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Introduction 

“Take two very simple actions that we perform every single day: getting dressed and 

eating. Now start a journey backwards – to where your food and your clothes come from. At the 

other end, you will rarely find happy people, treated with dignity and respect.” These words were 

said by Livia Firth, an outspoken advocate for sustainable fashion. She sat on the board of 

producers of The True Cost, a documentary that shook what is known as ‘fast fashion’ to its core. 

Fast fashion refers to the quick movement of luxury catwalk designs to affordable retailers, 

typically through low-cost supply chains. Notable fast fashion retailers are Forever 21, Zara, and 

H&M. They have optimized their supply chains in such a way that they can update their product 

offering on nearly a weekly basis. 

In The True Cost, the viewer is met with images of the notable catwalks of Milan crossed 

with scenes of sweatshop labor and wasted land. What they reveal here is that fast fashion is the 

second most environmentally disastrous industry in the world, with oil in first place. It is also 

notorious for its use of low-wage workers in bad working conditions. How can the clothes we 

wear everyday have such negative environmental and social impacts? And how might we 

attempt to change the industry in a positive way? I break this down into three steps: research, 

define your approach, and finding power in your dollar. 

Research 

Before we can get into the nitty-gritty, we need to define what is being researched here. 

The first thing that comes to mind for many when talking about negative impacts of the clothing 

industry are sweatshops. This is a multi-faceted issue, and requires better understanding to make 

informed decisions as consumers. Knowing what clothes are made allows makes for a more 

informed consumer, because the materials used have profound effects on the planet and the 



people in it. Then, when clothing has reached the end of its useful life, it ends up somewhere. 

Whether that is a donation bin, a recycling bin (yes, those exist for some clothes), or the landfill, 

it makes a difference in how consumers may want to shift buying habits. 

According to Project Just, a wiki-style resource that screens clothing companies for 

transparency and sustainability, reading what your clothes are made of has never been more 

important. One of their projects was to find the ideal T-shirt. In their terms, a shirt that uses 

responsible materials and labor, and shipping that reduces the carbon footprint of the shirt 

overall. The first part of the puzzle was finding a good raw material—they ended up in Gujarat, 

India. A lesser known fact is that organically grown cotton is much less impactful on the 

environment than GMO cotton. Organic cotton grown in Gujarat in particular receives 95% of its 

water needs from monsoons, lowering the need for irrigation systems and displacement of water 

(projectjust.com). Additionally, being grown organically means no pesticides or other chemicals 

were used, which allows soil to remain healthy, retaining moisture and nutrients for the next 

season. No chemicals and pesticides also means local communities stay healthier as well, since 

these chemicals don’t pollute their water and food sources. 

If we globetrot over to Indonesia, we are met with one of the most polluted rivers in the 

world—and it is all due to textile manufacturing. This is the Citarum River, where 68% of its 

pollutants come from the textile factories near shore, who use toxic dyes to color our clothes 

(EcoWatch, 2015). Fast fashion seeks out cheap labor, and it is commonly found in southeast 

Asia. When big companies go in search of textile factories, they do not vet factories for 

sustainability; the focus is on finding the manufacturer that can get the job done at the lowest 

price (EcoWatch, 2015). As such, many of the factories working in textile were erected when the 

boom for quickly and cheaply made clothing arose, not allowing for enough time or money to go 



into proper waste facilities. This allows dyes to flow into the Citarum River, and affects the 

health and livelihoods of over 5 million people (EcoWatch 2015). Contaminated water supply 

also increases a need to go elsewhere for clean water, and need for a new source of food, as fish 

and nearby crops would fail. 

“Rana Plaza underscores the need for government, factory owners, development 

organizations, labor groups and retailers to take action to improve the lives of garment workers.” 

This was said by Bill Chandler, a Gap spokesperson, following the notable Rana Plaza collapse. 

Rana Plaza was an eight story textile factory in Bangladesh, and in 2013 it collapsed. It injured 

over 2,000 workers, and killed more than 1,100 people, according to an article in the LA Times. 

Bangladesh is one of the sweatshop capitals of the world, with about 7,000 factories in total. 

