Sustainable Fashion: Why It Matters and What You Can Do

1. The Environmental and Social Cost of Fast Fashion

The global fashion industry has serious environmental and social consequences.
Fast fashion—built on rapid production, cheap materials and low prices—has
become synonymous with overconsumption, waste and social exploitation.

Industry Scale & Pollution

Fast fashion is estimated to account for about 10% of global carbon emissions, a
figure larger than emissions from all international flights and maritime shipping
combined. It is also a major consumer of water and raw materials, placing enormous
pressure on ecosystems and freshwater resources. Specifically, clothing production
requires vast amounts of water—for example, it takes hundreds to thousands of
litres of water to make a single garment—and contributes significant pollution
through dyeing and chemical use.

Textile Waste & Landfill

Every year, millions of tonnes of used clothing end up as waste. In the UK alone,
around 1.45 million tonnes of used textiles were generated recently, with a large
proportion not reused or recycled but instead incinerated or sent to landfill.

Low Recycling Rates

Despite the scale of the problem, less than 1% of used clothing is recycled into
new textiles. The vast majority either becomes secondhand goods, industrial rags, or
is discarded, showing how limited current recycling systems are.

Human and Ethical Concerns

Fast fashion also raises ethical concerns, including poor labour conditions and
exploitative labour practices in countries where manufacturing is concentrated.
Economic incentives to produce ever-cheaper garments often translate into unsafe
working conditions and minimal worker protections.

2. What Sustainable Fashion Means

Sustainable fashion seeks to reduce negative impacts from clothing production and
consumption through methods that are environmentally and socially responsible. It
embraces ideas such as:

Circular Economy

Instead of the traditional “take—make—dispose” model, sustainable fashion
encourages:

« Reuse of existing garments
« Repair and redesign to extend garment life



« Recycling and upcycling to reduce waste
« Secondhand and vintage clothing to slow resource use

This approach helps conserve natural resources, reduce greenhouse gas emissions,
and avoid unnecessary waste.

3. Practical Actions Towards Sustainability

Here are tangible ways consumers and communities can contribute to more
sustainable fashion:

A. Buy Secondhand and Vintage
Shopping in charity shops, thrift stores, vintage boutiques, and online resale
platforms extends the life of clothing and reduces demand for new production. This
helps reduce textile waste and conserve resources. Antique and reused clothing
have a much lower environmental impact because no new materials or energy are
required to produce them.
Where to start:

e Charity shops (Oxfam, Salvation Army, local thrift stores)

e Online platforms (Depop, Vinted, eBay)

o Clothing swap events
B. Upcycle and Modify Clothes

Upcycling means transforming old garments into new, higher-value designs. For
example:

e Turning men’s shirts into dresses
e Making skirts from large fabrics
« Recutting and redesigning outdated items

Upcycling significantly reduces waste, saves resources and encourages creativity. It
gives garments a second life rather than sending them to landfill.

C. Repair and Maintain

Often, clothing does not need to be replaced but simply repaired:
« Replace buttons, fix seams, patch holes
o Use simple sewing techniques to refresh worn pieces
e Teach repair skills through community workshops

These actions keep garments in use longer and reduce environmental impact.

D. Reduce Consumption



One of the most impactful choices is simply to buy less. Reducing the number of new
garments purchased each year drastically cuts demand for resource-intensive
production.

E. Support Ethical and Sustainable Brands
Where possible, buy from brands that use:

e Organic or recycled materials
e Fair labour practices
e Transparent supply chains

Research shows that while secondhand markets are growing, they sometimes
reinforce consumption habits, meaning consumers should combine reuse with
mindful buying.

4. The Broader Impact of Change
Collective shifts in behaviour, policy and industry norms can create systemic impact:

« Circular fashion practices reduce greenhouse gas emissions
e Less water and chemical use helps protect ecosystems
e Supporting ethical production helps improve labour standards

Sustainable fashion is not just a trend but a necessary transformation to preserve
the wellbeing of people and the planet.

5. Conclusion

Fast fashion’s rapid cycles, cheap prices and environmental cost come at a profound
price:

High carbon emissions and water consumption
Large volumes of textile waste

Limited recycling capacity

Social and ethical concerns in production

But there are solutions. By:

Buying secondhand

Upcycling and modifying clothes
Repairing and maintaining garments
Supporting mindful and ethical choices

we can move toward a fashion culture that values people, resources and the planet.
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