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February 6th is the beginning of fashion week, an event that allows brands and designers to show off their
fall/winter collections which will influence trends for buyers and the media. While you might not care
about what’s happening on the red carpet, what ends up in your closet should be a concern. “Fast fashion,”
inexpensive and often poorly constructed clothing exploiting current mass-market trends, is usually the
result of unsafe work conditions and unfair wages and can have devastating effects on the environment.

What is Fast Fashion?

Environmental Impacts

Fast fashion “is a contemporary term that describes
the rapid increase in both supply and demand for
cheaply manufactured clothing” (Green). In other
words, while previous generations had less pieces of
high-quality clothes, we now opt for a variety of
clothes that many view as disposable. This mindset
has contributed to a 400% increase in clothes
consumption over the previous two decades
(Green). This has resulted in severe impacts on the
environment.

The production of clothing, from the creation of
synthetic materials or cultivation of cotton, involves
a great deal of water and pollution. In addition to
those issues, “The EPA, under the Resource
Conservation and Recovery Act, considers many
textile manufacturing facilities to be hazardous
waste generators,” and the ways that this waste is
disposed of can be suboptimal for the environment
(Claudio). Purchasing less clothing drives the
demand for this harmful production down and
results in less wastage of natural resources.

How to Avoid Fast Fashion

Washing Clothes

When shopping for your next outfit, research into the practices of the
brands and retailers you are interested in. Clothing produced in
countries with lower minimum wages and more lenient regulations tend
to come from companies that provide poor quality work environments
and release excessive waste. Beyond vetting your manufacturers, the
material(s) the piece is made of can tell you a lot about whether it was
created sustainably and its potential longevity. Linen is one of the best
options, as “[its] cultivation requires far less water and chemicals than
cotton and it’s biodegradable” (Green). Natural fibers tend to use less
energy and resources in their manufacturing.

Beyond what kind of clothes you purchase, how you care for and wash
your clothes can impact how long the items last. Always check the label
of your clothes before purchasing and try to avoid dry clean only
garments. It’ll save you trips to the dry cleaners and help the
environment. Beyond that, following the instructions on the label will
stretch your clothes’ lifespan.

An often overlooked way to avoid producing more demand for clothes
in the market is to shop secondhand. Even new and high-quality pieces
get donated and can be picked up for a fraction of their retail price.
Secondhand shopping has developed beyond thrift stores, and it is now
easier than ever to obtain high-quality designer goods for cheap while
saving it from a landfill. There are many apps and websites that allow
you to browse the brands, materials and colors you prefer, saving time
over thrift shop scavenging and saving you money on items you would
purchase anyway.
Remember that the most environmentally friendly clothing is the
clothing already in your closet. Sometimes, when people hear about the
issues surrounding fast fashion, they purge the clothes from those
retailers from their closet and go out to buy sustainable options. It is
important to remember that the labor, materials and energy used to
create what you currently own has already been spent. Constantly
buying clothes increases market demand and therefore production, so
only shop when you need to.
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Also, how you wash your clothes has an impact on the environment and
needs to be carefully considered, since, “The average household does
almost 400 loads of laundry every year, consuming about 60,000 liters
of water” (Sustain). Choosing to wash your clothes in cold water can
both help maintain its shape and color over time, and also uses less
energy than utilizing warm or hot water. In addition, waiting to have a
full load and not tossing in unsoiled items can help keep washing to a
minimum. These simple changes can save a lot of water and energy over
time.

Disposing of Clothes
Before deciding to toss out that old t-shirt, make sure it doesn’t have
any potential for upcycling. Cut up t-shirts can make great rags for
cleaning around the house, which in turn decreases the amount of
paper towels that end up in the trash. If a garment is of a material and
state that it is beyond use, don’t throw it into normal garbage bins:
“Most of them consist of synthetic, non-biodegradable fiber and will just
pile up in the landfill” (Sustain). Try to dispose of them at a textile
recycling plant if possible.
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