Some of the brands using Rana Plaza for clothing manufacturing were JCPenney and Joe Fresh 

(Lee, 2015). 

There are several challenges that arise in this situation. Currently there have been 

lawsuits filed against 42 people running Rana Plaza (Lee, 2015), and many US companies are 

being held accountable for supporting inhumane workplaces. Through BRAC USA (Bangladesh 

Rural Advancement Committee), over $3 million has been distributed to workers and their 

families at Rana Plaza as compensation for their losses. However, there is much more in play 

than big corporations using exploited labor—you can’t point fingers here. As Chandler said, 

local government, factory owners, labor groups, and development organizations are just as much 

at fault. Thankfully, following this collapse minimum wages were doubled, and the government 

began to hold factory owners accountable for code violations (Lee, 2015). Things are changing. 

Yet another issue that may also be a driving factor for one to buy sustainably made is 

how clothing is transported. Because the trend for clothing is to be immediately available to 



consumers, more and more companies are turning from the traditional and cost-effective use of 

ocean freight and the newer, more resource-intensive air freight. Ocean freight is the 

transportation of product in containers on large ships, and can take up to eight weeks to cross the 

Pacific Ocean, for example. Meanwhile, air freight is much quicker, and can bring product from 

manufacturer to sales floor with 48 hours, just about anywhere in the world. While this can be 

used as an added benefit to a business, it costs four to five times more fiscally, and exponentially 

more environmentally (Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development, 1997). 

Ocean shipping actually counteracts the effects of land and air travel in terms of fuel savings and 

pollutants released (OECD, 1997). It is rare for any clothing company to use more air freight 

than ocean shipping, but it is a growing preference due to the high demand for clothes from 

consumers. 

Now that we have deepened our knowledge of where our clothes come from, let’s take a 

look at where clothes go once consumers are done using them. “Nylon… emits a large amount of 

nitrous oxide, a greenhouse gas, during manufacturing. The impact of one pound of nitrous oxide 

on global warming is almost 300 times that of the same amount of carbon dioxide, the most 

ubiquitous greenhouse gas.” (EcoWatch, 2015). Nylon, polyester, rayon… the list of plastic, 

man-made fibers goes on. While these materials may save on water, they certainly do a number 

on air and land pollution. Ever thought of what happens to clothes once they are completely 

unusable? Out of the 13 million pounds of clothes thrown away per year, or considered waste, 

only about 2 million pounds are recycled or repurposed (The True Cost, 2015). The rest end up 

in a landfill—making matters worse is that these clothes are not biodegradable.  

So, clothes are made of plastic and other non-biodegradable materials. One way of 

keeping clothes out of a landfill is lengthening its useful life, or simply buying less—but that will 



be discussed in a later part of this paper. Clothes have found lengthened useful life in the second-

hand clothing industry. This is great for a few reasons. Firstly, it has led to an upward trend in 

thrift shopping in developed countries. Secondly, it has provided an avenue for charity. “While 

many businesses close their doors every day, resale remains healthy and continues to be one of 

the fastest growing segments of retail… approximately 7% a year for the past two years” 

(Association of Resale Professionals). Goodwill has experienced significant growth in the United 

States, with about 2,500 operating stores, and continues its mission to provide for people in local 

communities. 

Fast fashion makes disposable clothing, so donations of clothing have become a regular 

part of the American life. This can be very beneficial, and also detrimental. In a study done on 

clothing donated for disaster relief specifically: “Data gathered revealed a myriad of design 

priorities and participants emphasized that garments be culturally and climatically appropriate 

and universal in design” (Ahsan & Tullio-Pow, 2015). Think about the clothes you would find in 

your donation bin. Are they broken in any way? Is there a pair of heels in the pile that may best 

be sent elsewhere? Are the clothes going to be useful to the person who receives them later? 

These are the questions people need to ask themselves before donating any clothing.  

