, what issues we’ll
focus on, what our long-term
vision of the future of fashion
looks like and what we’re
asking the public, the industry,
governments and others to do.
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How the movement started
and what Fashion Revolution
has achieved since 2013
The Rana Plaza garment factory
collapse was our call to arms

Exploring what progress has been
achieved since Rana Plaza

We felt that enough was enough – the opaque,
dangerous and exploitative fashion industry needed
to make urgent, radical and systemic changes. Seven
years on, despite progress to improve conditions for
many garment workers, more needs to be done to
prevent such factory accidents from ever happening
again. In addition, the growing climate crisis and
looming ecological collapse has further highlighted
the need for a drastic rethink of the polluting and
resource-intensive way the global fashion industry
works.

Later in this paper, we will explain what we mean by
systemic change in the global fashion industry, but
first we will take a look at what progress has been
achieved in the past seven years, what has and hasn’t
changed in Bangladesh and beyond, and what social
and environmental abuses continue to persist across
the industry.

When Fashion Revolution began campaigning in 2013,
we knew that positive change could be accelerated
with greater supply chain transparency. Our logic
was that if you can’t see what’s going on, then it’s
impossible to fix it. We still believe this. While the
industry has made huge strides towards transparency
over the past few years, there is so much more work
to be done. Many issues remain invisible, obscured,
underreported, misunderstood and greenwashed.
Meanwhile, both people and our living planet continue
to suffer as a result of how clothing is made, sourced,
sold, used, consumed and thrown away.
In our first white paper, published in 2015, we said that
we wanted to “understand and demolish exploitation
in the fashion industry.” This continues to be our
central aim. We want to help bring about far-reaching,
structural and systemic changes in the global fashion
industry. Undoubtedly, this is an ambitious goal. It
means influencing and changing the structures of
our whole global economy. It means challenging
consumer capitalism, as we know it, and the powerful
forces and politics that shape it.

In 2013, Fashion Revolution began with a small group
of people sitting around a table in the UK wanting to
take proactive steps to trigger change in the fashion
industry. We set out to influence the global fashion
industry to become safer, cleaner, more just and fair
for the people working across its highly globalised
supply chains. Within just a few months, hundreds
of people joined together in more than 50 countries
to activate their communities in calling for greater
transparency.
Today, Fashion Revolution is a truly people-powered
movement working together in communities around
the world to create positive and lasting change. Fashion
Revolution is a registered non-profit organisation in
the United Kingdom, with another 14 registered country
offices and voluntary teams dedicating their time and
skills in a further 75 countries.

Today, Fashion Revolution
is a truly people-powered
movement working
together in communities
around the world to create
positive and lasting change.
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Fashion Revolution Global Network

A global network of
fashion revolutionaries

Headquarters
UK

Country Offices
Brazil
Croatia
Czech Republic

Denmark
France
Germany

Italy
Luxembourg
Malaysia

Philippines
Portugal
Slovakia

Spain
Switzerland

Ghana
Greece
Guatemala
Honduras
Hong Kong
Hungary
India
Indonesia
Iran
Ireland
Japan

Kazakhstan
Kenya
Kosovo
Laos
Latvia
Macedonia
Madagascar
Malawi
Malta
Mauritius
Mexico

Moldova
Myanmar
Nepal
Netherlands
New Zealand
Nigeria
Norway
Panama
Paraguay
Peru
Poland

Country Teams
Argentina
Australia
Austria
Bahrain
Bangladesh
Belarus
Belgium
Bosnia & Herzegovina
Cambodia
Canada

Cape Verde
Chile
Colombia
Costa Rica
Cyprus
Ecuador
Egypt
El Salvador
Ethiopia
Finland
Fiji

Romania
Rwanda
Scotland
Serbia
Singapore
Slovenia
South Africa
Sri Lanka
Sweden
Taiwan
Thailand

Tunisia
Turkey
Uganda
Ukraine
United Arab
Emirates
Uruguay
USA
Vietnam
Zimbabwe
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From Fashion Revolution Day to
Fashion Revolution Week
In 2014, we organised the first ever Fashion
Revolution Day on the anniversary of Rana Plaza. It
was a moment to honour the victims and to make
loud and clear our demands for greater transparency
and accountability from the brands whose clothes we
buy. We asked people to turn their clothes inside out,
show their labels and ask brands a seemingly simple
question: “Who made my clothes?” A question that
sent a strong message to the industry that greater
transparency is important to consumers and vital
to achieving change. Shortly after, we turned this
question into a hashtag used across social media,
and it went viral. In April 2015, #WhoMadeMyClothes
and #FashionRevolution were used in over 42,000
social media posts. By April 2019, more than 178,000
posts were made across social media asking
brands #WhoMadeMyClothes and calling for a
#FashionRevolution, reaching 289 million and
garnering 700 million impressions.

We launched the #IMadeYourClothes hashtag in
2016 providing a platform for farmers, artisans, factory
workers, trade unionists and other producers in the
supply chain to share their stories and celebrate their
work. In 2019, more than 12,500 producers in the supply
chain were sharing their stories using this hashtag
on social media. In 2020, we are launching a new
hashtag #WhatsInMyClothes to encourage people to
question the resources, materials and environmental
impacts of their clothes. This will build on our hashtag
#LovedClothesLast which inspires people to keep and
wear their existing clothes for longer.
Fashion Revolution Day has now turned into a
whole week of action each year, coinciding with the
anniversary of Rana Plaza, with awareness-raising
events and conversations happening both online and
offline all over the world. Our online community has
grown to over 760,000 followers and subscribers across
Instagram, Facebook, Youtube and our newsletter.
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We asked people to
turn their clothes inside
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A question that sent a
strong message to the
industry that greater
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to consumers and vital
to achieving change.
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Engaging communities around the
world to create positive change
Around 2,000 offline events have been hosted in
communities across the world each year, including
panel talks, lectures, film screenings, creative stunts,
art installations, fashion shows, street marches, popup shops, practical workshops and more, reaching
tens of thousands of people. Furthermore, our efforts
to engage and inform the media about our call for
systemic change in the global fashion and textiles
industry has been covered in thousands of press
articles and blogs each year in publications such
as Vogue and Teen Vogue, Elle, Harper’s Bazaar, BBC,
Newsweek, The Financial Times, Refinery29 and
Business of Fashion, to name a few.

practical how-to guides, educational resources,
action-oriented campaigning tools and cuttingedge research reports as free downloads and videos
on our website. We have created videos that have
gone viral including our German team’s 2 Euro T-shirt
Experiment with nearly 8 million views on Youtube
and our #Haulternative series made with big Youtube
influencers like Grav3yardgirl and Maddu Magalhães.

Since 2013, everything we have done has been designed
to inform, inspire and activate the public, the industry
and the government into making positive change
happen in the global fashion industry. Our motto is
‘Be Curious, Find Out and Do Something.’ Each year
we publish more than a dozen get involved packs,

In major cities across the world, our annual Fashion
Open Studio programme has invited the public to
discover alternative ways of producing and buying
clothes by showcasing exciting designers and brands
who embed innovation and sustainability in their
design and manufacturing processes.

We have produced six zines featuring first-hand
stories from the supply chain, opinion pieces from
leading experts and thought-provoking art and poetry
from many exciting artists.
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Fashion Transparency Index 2019

9%
increase in average
score amongst 98
brands reviewed in the
Fashion Transparency
Index since 2017

Fashion Revolution Community Impact Survey 2019

94%

of those surveyed stated
‘Fashion Revolution has
had an impact on my
attitude towards the
current fashion industry.’

Partnering with schools and
universities to inspire students
We have run two free online courses exploring
fashion’s social and environmental impacts, with
nearly 20,000 learners taking part from around the
world. We have teamed up with Istituto Europeo di
Design (IED) in Italy and Northumbria University in the UK
on special multidisciplinary bachelor degree projects to
inspire students around the creative reuse of materials.
We now have over 200 student ambassadors in schools
and universities in over 20 countries. Our team in Brazil
has built an educational network comprising over 150
universities and organisations, which convenes each
year in an annual education-focused forum. Our teams
in Slovakia and USA have developed projects with
middle school and high school students, and elsewhere
our teams have partnered with leading universities
such as International Fashion Academy in Paris, RMIT in
Melbourne and CENTRO in Mexico City.

Producing the annual Fashion
Transparency Index
We have published four editions of our annual Fashion
Transparency Index, created as a tool to help people better
understand what information major brands and retailers
are disclosing about their social and environmental
policies, practices, impacts and progress. The methodology
was created in consultation and collaboration with
leading worker rights and environmental organisations,
academics and experts. Since 2017, we have seen the
Index influence many brands to publicly disclose crucial
information about their supply chains and business
practices. Brands’ average scores have increased by
9 percentage points in just two years, and dozens of
brands have disclosed the manufacturers that make their
products through this process. We have launched our first
national Fashion Transparency Index in Brazil, which has
influenced several Brazilian brands to disclose supply
chain information for the first time. We are now working
on our first Index for the Mexican market. Meanwhile, trade
unions, NGOs and journalists have been able to make
use of this publicly disclosed information to investigate
and solve real-world issues faced by workers in supply
chains of major brands, proving that transparency leads to
greater accountability, and practically speaking, can lead
to positive change.

How the movement started

Collaborating with community groups
and cultural institutions
In 2016 and 2017, we collaborated with Microfinance
Opportunities on a special 12-month research study
research study, the Garment Worker Diaries, and
produced and produced a podcast series exploring
the lives, pay and working conditions of 540 garment
workers in Cambodia, Bangladesh and India. The
podcast has reached over 20,000 listeners and shared
interviews with supply chain experts as well as firsthand accounts from garment workers making clothes
for the international market. The data and insights
gathered in this project have been used in wage
negotiations in Cambodia and to lobby fashion brands
on important issues such as better wages and working
conditions for the people making their clothes.
Over the past seven years, we have partnered with
hundreds of NGOs, community and activist groups, arts
and cultural organisations, educational institutions,
museums and festivals to raise public awareness of the
fashion industry’s systemic challenges, hold companies
and governments to account and encourage real change.

Advocating governments for better
laws and policies
We have been invited to address the European
Parliament and the UK Government to make the
case for better regulation on transparency, working
conditions and environmental practices in the
fashion industry. As a global movement, we were one
of many organisations to help influence governments to
pass the UK and Australian Modern Slavery Acts. In 2019,
we joined up with Traidcraft Exchange to petition the UK
Government to create a publically available database
of companies’ annual modern slavery statements,
which they announced they would do shortly after. We
also inspired the UK Government’s Environmental Audit
Committee to launch an inquiry into the social and
environmental impacts of the fashion industry, and we
were part of the European Commission’s initiative on
social responsibility and sustainability in the garment
and textiles sector launched in 2015. In 2019, we
joined the United Nations Fashion Industry Charter for
Climate Action to help push major brands towards net
zero-emissions by 2050, and we are working with the
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United Nations Economic Commission for Europe on
developing industry guidelines for transparency and
traceability. Furthermore, many of our country teams
such as Brazil, the Philippines, France, Italy, Kenya and
Rwanda have spearheaded efforts to influence local
policy making processes with the aim of addressing
social and environmental issues in their own national
fashion and textile sectors.

We have helped changed public
attitudes towards the fashion industry
We believe that the powerful narratives, those which
shape the fundamental way the fashion industry
works, are beginning to shift - thanks to the committed
efforts of Fashion Revolution teams globally and to
other campaigning organisations who inspire and
collaborate with us.
We recently surveyed our online community, and 94%
said that Fashion Revolution has had an impact on
their attitude towards the current fashion industry. 48%
of those surveyed said that we have helped them to
make personal changes in their everyday lives (Fashion
Revolution, 2019). Furthermore, recent research from
Kantar found that the demand for clothing in the UK
is plateauing after having increased for nearly two
decades, and analysts from Morgan Stanley recently
cited increasing consumer awareness of the negative
impact of the fashion and textile industry on the
environment as one of the main reasons why clothing
consumption volumes have started to decline in
Western markets (Morgan Stanley, 2019).

This all points towards real progress but so far change
has been incremental and not the fundamental
overhaul the industry so desperately needs.
Now we must move faster towards systemic
transformation of the global fashion industry.
We have no time to waste, especially considering
the urgent challenges that lie ahead including
the accelerating climate and biodiversity crisis,
the fallout of the global covid19 pandemic,
the rapidly, the rapidly changing world of work
due to automation, artificial intelligence and
mass migration, and deeply entrenched gender
inequality, socioeconomic inequity and structural
racism within the global fashion industry.
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Conditions have
improved in
Bangladesh since
Rana Plaza collapsed
but not nearly
enough
Following on from Rana Plaza, progress on improving
human rights and environmental sustainability in
the global fashion industry has been mixed at best.
In some ways, things have changed a great deal.
For instance, working conditions for many of the 4.5
million textile and garment workers in Bangladesh
(ILO, 2019) have significantly improved. Workplaces are
safer due in large part to the Bangladesh Accord on
Fire and Building Safety, a legally binding agreement
and programme between local and international
trade unions and multinational fashion brands.
This initiative has inspected and monitored fire and
building safety upgrades in thousands of garment
and textile factories. As a result, there has been a
measurable decrease in the number of severe factory
accidents in Bangladesh each year since 2013. In fact,
very few Bangladeshi garment workers have died in
the workplace since then. The Accord programme
also helped train thousands of Bangladeshi garment
workers on health and safety and has provided a
channel for workers to make confidential complaints
about their working conditions (The Nation, 2019).
The growing garment industry in Bangladesh in recent
years has contributed to the number of people living
below the poverty line falling from more than 44%
in 1991 to less than 13% in 2018. Family sizes and
maternal mortality have also decreased dramatically,
and people are living a third longer than they did in
the 1980s. For millions of women in Bangladesh,
working in the textiles and garment industry has
been an important way of earning money and gaining
economic freedom in a society where women are
usually housewives and often the only work available
in rural communities is agriculture, typically jobs done
by men (The Guardian, 2019a).

Why we still need a Fashion Revolution

Despite progress, factory working
conditions remain an issue
Undoubtedly, some important aspects of quality of
life and workplace conditions have improved for
many Bangladeshi workers in recent years. However,
health and safety issues, poor working conditions,
very low pay, gender-based violence and repression
of unions and freedom of association remains rife
in Bangladesh. In 2016, the Garment Worker Diaries,
a study conducted by Microfinance Opportunities in
collaboration with Fashion Revolution, found that 40%
of Bangladeshi workers interviewed over the course of
12 months had seen at least one fire in their factory
(Microfinance Opportunities and Fashion Revolution,
2017). In 2018, the government of Bangladesh
increased minimum wages for garment workers,
yet their pay remains far too low to cover life’s most
basic necessities (Business & Human Rights Resource
Centre, 2019). The situation is similar for workers in
other garment and textile producing countries but
more on that later.
Although hundreds of new trade unions have been
registered across Bangladesh in recent years, the
government and garment factory owners continue to
crack down on workers who try to organise and fight
for better pay and conditions. According to IndustriALL
Global Union (2019), more than 11,600 garment workers
were arrested, fired or forced to resign for participating
in strikes in late 2018 and early 2019. Police reportedly
used water cannons, rubber bullets and tear gas
against those who protested.
Seven years after Rana Plaza, millions of workers in
Bangladesh and around the world still face poverty,
danger and even death while making the clothes we
buy. In other words, business-as-usual continues.
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2013 Tazreen factory fire
Photography © Copyright 2020 PTI.

More than 11,600 garment
workers were arrested,
fired or forced to resign
for participating in strikes
in late 2018 and early 2019.
IndustriALL Global Union, 2019

Seven years after
Rana Plaza, millions of
workers in Bangladesh
and around the world
still face poverty, danger
and even death while
making the clothes we
buy. In other words,
business-as-usual
continues.
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TRANSPARENCY
[noun]

The public disclosure of credible,
comprehensive and comparable
data and information about
fashion’s supply chains, business
practices and the impacts of these
practices on workers, communities
and the environment.
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Progress on transparency

Some recent progress
has been made on
transparency, climate
and human rights
issues in the global
fashion industry
In this section, we will explore what positive change
has happened since 2013, and in the following section
we will look at what problems continue to persist
across the global fashion industry, what opportunities
and challenges lie ahead and why a fashion revolution
remains imperative.

Transparency has become an
essential part of doing business
Since 2013, campaigning for greater transparency has
been Fashion Revolution’s primary aim. As we saw in
the case of Rana Plaza, and numerous other garment
and textile factory disasters in recent history, a lack of
transparency puts people’s lives at risk.
It is fair to say that we know much more about clothing
manufacturers and their links to major fashion brands
than we did seven years ago. Back in 2013, only about
a handful of big brands disclosed a list of the factories
where their clothing is made. Since then, dozens of
large fashion companies have published their supplier
lists and this number continues to grow. As Human
Rights Watch (2019) explains in a recent report, this
sort of transparency has become a widely accepted
step towards identifying and addressing poor working
conditions in fashion supply chains. Trade unions,
journalists and worker rights groups are now making
use of these supplier details to identify and solve
problems facing the people making our clothes. This
has meant real positive impact on workers’ lives.
Some brands have taken even more ambitious steps on
transparency. For example, two U.S.-based competitor
footwear brands, Able and Nisolo, published the lowest
wages workers are paid in their supply chains and
launched a challenge to other brands to do the same.

Their goal was to get the industry to start talking more
honestly about workers’ low pay, something most brands
have tended to avoid (Lowest Wage Challenge, 2019).
In January 2019, Business of Fashion reported that:

“Fashion companies must come
to terms with the fact that a more
distrusting consumer expects
full transparency across the
value chain. Given the need to
regain that trust, fashion players
cannot afford not to examine
long-standing practices across
their businesses… consumers
have become more active in
scrutinising the brands they do
business with.”
While Harper’s Bazaar wrote in January 2020:
“Customers want transparency when it comes to
what they’re buying and retailers are catering to this
shift in numerous ways.”
However, there is a persistent lack of traceability and
transparency further down the levels of the supply
chain: where fabrics are woven, dyed and finished,
where yarns are spun and where fibres are farmed
and processed. Without having this visibility, it’s
difficult to know who’s making the materials used in
our clothing, what working conditions they might be
facing and what sort of environmental practices are
going on.
Of course, being transparent doesn’t guarantee human
rights are respected and our environment is protected,
but it does enable much greater scrutiny when it
comes to what companies say they’re doing. It means
we have access to information for which we can hold
brands and governments to account, especially when
things go wrong like it did that day at Rana Plaza.

16

Why we still need a Fashion Revolution

Since the introduction of the
Bangladesh Accord, 238 factories
have completed upgrades and
almost 1,100 factories have
nearly completed upgrades
Accord on Fire and Building Safety in Bangladesh, 2019

New models of legally enforceable
corporate responsibility are tested
and succeed
The Bangladesh Accord on Building and Fire Safety was
set up to inspect and oversee improvements of 1,600
garment factories across Bangladesh in the aftermath of
Rana Plaza. The Accord brought together the United Nations
International Labor Organization, Bangladeshi unions,
international unions, the Bangladesh Government and over
190 major fashion brands and retailers to work together to
make workplaces safer for millions of garment workers.
As a result, 238 factories have completed upgrades and
almost 1,100 factories have nearly completed upgrades,
with over 1.7 million workers having received workplace
safety information and training (Accord on Fire and
Building Safety in Bangladesh, 2019).
For over two decades, corporate social responsibility
initiatives have been mostly voluntary and self-regulated
with no real legal basis and prioritised based on a
company’s own agenda. The Accord was groundbreaking
in the sense that it created a legally-binding agreement
between brands and trade unions to inspect and
remediate safety issues in garment factories. It has
meant that brands are obliged to fulfill their commitments
to improve safety conditions in Bangladesh rather than
relying solely on their sense of good-will.

Another landmark and legally enforceable agreement
was signed in August 2019 among leading brands, a
major apparel supplier and a coalition of labour unions
and women’s rights advocates to combat genderbased violence and harassment in Lesotho’s garment
sector. This agreement arose from an investigation
that exposed severe and extensive sexual harassment
at a particular garment supplier in Lesotho (Worker
Rights Consortium, 2019).
These two legally binding agreements represent a
fundamentally different approach than has been relied
upon over the past 30 years of voluntary corporate
social responsibility initiatives, whereby major brands
are obliged to use their power and money to make
improvements for workers in their supply chains.
Despite these groundbreaking examples, workers
are still rarely included in the design of the solutions
that are meant to fix the problems they face, and this
needs to change.

Legislation is changing
to address some of
worst impacts

in order
fashion’s

Over the past seven years, several governments and
intergovernmental institutions have taken decisive and
concrete actions to address human rights abuses and
environmental damage occurring along global supply
chains, including within the fashion and textiles industry.
The UK Government passed the Modern Slavery Act in
2015 requiring all companies with a turnover of more
than £36 million operating in the UK to publish an annual
slavery and human trafficking statement, which outlines
their approach to identifying and eradicating forced
labour in their supply chains. In June 2019, as then prime
minister Theresa May was preparing to step down, she
announced that the Government would launch a central,
public registry of companies’ modern slavery statements,
meaning anyone could easily access this information
about companies’ efforts (UK Government, 2019). Experts
say that, although the law is weak, it has brought the issue
of forced labour into boardrooms and motivated many
companies to disclose information about their business
practices and supply chain structures for the first time.
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In 2018, the Australian Government passed its own
Modern Slavery Act building upon the UK law. It requires
around 3,000 businesses to publish similar annual
statements, and it set up a Government-run public
register for these statements. Like the UK law, there are
no penalties for companies that do not comply, nor is
there independent oversight. However, both the UK and
Australian laws represent an important step forwards
in linking human rights and corporate accountability.
Human Rights Due Diligence (HRDD) legislation is also
gaining steam. This legislation involves companies
being required to identify, prevent, mitigate and
account for how they address harmful human rights
impacts in their business and supply chains.
For example, in May 2019 the Dutch Government
adopted the Child Labour Due Diligence Law, requiring
companies selling goods or services to Dutch
consumers to identify and prevent child labour in their
supply chains (Oxford Human Rights Hub, 2019). In 2017,
France adopted the Corporate Duty of Vigilance law,
requiring very large companies to identify and prevent
adverse human rights and environmental impacts
resulting from their own activities, from activities of
companies they control, and from activities of their
subcontractors and suppliers, with whom they have
an established commercial relationship (Brabant and
Savourey, 2017). Similar HRDD legislation is now being
considered in Germany, Finland, Switzerland, and
even by the European Union.

negative social and environmental implications for
communities around the world.
When it comes to environmental issues, and especially
climate breakdown, there has been a raft of legislation
and policies coming into play around the world. The
Paris Agreement was drafted in 2015 and came into
effect in 2016. 189 countries have agreed to keep
global temperature rise below 2°C, by limiting harmful
emissions and averting the worst impacts of climate
change on health, food security and extreme weather
(UNFCCC, 2020). Since then the U.S., the world’s biggest
cumulative carbon emitter since 1750 according to
Carbon Brief (2017a), has left the Paris Agreement, but
many American states, cities and companies have
chosen to continue their efforts to meet the agreement.
According to the Grantham Institute, 47 climate laws
have been passed around the world since the Paris
Agreement was signed (Carbon Brief, 2017b).
At the international level, a post-2020 Global Biodiversity
Framework is now being developed ahead of the next
United Nations Convention on Biodiversity in October
this year. Thus far, the draft plan sets 2030 targets for
“the conservation and restoration of ecosystems and
wildlife that perform crucial services for humans.” It
seeks to address the urgent action that needs to be
taken in response to rapid and accelerating rates of
species extinction (The Guardian, 2020).