Define Your Approach 

I encourage the reader to do further research on fast fashion, but there are several ways to 

reduce the negative environmental and social impacts of wardrobes everywhere. What can be 

done with this research? Key issues with fast fashion are what clothes are made of, how they are 

made, where they are made, and what happens to them when they have reached the end of their 

useful life. Taking steps to a more socially and environmentally friendly consumer habits takes 



just that—steps. There is no perfect way to do it, and it is a way of living, not a destination. I am 

going to talk about three different ways to go green. 

The first is by creating a capsule wardrobe. Capsule wardrobes are part of a new trend 

towards minimalism. “Coined in the 70’s by London boutique owner, Susie Faux, [capsule 

wardrobes are] all about dressing with a small collection of seasonally appropriate, mix-and-

match clothes” (Unfancy blog). Essentially, it is a challenge to minimize your closet from the 

average 120 pieces most women have today, to a mere 37 pieces. This movement came about 

because many people found themselves with tons of clothes, and yet nothing to wear. It has also 

become a source of finding peace in often chaotic lives, saving money, and defying the status 

quo of fashion. Capsule wardrobes are about intentional and deliberate picks, and investing in 

good clothing that is meant to last. It saves money, space, and most importantly lowers your 

impact on society and the environment.  

Capsule wardrobes might require trial and error, but also a certain degree of creativity. 

Doing more with less gives you an incredibly liberating feeling. You are no longer tied to an 

enormous wardrobe, and getting dressed in the morning has never been easier. Many bloggers 

and capsule wardrobe fanatics say that the best way to narrow down your closet is by picking out 

your absolute favorites and go to pieces. Then, you only keep the clothes you love. I myself have 

been using the capsule wardrobe for three months, having created both winter and spring closets. 

It feels like a personal boutique, unique to its creator, and is extremely versatile. For further 

information, go to Unfancy’s blog. 

Another step that can be taken is boycotting fast fashion retailers, and buying 

consciously. This could include thrifting, as well as buying fair trade only. This is difficult, and I 

have yet to get a good hang of it. It is best described by contributing writer on The Good Trade: 



“It was just too challenging to decode all of the certifications, assess whether fair trade or 

organic was better if I was forced to make the choice, identify options in my price range as a 20-

something working on a degree, and find clothing that fit my style needs as a professional living 

in Washington, DC.” This writer actually went on to start her own personal shopping business in 

an effort to fill this gap. 

Another issue with entirely boycotting retailers that use sweatshop labor is that jobs are 

taken away from the millions of textile workers overseas. This causes their economies to 

collapse, leading to a deeper state of poverty. This is why I like to refer to blogs like The Good 

Trade and Project Just, which have literal lists of vetted fashion retailers that are made with fair 

trade labor standards. Perks of checking out these resources is that they find brands that make 

clothing out of biodegradable materials—which is one of the greatest downfalls of fast fashion in 

terms of the environment. These organizations do all the heavy lifting so that you can strive to 

shop responsibly more often than not. Also, look for businesses like wearwell, that act as 

personal shoppers and find clothes that provide poor communities with jobs. Remember, this is a 

process and not about perfection. 

Finally, we are faced with the issue of what to do once clothes reach the end of their 

useful life. I am going to talk about alternatives to clothing donations, which are much less 

obvious ways of dealing with old clothes. If, for example, you are cleaning out your closet to 

create a capsule wardrobe (or really, for anything else, too), you need to sort out the clothes in 

absolutely terrible condition. Sometimes, we hold onto that t-shirt until it is reduced to rags. 

There are several ways to repurpose such items, one of which is converting old t-shirts into 

jersey yarn. One shirt could yield anywhere from ten to forty yards of yarn, and are great for 



your own crafts, or for passing on to a crafty friend. Jersey materials also make great dust rags 

later on. 

For clothes that are in still wearable condition, consider passing them on to a sibling or 

friend. This way, you know they are going to good use, and you get to keep pieces you might be 

more attached to nearby. You might also consider selling to ThredUp or on Poshmark. Poshmark 

is most suited to selling highly valued name brand items (think Louis Vuitton), while ThredUp 

takes a much wider variety of names. Both are online platforms, which is highly convenient both 

for selling and thrift shopping. You may also want to find consignments stores near you if you 

prefer an in-person experience. 