Meanwhile, in June 2019 the International Labor
Organization, adopted Convention 190: Eliminating
Violence and Harassment in the World of Work,
which recognises the right of everyone to work in an
environment free from violence and harassment,
including gender-based abuse (ILO, 2019).
The import and export of second-hand clothing has
become another hot-button legislative issue. In 2015,
Rwanda, Tanzania and Uganda agreed to ban secondhand clothing, mostly imported from the U.S. and UK,
in order to support their own local textile and garment
manufacturing industries. Meanwhile policy debates
continue about the importation of second-hand
clothing in countries such as the Philippines, Ghana
and Kenya. It is an issue that has both positive and

47 climate laws have
been passed around the
world since the Paris
Agreement was signed
Carbon Brief, 2017b
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The climate crisis has forced the
industry into an environmental
reckoning
It is difficult to ignore the fact that the living planet,
our home, is literally burning. Unprecedented
fires have destroyed many lives and land across
Australia, California, Brazil, South Korea and many
other communities around the world. Droughts, flash
floods, hurricanes, typhoons, tornadoes, record high
temperatures, rising sea levels and other extreme
weather has become increasingly frequent and
deadly in the past few years, due to human activity
pumping too many greenhouse gases into the
atmosphere, heating up our oceans, while destroying
the ecosystems that keep the planet in balance.
In response, powerful movements including the Youth
Climate Strikes, Zero Hour, Sunrise Movement, Extinction
Rebellion, Standing Rock, Guardians of the Forest and
many others have been instrumental in forcing people,
companies and governments to wake up to the scale of
accelerating climate and ecosystem breakdown as well
as the outsized impact of climate change on marginalised
and vulnerable communities around the world.
Meanwhile, several important studies have been published
over the past few years that shed light on the huge
environmental toll created by the global fashion industry.
We have learned that the global apparel and textiles
industry accounts for a significant amount of greenhouse
gas emissions, potentially more CO2 emissions than
international flights and maritime shipping combined
(Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017). We also learned that
oceans, rivers, groundwater and the animals that live in
them, and even the rain and air, are being polluted by
plastic microfibres that shed from synthetic clothes when
we wash them (The Guardian, 2019b).
In response, some of the world’s most prominent fashion
brands and retailers have joined the United Nations Fashion
Industry Charter for Climate Action, bringing companies
together to achieve net-zero carbon emissions by 2050,
and the G7 Fashion Pact, which commits companies to
the same goal as well as to develop biodiversity strategies,
eliminate single-use plastics by 2030, and support
innovation to reduce microfibre pollution.

Why we still need a Fashion Revolution

Vogue wrote earlier this year that: “2019 will go down
as the year that fashion finally started taking the
climate crisis seriously.” While Marie-Claire Daveu,
Chief Sustainability Officer at Kering told Vogue in the
same article that: “In 2019, we have seen a radical
shift in attention towards sustainability at large, and
the climate crisis in particular. The diagnosis is now
clear for everyone: we need to accelerate the pace of
change and work together.” (Vogue, 2019)

CO 2

The global apparel and
textiles industry accounts
for more CO 2 emissions than
international flights and
maritime shipping combined
Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017

Progress on transparency
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“In 2019, we have seen a
radical shift in attention
towards sustainability at
large, and the climate crisis
in particular. The diagnosis
is now clear for everyone:
we need to accelerate
the pace of change and
work together”

Marie-Claire Daveu - Chief Sustainability Officer, Kering Group
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Consumer awareness has reached a
crucial tipping point
Fashion and culture magazine AnOther declared
in December 2019 that: “Sustainability is no longer
a fringe issue within fashion but the most defining
challenge – and opportunity – of our time.”
When Elle magazine in the UK surveyed readers in their
September 2018 ‘Sustainability Issue,’ they found that
nine in ten wanted to know more about sustainability
in the fashion industry; 62% said they are more likely
to buy an item of clothing from a brand that values
sustainability; 55% found it important or very important
to know where the clothes they buy come from and
that they are ethically made; and 51% wanted to know
what they can do to become more sustainable (Elle
UK, 2018).
In 2018, Consumer Goods Forum and Futerra surveyed
more than 3,600 adults across Europe and found that
78% of people trust transparent brands more and
that 90% of corporates have noticed a rise in public
interest in transparency since 2017, predicting this
interest will likely increase in the next five years (CGF
and Futerra, 2018).
According to recent research from consultancy firm
McKinsey & Company (2019), online searches for
“sustainable fashion” tripled between 2016 and 2019.
While Business of Fashion wrote in 2019: “transparency
has become an important issue further upstream in the
supply chain, with consumers increasingly concerned
about issues including fair labour, sustainable
resourcing and the environment. Consumers want to
support brands that are doing good in the world, with
66% willing to pay more for sustainable goods. Some
42% of millennials say they want to know what goes
into products and how they are made before they buy,
compared with 37% of Gen Z.”
Research from Accenture, published in September
2019, found that 62% of UK consumers prefer to buy
from companies that are reducing their use of plastics
and two-thirds want greater transparency in how
companies source their materials (Accenture, 2019).

Why we still need a Fashion Revolution

When Fashion Revolution partnered with leading market
research firm Ipsos Mori in October 2018 to survey
5,000 citizens in the five largest European markets, we
found that 80% of people think fashion brands should
disclose their manufacturers, and 61% were interested
in learning more about what fashion brands are doing
to minimise their environmental impacts and to protect
workers’ human rights (Fashion Revolution, 2018). We
will conduct this survey again later in 2020 and find out
if people's views have changed.
In our more recent conversations with major fashion
brands and retailers, many of them said that over
the past 12-18 months their customers have started
asking more questions about how their products are
made and what brands are doing to address social
and environmental impacts. Consumer perceptions
are clearly beginning to shift quite significantly.

“Sustainability
is no longer a
fringe issue
within fashion
but the most
defining
challenge –
and opportunity
– of our time.”
AnOther Magazine, 2019
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Mainstream media coverage
on human rights and environmental
issues in the fashion industry
is growing

90% of corporates have
noticed a rise in public
interest in transparency
since 2017
CGF and Futerra, 2018

Major news outlets and leading fashion press, which
just seven years ago only sporadically covered
human rights and environmental issues in the
fashion industry, now seem to publish investigations,
opinion pieces and documentaries at least weekly.
In fact, in 2018 Vogue Australia appointed its first ever
sustainability editor-at-large and now sustainability
editors are being hired at various glossy fashion
publications, including Fernanda Simon, who leads
our team in Brazil, recently appointed Vogue Brazil’s
first ever Contributing Sustainability Editor.
Meanwhile, dozens of books have been published
over the past five years exploring fashion’s social
and environmental impacts, from academic to
investigative to personal development and activist
manuals – demonstrating growing public appetite
for information about the fashion industry and
the impacts of the way clothing is produced and
consumed globally.
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Clothing consumption patterns are
evolving and new business models
are gaining steam
In light of increasing media coverage and public
awareness of the impacts of fashion, people have
started to consume clothing in a different way than
they did when we first started campaigning.

The resale market has grown
21 times faster in the U.S. than
other types of fashion retail
over the past three years.
GlobalData

In October 2019, Morgan Stanley reported that, “the
apparel industry is facing a structural decline as
consumers with ‘too much stuff’ cut back on the
number of new outfits they buy, even as prices fall.”
They argue that apparel consumption – at least in
Western markets – is plateauing for a few crucial
reasons. First, consumers have reached ‘peak
consumption,’ meaning that they have been buying
in such large quantities that there is very little extra
‘utility’ associated with purchasing extra items.
Second, there is rising consumer awareness of the
environmental damage being done by the apparel
industry. As a result of these trends, at least in part,
the world’s leading dozen listed apparel brands and
retailers have, on average, seen earnings decrease
nearly 40% since the beginning of 2016. Morgan
Stanley forecasts that the majority of the big brands
and retailers are likely to continue struggling (Morgan
Stanley, 2019). This is further evidenced by research
from Mintel, which found that the number of people
buying clothes as often as once a month (and also
those shopping every two to three months) declined
between 2017 and 2018 (The Guardian, 2019c).
Meanwhile, bricks-and-mortar stores have seen
huge losses in the past few years as more shopping
happens online. Nearly every week there seems to be
news of another long-standing retailer going bankrupt
and shutting their doors. Entire shopping malls have
been left desolate.

Progress on transparency

This is not to say that overall the global fashion
industry is on the decline. The industry is still
growing between 3.5% and 4.5% year-on-year,
according to the Business of Fashion report (2019),
with spending increasing in Asia Pacific and
Africa (The Business Research Company, 2019).
Unfortunately, online and ultrafast fashion retailers are
growing too and putting hundreds or even thousands
of new products on the market every week and selling
them for impossibly cheap prices.
However, we are also seeing a rise in alternative forms
of clothing consumption such as reuse, rental and
swapping. The resale market has grown 21 times faster
in the U.S. than other types of fashion retail over the
past three years, according to GlobalData. The ThredUp
resale report (2019) predicts that the resale market,
worth $24bn (USD) in 2018, will double by 2023 to $51bn
by 2023 and nearly triple within ten years reaching $64
billion, while fast fashion is predicted to only rise to
$44 billion.
ThredUp research also found that 26% of 2,000 women
surveyed plan to spend more on clothing rental in
the next five years (ThredUp 2019). At the same time,
Rent the Runway in the U.S. has become a billion dollar
company, and several big name retailers like Urban
Outfitters and H&M are experimenting with clothing
rental services (Business Insider, 2019).
Clothing ‘swaps’ are also growing in number and
popularity around the world. Informally swapping
clothes with friends, family and neighbours has
happened across generations for a very long time.
However, we are now seeing clothing swaps become
more formal and organised at a community-wide
level, where strangers are coming together to give their
clothes a second (third, fourth…) life with someone
else. This sort of clothes swapping is considered an
antidote to fashion’s massive waste problem and
gives people a chance to refresh their wardrobes
without spending a lot of money or buying clothes
from brands that don’t align with their values.
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Many young designers are embedding
sustainability into what they do and
the industry is finally giving them
some deserved recognition
Today’s young fashion designers are increasingly
embedding sustainability in their practices and
collections. In the past five years, several talented
young designers have been nominated and won
many of the world’s most important fashion awards
including the LVMH Prize, the International Woolmark
Prize, Ecco Domani, CFDA and BFC x Vogue Fashion
Fund, The Fashion Awards and the upcycling-focused
Redress Awards.
We can expect fashion designers of the future
to increasingly explore, expand and innovate
sustainability issues as leading fashion universities,
such as Central Saint Martin’s, London College of
Fashion, De Montfort University, Polimoda, Istituto
Marangoni, Fashion Institute of Technology, Parsons
School of Fashion, RMIT University, among many others,
are now integrating social and environmental issues
into their curricula and spearheading entire degree
programmes focused on sustainability in fashion.
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Why we still need a
fashion revolution
Despite all this good progress, we are still just tinkering at the
edges of change. There are many problems that continue to
occur at all levels of the fashion industry. Millions of people
making our clothes are dealing with low pay, discrimination,
unsafe working and living conditions, harassment and abuse.
Meanwhile forests, soil, air and water are being depleted or
polluted to make our clothes. We continue to use too many
precious resources, consume way more clothes than we need
and create too much waste that simply cannot be regenerated.
In the next few pages, we will explore some of these critical
challenges and why a fashion revolution is still needed –
perhaps now more than ever.

Here we adapt ideas set out in the ‘Model, Material, Mindset’ framework developed as part of The
Textile Toolbox published in 2015 by leading textile and design thinking researchers Rebecca Earley,
Kate Goldsworthy and Clara Vuletich.
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Model:
The Business of
Fashion
We have worn clothing for about as long as humans
have existed, but the way that clothes are commonly
produced and consumed today is actually a relatively
new phenomenon. Over the past thirty years, in
particular, the volume and speed of clothing production
and consumption has dramatically increased.
As a result, we have seen more frequent and deadlier
factory disasters while the amount of textile waste
created each year has skyrocketed, rivers have been
polluted with chemical run-off from textile dyeing,
entire bodies of water have been sucked dry from cotton
agriculture, microplastics from our polyester clothes
have proliferated our waterways and ancient forests
have been destroyed to produce viscose and leather.
Mass-produced clothing has existed since the midnineteenth century and working conditions have been
a problem for well over two hundred years. Slavery built
the global economy we live in today and cotton was
a lucrative commodity produced largely by enslaved
and severely exploited people, mainly from Africa. By
the 1830s cotton was the most important crop in the
American South and supplied clothing makers and
home interiors companies across the rest of the U.S.
and Europe. Meanwhile, the term ‘sweatshop’ was
coined as early as the 1850s. The Triangle Shirtwaist
Factory fire was the deadliest industrial disaster of its
time, killing 123 women and 23 men in Manhattan, New
York City. Around the same time, textile mill fires in the
UK were so common that factory owners often had
their own steam fire engines.
For centuries, clothing was made-to-order by local
tailors and sold through trunk shows to aristocratic
clients. Starting in the early 1900s, luxury fashion
design was showcased on the catwalk but still
produced locally and on a relatively small scale. It
wasn’t until the 1950s that consumer culture really
took off. High-end department stores began hosting
regular ‘ready-to-wear’ fashion shows, and fashion

Garment manufacturing
employs at least 40 million
workers in Asia alone
and more than 60 million
workers worldwide, 80% of
which are women.
???

photography and advertising became hugely popular
in the 1960s. At this point in time, although clothing
was being mass-produced and becoming more
affordable, it was still manufactured locally, with only
two seasons produced each year.

The rise of fast fashion
In 1973, the United States, along with several other
countries, set up a quota system to limit the amount
of textile and apparel imports from specific countries.
However, it drove up domestic manufacturing costs
and this is when production began moving abroad to
countries that could produce clothes more cheaply.
Throughout the rest of the 1970s fashion retailers (some
of those we now recognise as the world’s biggest
brands) started copying catwalk styles, reorganising
production in order to have them on shopping racks
more quickly, and producing them for much cheaper.
This business model is what we have come to know
today as ‘fast fashion,’ which further gained steam
throughout the 1980s and 90s and was heralded by some
as the ‘democratisation of fashion’. What once seemed
exclusive to a few was made accessible for most (at
least in Western markets), or that was the idea at the
time. Brands also started pumping out more collections
each year and demanding that manufacturers and
suppliers (increasingly in developing countries) work to
shorter and faster deadlines. The majority of the market
moved in this direction.
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In 2005, the quota system known as the Multifibre
Arrangement which shaped much of global trade was
eliminated and replaced by a World Trade Organisation
agreement that effectively opened the floodgates to
outsourcing abroad. By the mid 2000s, the fast fashion
model dominated the industry. It was characterised
by production frequently shifting to countries that
offered the lowest wages, the least regulation and the
fewest protections for workers and the environment.
This system has continued to develop through the
relentless pursuit of producing more and more
clothing for cheaper prices and as quick to market as
possible. This model has applied not just to low-cost
retailers but also to mid-priced and luxury fashion too.

As a result of this growth, garment and textiles
manufacturing is now one of the world’s largest
industrial sectors and remains highly labour intensive,
employing millions of people. Employment statistics
are not very precise or reliable, but the ILO (2015)
estimates that garment manufacturing employs at
least 40 million workers in Asia alone and more than 60
million workers worldwide, 80% of which are women.
If we consider that many more people are employed
to weave fabrics, spin yarns, dye, print, embellish,
embroider, grow and pick cotton, shear sheep for wool,
pack and ship products, sort and recycle disused
textiles, then the industry likely employs hundreds of
millions across the value chain.

Over the past few years, a new breed of fashion
retailers have been determined to speed things up
and reduce costs even further, no matter the human or
environmental cost of doing so. Fuelled by the growth
in direct-to-consumer online shopping and social
media influencer marketing, these ‘ultra-fast’ fashion
players are forgoing bricks-and-mortar locations
to get products from concept-to-sale online within
weeks. This pace is not only remarkable but also totally
unsustainable and often highly exploitative of the
people working in their supply chains.

Addressing the industrial
development paradox

The fashion industry and globalisation
Fashion is now one of the most globalised and
influential industries in the world, both in terms of
financial power and how it shapes wider trends,
beliefs, attitudes, behaviours, identity and culture.
According to the McKinsey Global Fashion Index (2017),
the global fashion industry (which includes clothing,
textiles, footwear and luxury goods) has grown at
5.5% annually over the past decade and is worth
an estimated $2.4 trillion. McKinsey concludes that
fashion has “outperformed the overall market and
every other sector across geographies for more than
a decade” — more profitable than even high-growth
sectors like technology and telecommunications. So
even though, as we explained above, that clothing
consumption is in structural decline in Western
markets, it remains a hugely powerful industry and is
set to continue growing in value and profits.

This brings us to an important paradox that must
be addressed. For almost 150 years, the growth and
development of the textiles and garment industry has
underpinned the industrialisation of entire nations,
creating jobs for millions of people. This was the
case in the United Kingdom in the 19th century, and
it is the case today in countries such as Bangladesh,
Cambodia and Myanmar. However, this development
has also come at great costs — workers have long
been exploited and endangered and the living
planet has been polluted and pillaged of many finite
resources. The global fashion industry, like the rest
of our economy, has been designed to value profit
and growth above all else. In fact, in many countries,
companies are actually required by law to ensure
shareholder value is prioritised first, no matter
the consequences for workers, communities and
the environment.

Model, Material, Mindset

Re-thinking the entire system
We cannot keep chasing the cheapest labour,
exploiting people and depleting natural resources
forever, all in the name of never-ending growth.
Fashion’s prevailing business model is not
sustainable, not for the majority of the workforce and
not for the living planet. We need an entirely new
model, and governments must look to re-write the
rules of our economy. Here we turn to the pioneering
work of academic Kate Raworth and her theory
called ‘doughnut economics,’ which is a model for a
global economy that is regenerative and distributive
by design.
She described what a ‘doughnut economy’ looks like
in a recent Ted Talk: “Imagine humanity’s resource
use radiating out from the middle. That hole in the
middle is a place where people are falling short on
life’s essentials. They don’t have the food, health care,
education, political voice, housing that every person
needs for a life of dignity and opportunity. We want
to get everybody out of the hole… But, we cannot let
our collective resource use overshoot the outer circle,
the ecological ceiling, because there we put so much
pressure on this extraordinary planet that we begin to
kick it out of kilter. We cause climate breakdown, we
acidify the oceans, a hole in the ozone layer, pushing
ourselves beyond the planetary boundaries of the lifesupporting systems that have for the last 11,000 years
made earth such a benevolent home to humanity.”
“So this double-sided challenge to meet the needs
of all within the means of the planet, it invites a new
shape of progress, no longer this ever-rising line
of growth, but a sweet spot for humanity, thriving in
dynamic balance between the foundation and the
ceiling. A doughnut. And I was really struck once I’d
drawn this picture to realize that the symbol of wellbeing in many ancient cultures reflects this very same
sense of dynamic balance, from the Maori Takarangi
to the Taoist Yin Yang, the Buddhist endless knot, the
Celtic double spiral.”
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“Right now we are far
from balanced, falling
short and overshooting
at the same time… We
urgently need financial,
political and social
innovations that enable
us to overcome this
structural dependency
on growth, so that we
can instead focus on
thriving and balance
within the social and the
ecological boundaries
of the doughnut.”
Raworth, 2018
In our 2015 white paper we quoted writer and radio
journalist Kurt Anderson who said: “I’ve been a big
believer in historical pendulum swings… American
socio-political cycles tend to last, according to
historians, about 30 years” (Vanity Fair, 2011). The
difference now, five years later, is that the historical
pendulum is swinging and a fashion revolution is
well under way. We have seen thirty years of rapid
development in this industry, and now it is clear that
new economic models are required for the next thirty
years. Fortunately, there are so many creative minds,
truth tellers, risk-takers and innovators already coming
up with pioneering approaches, novel solutions and
new ways of doing fashion business with people and
planet at the forefront.
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The business of fashion: a timeline
START HERE
1830s
Cotton has become the most important
crop in the American South. and supplies
clothing makers and home interiors
companies across the U.S. and Europe

~1850
Mass-produced clothing comes into existence

PRESENT DAY
The growth in direct-to-consumer online
shopping and social media influencer
marketing allows ultra-fast fashion to thrive
and the industry speeds up even further

late 2010s
A new breed of fashion retailers, determined
to speed things up and reduce costs even
further emerge and shopping moves online.

1850
The term ‘sweatshop’ is coined

Early 1900s
Luxury fashion is showcased on the catwalk
but still produced locally and on a small scale

mid 2000s
The fast fashion model dominates the industry.
Characterised by production frequently shifting
to countries that offer the lowest wages, the
least regulation and the fewest protections for
workers and the environment

1911
Triangle Shirtwaist Factory Fire. The deadliest
industrial disaster of its time

1950s
The concept of ‘consumer culture’
begins to take form

1960s
High-end department stores begin hosting
regular ‘ready-to-wear’ fashion shows

2005
The Multifibre Arrangement was eliminated
and replaced by a World Trade Organisation
agreement. The floodgates to outsourcing
abroad were opened

Brands start creating more collections each
year and manufacturers and suppliers are
made to work to shorter and faster deadlines.
The majority of the market moves in this
direction

Fashion photography and advertising
gain popularity
Clothing is now commonly mass produced
and quite affordable but still produced locally
and with only 2 seasons per year

1973
The United States, along with several other
countries, sets up a quota system ‘Multifibre
Arrangement’ to limit the amount of textile
and apparel imports from specific countries.
This drives up domestic manufacturing costs

Clothing production moves abroad to
countries that can produce more cheaply

1980s and 90s
The ‘fast fashion’ business model
gains steam, heralded by some as the
‘democratisation of fashion’.

This business model is what we have come to
know today as ‘fast fashion.’

1970s
Fashion retailers start copying catwalk styles,
reorganising production to have them on
shopping racks faster, and producing them for
much cheaper.
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Material:
People and Planet
Human rights and working
conditions

In Cambodia last year there
were more than 1,500 traffic
accidents involving garment
workers getting to and from
their factories, including 50
deaths and 341 serious injuries.

Despite hundreds of international standards, laws and
regulations, and auditing and certification systems
that exist to protect human rights and ensure decent
working conditions, exploitation remains rife within
the global fashion industry. Human rights abuses
include cross-cutting issues such as forced and child
labour, excessively long working hours, repression of
trade union organising, extremely low pay, lack of job
security, gender and race-based discrimination and
violence, unsafe and dangerous working conditions,
and little to no access to justice for those whose basic
rights are violated at work. These problems exist not
just in places like Bangladesh, Cambodia and Mexico
but also in the United States, United Kingdom and
other parts of Europe.

1,500 traffic accidents involving garment workers
getting to and from their factories, including 50 deaths
and 341 serious injuries, according to the National
Social Security Fund (The Phnom Penh Post, 2020).

Building and fire safety

Forced, bonded and child labour

Although safety conditions have improved for many
garment workers since Rana Plaza, factory accidents
have continued to happen. In December 2019, a large
fire swept through a bag factory in the Indian capital
Delhi killing 43 workers who were sleeping inside
the building. It begs the question: why were they
sleeping in their workplace? A week later an explosion
in a sweater factory in Dhaka, Bangladesh killed one
woman and injured five others (Ecotextile News,
2019). On 13 February 2020, a fire killed seven people
working in a denim factory in Ahmedabad, India, in
which the only escape to safety was by climbing up a
steep ladder to just one exit door. Less than two weeks
later, on 24 February another fire killed three people
working in a garment label factory in the same city.
Our Garment Worker Diaries research conducted in
partnership with Microfinance Opportunities in 2016
and 2017 found that 40% of the Bangladeshi workers
surveyed had seen at least one fire in their workplace
(Microfinance Opportunities and Fashion Revolution,
2017). In Cambodia last year there were more than

Forced, bonded (where someone is tricked into working
to pay off debts that means they receive little or no pay)
and child labour are forms of modern slavery and are
prevalent within fashion supply chains. The Walk Free
Foundation (2018) produced a study based on data
from 167 countries and interviews with 71,000 people
in 52 languages and found that fashion is one of the
key industries contributing to modern slavery. Antislavery International (2020) explains how each year the
Governments of Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan force
hundreds of thousands of people out of their regular
jobs and into the fields to pick cotton for export.
Recent reports from China allege that cotton products
made in Xinjiang may have been grown and picked
by Uighurs, a Muslim minority group, currently being
held against their will in vast detention camps (Wall
Street Journal, 2019). So, if you are wearing cotton right
now, and you probably are since it’s one of the most
widely used materials for clothing, there is a strong
chance that it may have passed through the hands of
someone working in modern slavery.