There are several non-traditional clothing donation organizations as well. One such 

organization is called Dress for Success. If you find that your suits and dressy shirts no longer fit 

or otherwise aren’t useful to you, send them to Dress for Success. This is one way to donate with 

purpose, because you are passing on business attire to others who might not be able to afford it. 

What’s more, this organization focuses on empowering women around the world in achieving 

economic independence. Another non-traditional clothing organization is Cinderella’s Closet, 

located in Rhode Island, where you can bring old prom dresses that are distributed to local girls 

free of charge. Purchasing with purpose is great, but don’t forget to donate with purpose, too.  

Finding Power in Your Dollar 

There is a lot going on in the world of fashion, and it is a rapidly changing environment, 

not just in terms of new clothing being churned out. How you buy, and where you buy, are huge 

factors in whether or not fast fashion continues to persist in the mainstream. By putting more 

thought in the process of investing in a wardrobe, consumers are able to change the market and 



the industry. Livia Firth likes to remind consumers that we are in charge, and not CEOs. In an 

interview for The True Cost, she says: “The world now consumes about 80 billion new pieces of 

clothing every year. This is 400% more than the amount we consumed just two decades ago.” 

This consumption was encouraged through marketing, but fueled by our buying habits. The 

dollar is a powerful tool, and it can be used to reverse damage made. 

What our clothes are made of has never been more important. Where and who makes our 

clothes has never been more important. What happens to clothes when we throw them away has 

never been more important. The way we buy clothes is absolutely essentially to heal our planet 

and the people in it. It begins with one person, the friends of that person, and the friends of those 

people. There is already a movement well underway, and tons of resources to show for it, to 

move towards a sustainable fashion industry. We have many of the tools outlined in this paper, 

and I am sure that many more will be developed once this is completed. The path toward 

sustainability is ongoing, always changing. 

You might find your sustainable niche in creating capsule wardrobes that minimize use of 

fast fashion and environmental impact. You might just start anew by selling, passing on, or 

otherwise repurposing your entire closet, and replacing it with fair trade pieces. Perhaps you will 

start your own organization or business that seeks to repair the world through sustainability and 

transparency. As consumers, we are powerful. We control the market and where it might go. And 

it is ultimately up to us to create change in a space that desperately needs it, and make peace with 

the social and environmental impacts we have made so far. In the wise words of Livia Firth, 

“Call it eco-fashion if you like, but I think it’s just common sense.” 

 



Fashion Revolution Appendix 

The True Cost – Documentary that provides a holistic and informative perspective on fast 

fashion specifically. Great start on the journey to a sustainable wardrobe. 

The Good Trade – Blog and website that provides lists of brands with a sustainable focus; best 

used for those who are looking to buy fair trade and biodegradable clothing.  

Project Just – Website and wiki that seeks to inform consumers, vetting brands for 

transparency, sustainability, accountability, and more. Best used for learning more about 

companies they might already shop with, and great for learning about fashion supply chains. 

The Fashion Revolution – Great website that I stumbled upon during my research. They are 

mostly focused on demanding transparency and creating legislation that requires big name 

companies to disclose their supply chains. A great resource for the budding activist. 

The Everygirl – Online resource and blog focused on career-driven women and lifestyle. 

Contains great content on capsule wardrobes. 

Un-Fancy – Blog entirely dedicated to minimalist living and capsule wardrobes. 

Project 333 – For those of you looking for a more structured challenge, this blog is dedicated to 

the mantra, ‘Be More With Less’, specifically in terms of minimalist fashion. 

wearwell – personal shopper business that assists customers in shopping for fair trade and 

sustainably made clothing. 

ThredUp – Online thrift shopping made easy. Makes it easy to find clothes in your size and fit; 

you may also sell your old clothes on this platform. 



Poshmark – Allows you to shop other women’s closets across the US. Primarily high-end brand 

names. The luxury and people-to-people version of thrifting. 

Dress for Success – Global nonprofit promoting female empowerment by providing business 

and professional attire to women around the world. 

Cinderella’s Closet – One of many nonprofits that accept prom dress donations. They give them 

to girls at no charge specifically in Rhode Island. 
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