The Phnom Penh Post, 2020
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Low wages
Wages are also notoriously low in the fashion supply
chain. In fact, the legal minimum wage in most garmentproducing countries is rarely enough for a worker to live on.
In Bangladesh, data from the WageIndicator Foundation
(2019) tells us that the legal minimum wage is €16 per
month, while the actual living wage for a single person
is €72 per month and €142 per month if someone has a
family to support. This means that a Bangladeshi worker
would need to be paid 4.5 times more than the current
minimum wage to afford a decent living standard and
almost nine times more to support a family. In China, El
Salvador, Ethiopia, Sri Lanka and several other countries
where our clothes are made the gap between the
minimum wage and living wage is outrageous and unjust.
Wages are an especially tricky issue to solve. It is not as
simple as you might think: why can’t fashion brands just
pay workers more? In reality, what people get paid is often
shaped by a number of complex and political factors.
This is not to say that we don’t all have a crucial role in
influencing companies and governments to make sure
that workers are paid sufficiently and fairly. Companies
should be paying higher prices to their suppliers, and
governments should be setting legal minimum wages
that cover a decent, dignified living standard. Consumers
should be paying more for clothes too. The mega cheap
prices we have become accustomed to aren’t reflective
of the trust costs involved in making clothes.
As Kalpona Akter, executive director of the Bangladesh
Center for Worker Solidarity, explains to the New
York Times (2020), “Cheap clothes are not cheap.
Someone always has to pay for them. And that someone
is a worker.”
Over the past five years there have been some promising
efforts made to address low wages in the fashion
supply chain. ACT (Action, Collaboration, Transformation)
is one such initiative that is bringing together global
brands, trade unions, manufacturers and governments
to take responsibility for each of their roles in increasing
workers’ pay and achieving living wages. However, as
it stands today, the vast majority of farmers, artisans,
producers and workers in the fashion supply chain do
not make anywhere near a living wage and continue to
live in poverty.

A Bangladeshi worker would
need to be paid 4.5 times
more than the current
minimum wage to afford a
decent living standard and
almost nine times more to
Kalpona Akter
support a family.
WageIndicator Foundation

“Cheap clothes
are not cheap.
Someone always
has to pay for them.
And that someone
is a worker.”
Kalpona Akter
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Gender-based discrimination and
violence
Millions of garment workers around the world are
young women and often in very low paid jobs. Men
tend to work in supervisory, management and
ownership positions in factories. This means there is
an imbalance of power between men and women,
which is the case in many sectors and societies around
the world, but it means in this context that women
are particularly vulnerable to abuse in the workplace.
Sexual harassment and gender-based violence are
common in the fashion supply chain. One in every
two women workers in garment factories in Southeast
Asia has experienced sexual harassment, according to
on-the-ground reports from CARE International (2019).
Further recent research from Solidarity Center (2019a)
has documented sexual harassment and violence
against women workers in Cambodia and Indonesia,
which has included unwanted touching, verbal insults,
rape and abuse of pregnant workers. On 21 June 2019,
the ILO adopted a new international law on violence and
harassment in the world of work, Convention No.190 and
its accompanying Recommendation No. 026 (ILO, 2019).
This law helps provide clarity and legal protection for
women and the most vulnerable against violence and
sexual harassment at work. However, it only applies to
countries that have ratified the Convention and to date
only a few countries have done so (Solidarity Center,
2019b). This is something people everywhere can and
should push their national governments to do.

One in every two women
workers in garment
factories in Southeast Asia
has experienced sexual
harassment.
CARE International, 2019
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The artisan sector is
estimated to be the
second-largest employer
in the developing world
after agriculture. It is
worth over $32 billion
every year.
Artisan Alliance at The Aspen Institute, 2012
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Social and societal impacts
Loss of culture, craft and skills
Many artisanal and heritage craft industries around
the world have been eroded due in large part to mass
manufacturing and because second-hand clothes
have flooded local markets. We risk losing ancient and
unique techniques that have been passed down through
generations if we don’t do more to support them.
Millions of people depend on the handicraft trade,
especially women based in rural communities. They
often lack formal education and typically work at home
or other informal spaces. As a result, they struggle with
accessing markets to sell their goods, being exploited
by middlemen, theft of their intellectual property, very
low income and having to send their children work to
make ends meet.
It is almost impossible to measure exactly how many
artisans make a living through their craft because of
problems defining what makes craft an occupation
and a lack of reliable data. However, the artisan sector
is estimated to be the second-largest employer in the
developing world after agriculture. It is worth over $32
billion every year, according to the Artisan Alliance at
The Aspen Institute (2012).

There is some research to suggest that the demand for
handicraft production is growing (The Guardian, 2015;
Autumn Fair, 2018) . But right now, artisan trade faces
an uncertain future. In the 1950s, Italy was home to
four million tailors. Today, this figure has plummeted to
700,000 (DW, 2013). Meanwhile a reported 50,000 artisans
working in the luxury goods sector in Italy are close to
retirement age and young people are not there to take
their jobs (Alvanon, 2019). A defining part of Italy’s artistic
heritage risks extinction. Pascal Bourdariat, the director
of French high-end jeweller Chaumet, estimates
the number of craftspeople making luxury jewellery
in Paris has halved over the past few decades (BBC,
2015). A hundred years ago, thousands of people were
making traditional kimonos – but today, there are only
three families left in Japan who can do this work (The
Telegraph, 2010). In the UK, traditional shoemaking and
leather tanning have largely disappeared.
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Cultural appropriation, structural
racism and lack of diversity
The fashion industry is seen as a champion of
creativity. Fashion should foster and celebrate
skills and craftsmanship and, at its best, it
does. But rarely is the profit shared adequately
and equally with those whose hands and
skills make the product and without credit
for the cultures that serve as inspiration. It is
crucial that the fashion industry diversifies in
order to tackle such problems. Appointments
such as Edward Enninful to Editor-in-Chief
at British Vogue should be celebrated and
emulated. He has brought far greater diversity
and representation not only to the team of
newly hired editors and creatives but also to
the glossy pages of one of the most important
fashion magazines in the world. Diversity is
needed not just in the clothes we wear but in
the people making them, reporting on them
and as the decision makers leading fashion
organisations. To tackle what is both cultural
appropriation and structural racism in the
industry the roots need to be shaken and
greater diversity instilled at all levels. – Yasmin
Khatun Dewan, journalist

Cultural appropriation is not a new phenomenon, but
it remains a pervasive problem in the fashion industry.
Too frequently more powerful and privileged people in
society inappropriately adopt the customs, practices
and ideas of another culture and community without
proper acknowledgement, respect, inclusion or
payment. However, a spotlight has been cast on
this issue repeatedly over the past few years, and
communities are increasingly standing up for their
rights and demanding change.
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There have been numerous recent examples of major
brands being accused of appropriating indigenous
designs and other cultural practices and ideas. Louis
Vuitton has faced several scandals over the past three
years from selling exact replicas of South African
Basotho blankets to an armchair featuring famous
indigenous Tenango motifs from Hidalgo, Mexico,
all without adequately involving or crediting these
communities. Since then, to Louis Vuitton’s credit,
the brand has now properly partnered with artisans
in Oaxaca to paint intricate animals, a time-honoured
tradition known as Zapotec Alebrijes, on their trunks.
Meanwhile, Gucci was criticised in 2018 for sending
white models down the runway wearing turbans, a
sacred article of faith worn by the Sikh community.
However, Otomi embroiders in Mexico, Mayan weavers
in Guatemala, Maasai artisans in Kenya and the
Navajo Nation are some of the communities turning
to intellectual property and advertising law to seek
protection for their indigenous and cultural designs,
techniques and identity.
Structural racism in the fashion industry includes
but also extends beyond cultural appropriation. It
underpins how much of the industry functions, which
is part and parcel of how our societies and economies
are fundamentally organised. This manifests within
the fashion industry in many ways, including but
not limited to, a lack of diversity on catwalks and
fashion magazines, little diversity in the boardrooms
and offices of fashion businesses, discrimination
in the workplace, overtly racist product design and
marketing, and very few people of colours’ voices
and ideas being recognised and valued. In fact, some
may argue that the ‘race-to-the-bottom’ structure of
the global fashion supply chain (in other words, when
companies move the production of goods overseas to
regions with the lowest wage and fewest benefits) is in
itself a form of modern colonialism.
Ultimately, people in the position of privilege must
recognise that we are part of the problem, and that we
can and must do the work to tear down these structures
while building a better fashion industry where people
of colour are included, represented and centred at the
very core of defining how we move forward.
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Mental health and body image
There are so many different issues to explore when
it comes to mental health and body image in the
fashion industry. We will only very briefly touch upon a
few here. Although, we must recognise that these too
are important challenges for the industry and should
be included in conversations about sustainability and
social responsibility.
Fashion has influenced body image and played a
huge role in reinforcing patriarchal expectations of
gender norms throughout history. For over a hundred
years, clothing has been advertised mostly using thin,
white models. Today, with the constant flow of content
shared on social media, the pressure to dress and look
a certain way has never been more overwhelming and
insidious. And with the rise of digital marketing and
social media influencers, platforms like Instagram
have effectively become one big shop window.
Advertisers draw upon our insecurities to sell us
products we don’t need, fuelling overconsumption
(more on that later). Of course, this all takes its toll on
people’s mental health with ample research linking
issues such as body dysmorphia, eating disorders and
depression. There is also a distinct lack of different
body shapes, sizes, ages, gender identities and
abilities employed and represented by the industry;
although, this has started to change recently. Finally,
the rampant pace at which fashion collections are
now being produced is affecting the mental health of
designers and artists who are expected to flow with
creativity like a faucet.

Why we still need a Fashion Revolution

Today, with the constant
flow of content shared
on social media, the
pressure to dress and
look a certain way
has never been more
overwhelming and
insidious... advertisers
draw upon our
insecurities to sell us
products we don’t need.

Barbara Kruger – I shop therefore I am, 1987
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Environmental impacts
The climate crisis
The truth is that we are still far from understanding
the true scale of the fashion industry’s impact on our
environment. Too few studies have been done to date.
The data that exists isn’t always very comprehensive,
reliable and sometimes contradictory. However, take
a moment to consider the myriad ways in which our
clothes are produced, consumed, used and thrown
away. Once you do that, it really doesn’t need a
scientist to understand that our clothing comes at a
huge cost to our living planet.

Fossil fuels are required
to light buildings and run
textile machinery, to make
polyester (which is derived
from petroleum), to transport
clothes and fly industry
professionals around the world,
and to provide energy that
runs our washing machines
and tumble dryers. All of these
activities produce significant
greenhouse gas emissions.
The Carbon Trust (2011) estimates that the fashion
industry is responsible for about 3% of global carbon
emissions, although we don’t really know for certain
and it could be even higher. Regardless, if that figure
continues to grow at current rates, the Ellen MacArthur
Foundation (2017) suggests that fashion could use
more than a quarter of the world’s annual carbon
budget by 2050.
In the UK, according to WRAP (2017a), clothing has the
fourth largest environmental impact after housing,
transport and food. The carbon emissions of clothing
in active use in the UK rose to 26.2 million tonnes in
2016, up from 24 million tonnes in 2012 (WRAP, 2017a).

In the UK, clothing
has the fourth largest
environmental impact after
housing, transport and food.
WRAP, 2017

To put that into some context, a typical car emits about
4.6 tonnes of carbon dioxide each year, so the carbon
footprint of our clothes in the UK alone compares to
driving approximately 5,695,652 cars each year (EPA,
2018). EU-wide estimates are much higher at 195
million tonnes of carbon emissions produced by
clothing annually (WRAP, 2017b).
Meanwhile, a recent report from The Carbon Trust and
Ordre (2020) estimates that the travel undertaken by
fashion buyers and brands to attend six major fashion
weeks twice per year resulted in about 241,000 tonnes
of carbon emissions (that’s like driving 52,291 cars in
one year in our example above).
Though many brands and suppliers are already taking
steps to reduce their carbon footprint, the world is still
on track to exceed 2°C and more needs be done much
faster to reverse global emissions. The fashion industry
and our governments must immediately start investing
far more money into producing comprehensive,
credible data on fashion’s environmental impacts,
and we need much greater public understanding of
the very serious climate impacts that we create by the
way we buy, wear, wash and dry our clothes.

36

Why we still need a Fashion Revolution

Waste, recycling and circularity

Less than 1% of textiles
and clothes are
genuinely recycled into
new textiles and clothes.

As a society we buy more clothes, wear them less
and dispose of them more quickly than ever before.
The majority of the clothes we discard either end up
in landfill or incineration. Less than 1% of textiles
and clothes are genuinely recycled into new textiles
and clothes (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017). The
technology is simply not yet available to recycle
textiles in a truly circular way and at scale. This is
an enormous problem for our environment and for
the communities where our discarded clothes often
end up – not to mention a massive waste of precious
resources, people’s time and talent and money.

Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017

Fashion waste is generally
categorised into two types:
Pre-consumer: scraps and leftover
materials from the production of clothing,
disused samples, products that are
damaged or don’t sell; and
Post-consumer: what is discarded by
consumers after use.

Photo by Priya Ahluwalia Ahluwalia from ‘Sweet Lassi’

Approximately one quarter of the industry’s resources
are wasted as leftovers of textile and garment
production every year. Half of this involves yarn waste,
while the rest includes unfinished fabrics, cut pieces,
end of roll fabric, and defective fabric pieces, as well as
overproduced or rejected garments, according to the
Global Fashion Agenda (2018). Damaged clothing and
discarded rolls of branded and/or recognisable fabrics
are regularly slashed, landfilled and incinerated to
protect intellectual property and prevent unwanted
stock from being sold at knockdown prices. In 2018,
Burberry came under immense public scrutiny for
reporting that it had burnt £28.6 million worth of unsold
clothing, bags and perfume that year. This practice
is something most big brands do; it’s an open but
well-hidden secret. Investigative reporters have tried
and failed to find evidence of what really happens to
damaged and unsold clothes.
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In the UK alone, data from WRAP (2017a) shows that 38
million items of new clothing are bought every week,
while consumers send 11 million items to landfill.
This means that approximately £140 million worth
of clothing is binned every year in the UK. In the U.S.,
data from the Environmental Protection Agency (2019)
shows that textile waste increased 811% between
1960 and 2015, and the vast majority of this waste has
ended up in the dump. The Ellen MacArthur Foundation
(2017) estimates that one garbage truck of textiles is
landfilled or incinerated every second around the
world.
It is estimated that only around 20% of disused textiles
are collected globally, with about half of this being
recycled (mostly shredded and used for industrial
rags, insulation materials and furniture stuffing rather
than new textiles and clothes) and the other half
being reused, mainly exported to developing markets
(Sandin and Peters, 2018). It has been widely reported
that this influx of second-hand clothing to developing
countries is damaging local textile production and
tailoring businesses. For example, Ghana is one of the
largest markets for second-hand clothing. 100 huge
shipping containers arrive in the country every week,
and most of it is unsellable (ITV, 2020). One recent
investigation found that 40% of imported clothing
ends up rotting in landfill or the sea (Ricketts, 2020).
Moreover, most of this clothing is made from synthetic
material, so it will never biodegrade. This is too often
what happens to the unwanted clothing we send to the
charity shop – something to seriously consider before
decluttering our wardrobes.
Things are beginning to change but not nearly fast
enough. Some national laws are coming into play that
force companies to take responsibility for the waste
created by the products they sell, including clothes.
Also, several brands and retailers are now collecting
unwanted clothing from their customers. You may
have seen some of these collection boxes in-store
recently. However, since most of the clothes collected
still cannot be recycled into new textiles and clothing,
several brands are investing in new textile-to-textile
recycling technologies or partnering with charities to
reuse them.
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The aim with textile-to-textile recycling is that
eventually the textiles used in clothing will be able to
be used repeatedly and for much longer, dramatically
reducing the need to create new clothes from virgin
resources. In other words, our clothes would be
designed, manufactured and disposed of in a closed
loop, circular system. However, this circular clothing
utopia is still very far away, and in the meantime
we need to take steps to seriously reduce textile
production, consumption and waste now. And, even in
a truly circular system, we will still need chemicals to
dye and process textiles, energy to operate machinery
and fuel for transport. In the current era of mass
clothing overproduction, circularity will not eliminate
fashion’s environmental and waste impacts. We also
need to move faster towards designing textiles and
clothes for longevity, disassembly, recycling and reuse,
as without that, circularity will not be implementable.

In the current era of mass
clothing overproduction,
circularity will not
eliminate fashion’s
environmental and waste
impacts. We also need
to move faster towards
designing textiles and
clothes for longevity,
disassembly, recycling
and reuse as without that,
circularity will not be
implementable.
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Water, pollution, plastics and toxic
chemicals
Water use and water pollution are two major problems
for the global fashion industry. A huge amount of water
is used in agriculture to grow crops like cotton, to dye
and process fabrics, and to wash our clothes. Water
scarcity is one of the top ten risks to society over the
next ten years (World Economic Forum, 2020). . Fibre
and textile production is heavily reliant on many of the
world’s most important water basins such as the Taihu
Lake Basin in China, the Great Mekong Delta in Vietnam
and the Indus River in Pakistan, among others. These
water basins are critical to water security in the regions
as they provide drinking water to millions of people
and support unique wildlife. On average, about 737
billion gallons of water are withdrawn from the Indus
River annually to grow cotton, according to WWF (2019),
and water wastage is rampant. The Aral Sea, once
the world’s fourth-largest freshwater lake, famously
shrank to a tenth of its original size due in large part
to cotton irrigation. It has managed to recover slightly
in the past five years but will never be the same again.
Better water stewardship is something that needs to
be addressed much more widely across the industry.

The textile industry is one of
the main culprits of water
pollution globally
Academics estimate that 20% of all freshwater
pollution comes from textile treatment and dyeing
(Maxwell, McAndrew and Ryan, 2015). This happens
when suppliers fail to remove hazardous contaminants
found in textile dyes and finishing chemicals before
releasing the water they use back into the environment.
This threatens local communities’ access to safe
drinking water and harms plants, animals and
soil. Meanwhile, some of the toxic chemicals used
in clothing, including lead (dyes), NPE (industrial
washing), phthalates (printing), PFC compounds
(water-repellent coating) and formaldehyde (wrinkleresistance treatment), can potentially cause serious
health problems, including cancer. Many big brands
are working to remove hazardous chemicals from
their supply chains, but there is still so much we don’t
know about what’s lurking in our clothes.

Academics estimate that
20% of all freshwater
pollution comes from textile
treatment and dyeing.
Maxwell, McAndrew and Ryan, 2015

Furthermore, every time we wash clothes made of
synthetic materials, especially polyester, tiny particles
of plastic – too small to be caught by conventional water
treatment – are being washed into our water systems,
ending up in rivers, lakes and oceans. Up to 700,000
microfibres can shed from our clothes in a typical wash
(Napper and Thompson, 2016). Think about how many
times you wash your clothes in a year. Then multiply
that for your street, town, city, and country. As a result,
textiles are now the largest source of global primary
microplastic pollution and have even been detected
in the deepest parts of the ocean (Boucher and Friot,
2017). Microplastics are so small that marine animals
can easily ingest them, including the ones that we eat.
This can cause animals physical injury, gut blockage,
altered feeding behaviour and reduced energy levels,
which all impact growth and reproduction. To date,
there has been very little research into how microfibres
shed from different materials, how they are impacting
our ecosystems and our health, nor what can be done
to reduce shedding in the first place.
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Biodiversity and soil health

Animal Welfare

Researchers from the University of Arizona recently
found that “approximately one in three plant, insect
and animal species could face extinction by 2070, and
that things could be even worse if emissions continue
to rise as rapidly as they have in recent decades”
(Román-Palacios and Wiens, 2020). Throughout
the production process and during wear, care and
disposal, fashion has a significant and often damaging
impact on biodiversity (the variety of plants, animals,
habitats and life on earth.)

Leather, fur, wool, silk, cashmere, angora, mohair,
shearling, exotic skins, down and feathers are just
some of the animal-based materials commonly used
in our clothes. Sadly, animal abuse is a serious issue
that persists in the global fashion supply chain. Factory
farming can involve extreme crowding, confinement in
small spaces, deprivation, injury and pain for animals.
The majority of leather comes from India, China and
Bangladesh where animal welfare legislation is weak.
A lack of traceability and transparency is also a huge
problem, making it incredibly difficult to know where
animal materials are coming from and under what
conditions they have been produced. Many of the
‘vegan’ alternatives that have been promoted to replace
animal materials, such as ‘pleather,’ are made from
environmentally damaging plastic. Fortunately, there
are a number of game-changing materials coming
to the market which are plant-based alternatives to
leather, fur, silk and down — consumers, brands and
governments alike must seek out and support the
development and uptake of these new materials.

Forests are felled to make way for cotton farming,
cattle grazing that supplies leather, and to create
wood-based fabrics. In fact, the fashion industry is
projected to use 35% more land for fibre and textile
production by 2030 — an extra 115 million hectares that
could be left to preserve biodiversity (Global Fashion
Agenda, 2017). Forests are not only vital for biodiversity
but they also act as a carbon sink, capturing carbon
dioxide that would otherwise be in our atmosphere.
And, when forests are cleared or burnt, they release
carbon emissions. Plus, many communities rely on
forests for food, water and their cultural identity.

The industry needs to move
towards regenerative agriculture
and production processes to
ensure that our living planet
remains fit for survival.
Fashion also impacts soil health. The intensive
mega-industrial agricultural processes that are used
to produce raw materials and textiles contribute
to soil erosion. Meanwhile, the pesticides used in
conventional cotton cultivation threaten crucial insect
populations responsible for pollinating crops and
supporting ecosystems and food security around the
world. Although the cultivated area of cotton covers
only 3% of the planet’s agricultural land, it uses 16%
of all insecticides and 6% of all pesticides (Pesticide
Action Network 2017). The industry needs to move
towards regenerative agriculture and production
processes to ensure that our living planet remains fit
for survival.

The fashion industry is
projected to use 35%
more land for fibre
and textile production
by 2030—an extra 115
million hectares that
could be left to preserve
biodiversity.
Global Fashion Agenda, 2017
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Mindset: The
Culture Of Fashion
Fashion is our chosen skin. On an individual level it
represents how we feel about ourselves and what
we want to tell the world about who we are. On a
community and societal level, it tells a story about our
history, culture and customs.
Fashion is a powerful cultural, political and financial
force. Clothing has incited riots, provoked social
movements, reinforced certain beliefs and has come
to symbolise some of the most important moments
in history. Take for example the pink pussy riot knitted
hat, black berets in the Black Panther movement,
Extinction Rebellion’s red brigade protestors, or the
black-and-white checkered keffiyeh as a symbol of
Palestinian nationalism. If we can change the culture
of fashion, we can change the world.

Overproduction and overconsumption
Global clothing consumption has more than doubled
from 74.3 billion items of clothing and footwear
in 2005 to 130.6 billion items in 2019 (Euromonitor
International, 2020). This equates to every person on
the planet buying 15 garments and 2 pairs of shoes
annually (although buying patterns vary considerably
across countries). Moreover, data suggests that the
global annual retail price of clothing and footwear has
decreased from $16.47 per item in 2005 to $13.60 per
item in 2019 (Euromonitor International, 2020) — so we
are paying less for clothes on average than we did just
15 years ago and buying more of them.
At the beginning of the 1990s Americans bought around
40 garments per person each year. By the mid-2000s
Americans bought nearly 70 garments per person
each year. This slowed down in the years following the
2008 global financial recession. However, Americans
still consume more than 65 garments per person
each year, a vast increase compared to 20 years ago
(Quartz, 2018).

While we are buying more
clothes than ever before,
many of them sit unworn in
our wardrobes, and we discard
them far too quickly.

Global clothing
consumption has more
than doubled from
74.3 billion items of
clothing and footwear
in 2005 to 130.6 billion
items in 2019.
Euromonitor International, 2020

In the UK alone, people purchase around 1.13 million
tonnes of clothes every year. That’s the weight of
more than 6,500 jumbo jet airplanes (WRAP, 2017a).
Meanwhile, fashion’s seasonal calendar has exploded.
For decades, luxury fashion collections were produced
twice a year: Spring/Summer and Autumn/Winter. Now
we have resort and cruise collections, pre-collections
and exclusive drops aimed at cashing in on growing
consumer demand in Asia, Africa and the Middle East.
Premium brand Ralph Lauren recently announced that
it’s experimenting with a new system where they can
deliver a product from initial concept to retail in just
16 days (Supply Chain Dive, 2020). On the high street,
new collections hit the shelves every week or two, with
some ultra-fast fashion players dropping up to 1,000
styles a week.

41

Model, Material, Mindset

Social media is fuelling fashion’s overconsumption
and throwaway culture. A survey of 2,000 consumers by
Censuswide in 2018 found that around 10% of people would
throw away an item after they had been photographed in
it online three times (Evening Standard, 2018). As veteran
journalist and campaigner Lucy Siegle explains a “socialfirst strategy has been like rocket fuel” for ultra-fast
fashion retailers like Fashion Nova and Boohoo (Huffington
Post, 2019). These brands invest vast sums of money into
celebrities and social media influencers. Offering their
followers discount codes, these influencers’ sales are
tracked, earning them commission on whatever they
sell. The more they post, the more products they sell, the
more money both brands and influencers make. This has
made some CEOs and social media influencers extremely
wealthy. For example, the man that founded Boohoo in
2006 is now a billionaire, while the company also signed
a lucrative contract with 22 year-old Love Island-winner
Amber Gill, turning her into an overnight millionaire in just
six weeks of the show ending.
While we are buying more clothes than ever before, many
of them sit unworn in our wardrobes, and we discard
them far too quickly. WRAP (2020) estimates that the
value of unused clothing in British wardrobes is around
£30 billion, while £140 million worth of clothing goes into
landfill each year. Should the global fashion industry
continue on a similar trajectory, coupled with population
growth and increasing wealth in emerging economies,
we could expect production and consumption of
clothing and footwear to triple by 2050 (Ellen MacArthur
Foundation, 2017).
Yet none of this reflects the true cost of fashion. Countless
reports have reported how the cost of labour is rising in
China, the world’s biggest clothing and textiles producer.
Cotton prices are also rising. The costs of fertilisers and
farm machinery are both getting more expensive, as are
the chemicals used in dyes and other treatments used
for fashion products. Despite this, we are paying less for
clothes than ever before. The question remains: if the cost
of production is rising, then who is getting squeezed?
The living planet simply cannot handle this amount of
overproduction, overconsumption and waste. As we face an
unprecedented climate crisis, we cannot continue making,
buying and discarding clothing at the rate we have done for
the past three decades.

£140 million worth
of clothing goes into
landfill each year.
WRAP, 2020

The living planet
simply cannot
handle this amount
of overproduction,
overconsumption and
waste. As we face an
unprecedented climate
crisis, we cannot
continue making,
buying and discarding
clothing at the rate we
have done for the past
three decades.
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Consumer mindsets and buying
behaviour

The use of the
#SustainableFashion
hashtag grew by 5 times
between 2015 and 2018.
Heuritech, 2019

Although people are still buying more and paying
less for clothes, recent research shows that
mindsets are beginning to shift. Consumers are
becoming increasingly concerned about the
social and environmental impacts of the industry.
For example, the use of the #SustainableFashion
hashtag grew by five times between 2015 and 2018
(Heuritech 2019). Fashion search engine Lyst (2019)
reports that searches for “sustainable fashion” on
its platform increased 66% in 2018 alone and traffic
to second-hand luxury items increased 329%. Lyst
predicts that 10% of all purchases processed through
the platform will be made with sustainability in mind
by the end of 2020.
Without doubt, the climate crisis has put a spotlight
onto the fashion industry’s environmental impacts
over the past year or two in particular. People are
increasingly making the link between climate
change and what they wear.

35% of American
consumers would pay 25%
more than the original price
for sustainable products
CGS, 2019

People are
increasingly making
the link between
climate change and
what they wear.

In 2018, we partnered with market research firm Ipsos
Mori to survey 5,000 consumers aged 16-75 in the
five largest European markets. What we found was
both surprising and promising — more than one in
three people said that they consider social (38%) and
environmental impacts (37%) when buying clothes.
The majority of people we surveyed agreed that it
is important for fashion brands to address global
poverty (84%), climate change (85%), environmental
protection (88%) and gender inequality (77%).
However, it was clear that the people we surveyed
wanted more information about the clothes they
buy. 80% said fashion brands should publish the
factories used to make their clothes and 77% said
brands should also disclose where they source
materials. When deciding where to shop, 72% said
it was important for brands to say how products are
sustainable on the packaging. 70% would like brands
to provide information on how they are socially
responsible, and 74% would like information on how
brands are environmentally responsible (Fashion
Revolution, 2018).
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Ipsos Mori conducted similar research in partnership
with Changing Markets and Clean Clothes Campaign
in 2018 and found that three in five consumers (62%)
agreed that they would pay 2-5% more for expensive
items of clothing, while just over half (51%) would
pay 5-10% more for cheaper items if it meant that
garment workers were paid a fair living wage (Ipsos
MORI, 2018). According to research from CGS (2019),
35% of American consumers would pay 25% more
than the original price for sustainable products, while
Gen Z respondents are willing to pay 50-100% more
compared with other age groups.
Meanwhile, sustainability communications agency
Futerra (2019) surveyed American shoppers and found
that 83% of Gen Z respondents think brands aren’t
honest enough about how their factory workers are
treated and 82% think brands aren’t honest enough
about how environmentally friendly their products
are. 98% of people they surveyed in the U.S., UK, South
Africa and India think that brands have a responsibility
to make positive change in the world.
As a result, many CEOs are coming to view sustainability
issues as critical to the future of their business. A
recent study of 1,000 global executives conducted by
Accenture and UN Global Compact (2019) shows that
the business community can and should be making
a far greater contribution to achieving the 2030
Sustainable Development Goals. Interestingly, 88%
of the CEOs “believe our global economic systems
need to refocus on equitable growth.” However, this
growing drive to address social and environmental
issues at CEO level remains at odds with the demand
to prioritise shareholder value above all else.
The information that consumers have at the point of
purchase is still absent, confusing, unverified, lacking
credibility and/or focused only on positive attributes
rather than a more holistic and more honest account
of the impacts. This means it’s difficult for people to
decide where to shop and what to buy — even if they
may say sustainability is important and despite CEOs
agreeing business must do better.

In our view three crucial issues need to be urgently
addressed: first, we need even more people to be
aware of fashion’s social and environmental impacts;
second, we need more and better information about
these impacts; and third, we need to find more ways
to bridge the gap between what consumers say they
care about and how they spend their money.

83%

of Gen Z respondents
think brands aren’t
honest enough about
how their factory
workers are treated.
???
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transparency
accountability
change

Transparency and traceability
Since publishing our first white paper in 2015, we
have published four editions of our annual Fashion
Transparency Index. In this report, we research
hundreds of the world’s largest fashion brands and
rank them according to how much they share with the
public about their human rights and environmental
policies, practices, impacts and supply chain.
In our 2015 white paper, before we started the Fashion
Transparency Index, we looked at analysis from
Rank-a-Brand (2014), which found that only 7% of 350
popular German and Dutch fashion brands published
a list of their first tier manufacturers. First tier means
the factories that do the cutting, sewing and finishing
of garments in the final stage of production. In that
same year, the second annual Behind the Barcode
report produced by Baptist World Aid Australia (2015)
analysed 219 global fashion brands and found that
20% were publishing their first tier manufacturers and
just a quarter of those brands disclosed where other
inputs (fabric, zippers, thread, etc.) were sourced.
We did a little digging ourselves back then and found
that of the ten largest apparel companies in the world,
only three (Nike, Adidas and H&M) published a full
list of their first tier suppliers. We also noticed some
other big brands that were disclosing their suppliers

Publicly disclosed
supplier lists are
helping trade unions
and workers rights
organisations to
address and fix
problems that workers
are facing in factories
that supply big brands.
including Patagonia, Levi Strauss & Co. and G-Star
Raw. No luxury brands were disclosing their suppliers
(Fashion Revolution, 2015).
Five years later, this has completely changed. In our
2020 Fashion Transparency Index report, 101 out of
250 (40%) of the world’s largest fashion brands are
publishing their first tier manufacturers. Meanwhile,
60 brands (24%) publish their processing facilities
further down the supply chain, and 18 brands (7%)
even publish some of their suppliers of raw materials
(Fashion Revolution, 2020). We have even seen one
major Italian luxury house, Ermenegildo Zegna, publish
a supplier list. This is an incredible step forward as the
luxury sector, in particular, has traded on opacity and
secrecy for decades.
The great news is that these publicly disclosed
supplier lists are helping trade unions and workers
rights organisations to address and fix problems
that workers are facing in factories that supply big
brands (you can read more about this in our Fashion
Transparency Index).
While some brands continue to receive a lot of public
scrutiny for their practices and have made some
meaningful efforts to come clean, there are thousands
of companies that do not face the same level of public
scrutiny and continue to operate with little visibility or
accountability for what’s going on in their supply chains.
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In 2020, 40% of the world’s
largest fashion brands were
found to be publishing their
first tier suppliers.

of 200 surveyed brands
published their processing
facilities further down the
supply chain, and 10 brands
published some of their
suppliers of raw materials.

Fashion Transparency Index, 2019

Fashion Transparency Index, 2019

For example, private label companies (i.e. those
manufactured by one company for sale under another
company’s brand name) are virtually invisible to
consumers. Most shoppers have no knowledge that
this part of the supply chain even exists — and this is a
very important and profitable part of the industry. These
companies are responsible for a huge amount of what
we buy on the high street and online. Li & Fung is an
$18.8 billion global sourcing firm that supplies many
of the big American and European brands and is more
profitable than Marks & Spencer, Gap Inc. and Levi’s. It
is now developing several of its own consumer-facing
labels. In our 2015 white paper, we looked at seven
prominent private label companies working in textiles
and garments (Li & Fung, The Supply System, Zegna,
HRX, FreeCultr, Zovi, La Isla Fashion Group) and not one
of them published a list of their suppliers (Fashion
Revolution, 2015). This is still the case.
This is why transparency is crucial to creating
positive change. Transparency is a means of holding
businesses to account. But with so much of the
industry still hidden from public view, we have to
continue pushing companies for greater transparency
on social and environmental issues. At the same time,
we need to push our governments to adopt and better
enforce regulation that holds companies to account
for their practices and requires them to be more
transparent about what they’re doing.

Transparency is the beginning of the
process
of
revolutionising
fashion.
Transparency by itself will not solve all the
industry’s problems, but it shines a light
where otherwise there is darkness. What we
do with publicly disclosed information, how
we use it to take action and drive positive
change, is vital for transforming the industry.

While some brands continue
to receive a lot of public
scrutiny for their practices and
have made some meaningful
efforts to come clean, there are
thousands of companies that
do not face the same level of
public scrutiny and continue to
operate with little visibility or
accountability for what’s going
on in their supply chains.
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How we will
achieve systemic
change
A revolution in the global fashion industry will require
both individuals and communities to make lifestyle
changes and transformation of our economic and
legal systems. This is why we are focusing on three
crucial pathways of change:

Why we still need a Fashion Revolution

Industry change
The industry is in a powerful position to make
changes from the inside. Big brands have the
resources, marketing power and moral responsibility
to do so. While we recognise systemic change will
not happen overnight, fashion companies - whether
large or small - can and must take urgent action
to be more transparent, fairly pay and protect the
people in their supply chains and sustain our living
planet. Fashion Revolution will influence the industry
to change through consumer pressure, by publicly
highlighting where the industry is moving too slowly,
by incentivising the industry to do more and move
faster, and by celebrating progress.

Cultural change

Policy change

To change the fashion system, we must change the
culture it thrives on. We must shift the way people
think about and engage with their clothes. Fashion
Revolution will do this by changing consumer
mindsets and creating new cultural narratives. We
want people to recognise that what is stylish and
desirable is also what protects human rights and
our living planet. To do this, we will continue to use
creative design, interesting video, beautiful imagery,
clever messaging, art and poetry, provocative internet
memes, and creative offline events to engage people.
We believe this is the unique strength of Fashion
Revolution, where other campaigns and organisations’
success in harnessing consumers to push for change
hasn’t reached the mainstream. We will constantly be
looking for new ways to talk about the issues, whether
that’s online or in real life.

At international, national and local level, our
governments have the duty to protect human
rights and the environment. They can and must
do more to ensure this happens. For too long,
governments have allowed the global fashion
industry to set its own rules, and monitor its own
activities, with very little accountability. This hasn’t
prevented tragedies like Rana Plaza from happening.
Now it’s time that governments play a more active role
in regulating the industry, better enforce the laws that
already exist to protect workers and the environment
and help citizens make better choices and lead more
sustainable lives. We will influence policymakers
and governments by activating citizens to lobby
their elected officials, by meeting face-to-face with
policymakers ourselves, and by providing evidencebased research to make the case for policy change.
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Never doubt that
a small group
of thoughtful,
committed
citizens can
change the world.
Indeed, it’s the
only thing that
ever has.
Margaret Mead
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Theory of change
Our vision of the future is:

A global fashion industry
that conserves and
restores the environment
and values people over
growth and profit.
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The systemic challenge is:
The global fashion industry relies upon
the exploitation of natural resources and
people working across its supply chain.
The prevailing business model thrives on
producing exponentially more clothes than
people need and manipulates them into
over-consuming clothing at increasingly
faster rates. Injustices are endemic because
supply chains are complex, fragmented,
opaque, and because some people have
immense power while others have very little.
Ultimately, it rewards economic growth and
profit above all else.
However, with systemic and structural
change, the global fashion industry can
lift millions of people out of poverty and
provide them with decent and dignified
livelihoods. It can conserve and restore the
living planet. It can bring people together
and be a great source of joy, creativity and
expression for individuals and communities.
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Theory of change

The positive impact we
want to contribute to:

How we will make change:
•

Raise public awareness and educate
people about the systemic challenges
facing the global fashion industry

•

An end to human and environmental
exploitation in the global fashion industry

•

Safe, dignified working conditions
and living wages for all people in the
supply chain

•

Build a diverse movement, mobilise
communities and bring people together
around the world to take collective action

•

Redistributed and more equal balance of
power across the global fashion industry

•

•

A bigger and stronger labour movement
in the global fashion industry

Help people understand the impacts of
their clothes and how they can influence
the global fashion industry

•

•

A global fashion industry that works
to conserve precious resources and
regenerate ecosystems

Collaborate with artists and activists to
reframe powerful narratives embedded in
the culture of fashion

•

Create tools for people to use their voice
and make changes in their personal lives
and work

•

Inspire people to consume less, value
quality and take better care of their
clothes

•

Provide a platform that enables more
visibility and fewer barriers between
consumers and producers

•

Conduct research that shines a light on
the industry’s practices and impacts

•

Incentivise and promote transparency and
accountability across the supply chain

•

Advocate for policy changes and influence
governments to take action

•

A culture of transparency and
accountability across the value chain

•

An end to throwaway culture and shift to
a system where materials are used for
much longer and nothing goes to waste

•

Heritage, craftsmanship and local
wisdoms are recognised and valued

This delivers benefits to:
•

Citizens

•

Producers and workers

•

Fashion Industry

•

The Living Planet

51

Fashion Revolution

To make change, we will
work with or for:

Our outcomes
by 2025:

•

Citizens

1

•

Makers and designers

•

Producers and workers

•

Suppliers and manufacturers

•

Trade Unions

•

Governments and policymakers

•

NGOs and community groups

•

Media

•

Fashion brands and retailers

•

Fashion councils and industry bodies

•

Academics, educators, schools and
universities

Increased public understanding of
the social and environmental impacts
of clothing

2

Reduced clothing production
and consumption by volume and
increased alternatives to consumption

3

Increased transparency among major
brands and retailers, enabling more
people to hold companies to account
for working conditions, wages and
environmental impacts

4

A new dominant cultural narrative
based on transparency, respecting
human rights and dignity and
conserving the environment becomes
a driving force for the public and the
fashion industry

5

Better policy and regulation improves
working conditions, wages and
ecosystems

6

New business models that measure
success on more than just growth
are thriving
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A Manifesto for a

MANIFESTO
FOR A

FASHION REVOLUTION
We are Fashion Revolution. We are designers, producers, makers, workers and
consumers. We are academics, writers, business leaders, brands, retailers, trade
unions and policymakers. We are the industry and the public.
We are world citizens. We are a movement and a community. We are you.
We love fashion. But we don’t want our clothes to exploit people or destroy our
planet. We demand radical, revolutionary change.
This is our dream...

#1

Fashion provides dignified work, from conception to creation to catwalk. It does not
enslave, endanger, exploit, overwork, harass, abuse or discriminate against anyone.
Fashion liberates worker and wearer and empowers everyone to stand up for their rights.

#2

Fashion provides fair and equal pay. It enriches the livelihood of everyone working
across the industry, from farm to shop floor. Fashion lifts people out of poverty, creates
thriving societies and fulfils aspiration.

#3

Fashion gives people a voice, making it possible to speak up without fear, join together in
unity without repression and negotiate for better conditions at work and across communities.
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Fashion Revolution

#4

Fashion respects culture and heritage. It fosters, celebrates and rewards skills and
craftsmanship. It recognises creativity as its strongest asset. Fashion never appropriates
without giving due credit or steals without permission. Fashion honours the artisan.

#5

Fashion stands for solidarity, inclusiveness and democracy, regardless of race, class,
gender, age, shape or ability. It champions diversity as crucial for success.

#6

Fashion conserves and restores the environment. It does not deplete precious
resources, degrade our soil, pollute our air and water or harm our health. Fashion
protects the welfare of all living things and safeguards our diverse ecosystems.

#7

Fashion never unnecessarily destroys or discards but mindfully redesigns and recuperates
in a circular way. Fashion is repaired, reused, recycled and upcycled. Our wardrobes and
landfills do not overflow with clothes that are coveted but not cherished, bought but not kept.

#8

Fashion is transparent and accountable. Fashion embraces clarity and does not hide
behind complexity nor rely upon trade secrets to derive value. Anyone, anywhere can
find out how, where, by whom and under what conditions their clothing is made.

#9

Fashion measures success by more than just sales and profits. Fashion values human
wellbeing and environmental sustainability above profit and growth.

#10

Fashion lives to express, delight, reflect, protest, comfort, commiserate and share. Fashion
never subjugates, denigrates, degrades, marginalises or compromises. Fashion celebrates life.

SIGN THE MANIFESTO
Join the call for a #FashionRevolution. Let us rise up together and turn this dream into reality!
www.fashionrevolution.org/manifesto
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Areas for further
research and thought
The role of technology
We have only very briefly touched upon the role of
technology in this white paper, although it’s incredibly
important. If done well, technology can help solve
some of the industry’s most intractable social and
environmental problems. For example, blockchain
and DNA tagging can improve traceability, and
new chemical and biological processes can move
us closer towards circular textile production and
recycling. Many brands are also now exploring digital
clothing, where 3D designers ‘fit’ an outfit onto a
photo of the buyer for use on social media, so there is
no actual clothing made at all. However, technology
also poses potential risks. For example, automation
and artificial intelligence could put thousands or
even millions of workers out of jobs or create other
negative unintended consequences we cannot yet
foresee. We would love to further investigate how
technology can be a force for good in this industry.

Using transparency to drive
accountability and change
Now that so many brands have disclosed their
suppliers and started publishing more about their
policies and environmental impact data, we need
to find easy and effective ways to make use of all
this information. Anyone can use this information
to hold brands accountable for their sustainability
claims and actions. Workers, trade unions, NGOs
and journalists are already using publicly disclosed
information from brands to address issues happening
in factories around the world but information could
be even more accessible for them to make use of.
Platforms like Wikirate and Open Apparel Registry
are helping make transparency information more
practical to use, but there is definitely more that can
be done. We hope to further explore this.

Directly connecting farmers,
producers and workers with
consumers
Although we have seen thousands of producers share
their stories with the world with our #IMadeYourClothes
hashtag on social media, we would love to find
more ways to make direct, meaningful connections
between people who buy clothes and the people who
make them in order to build empathy, understanding
and solidarity. In an industry where the value chain is
incredibly long, fragmented and complex, we believe
there is much to be gained by building stronger
connections between producers and consumers.

Employing digital media and
influencer culture as tools for
positive change
In the seven years since Rana Plaza, new challenges
have emerged that drive overconsumption and waste.
As people become more interconnected than ever
before through social media, they are susceptible
to a much wider range of influences and reference
groups. Marketeers and fashion brands are already
using this extended network to drive sales, but we
want to further explore how influencers of every
definition can shape new modes of consumption.
Social media is revolutionary in its abilities to bring
people together and use data to shape behaviour. We
want to see these capabilities harnessed in a way
that spurs fashion activism.

55

Final Words...
join us!
Even more solidarity and
collective action
Over the past five years we have partnered
with organisations like Greenpeace, Fairtrade
Foundation, IndustriALL Global Union, Clean Clothes
Campaign, CARE International, Traidcraft Exchange,
eXXpedition and many others to raise awareness
and improve human rights and environmental
impacts across the fashion and textiles industry.
But we know we can do even more by joining forces
and working together, especially when it comes to
fighting for better laws and regulations to protect
people and the planet. We invite other groups and
organisations to get in touch; let’s explore what
more we can achieve by working together!

The impacts of coronavirus
We wrote this paper months before the global
pandemic and economic crisis began. It has
paralysed the fashion supply chain and consumer
demand has collapsed. It has revealed the some of
the industry’s ugliest systemic problems, and it’s
unlikely that things will ever go back to businessas-usual. The question now is how will the fashion
industry adapt and evolve from this crisis? We will
try to help shape this emerging debate.

Whether you are someone who
buys and wears fashion (that’s
almost everyone) or you work in
the industry somewhere along
the supply chain or if you’re a
policymaker who can have an
impact on legal requirements,
we invite you to join us.
Fashion Revolution and our movement is
for everyone, no matter where you live or
whether you consider yourself green, vegan,
activist or any other label that springs to mind.
What matters most is that we each do what
we can to make changes in our daily lives,
inspire others to do the same, and demand
accountability while pushing for change from
those that wield great power to do so — our
elected officials and fashion companies. If
we all did these things, in the next five years
we could truly transform the global fashion
industry, improve people’s lives (including our
own), help mitigate the worst effects of climate
breakdown and conserve our living planet.
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drive change in the fashion
industry and improve the
lives of the people who
make our clothes.
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of £5/$5/€5 to help us
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