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The Fast Fashion Issue 
 
Be honest, how many of your clothes still have the tags on them? As a collective we buy 60% 
more fashion related items than we did in the year 2000, and we don’t wear them for nearly as 
long. However fast fashion is far worse than cheaply made garments left to develop dry rot in 
the dark expanses of a modern day wardrobe. It hides behind an innocent facade of floral 
summer dresses and colourful swimming shorts, but this doesn't change the fact that fast 
fashion is the second biggest polluter we know of today, devastating lives and habitats globally.                          
 

 
 
However this mass surge in fast fashion isn’t just caused by large polluters like the USA or 
China, it is a critical issue on Scotland’s doorstep. You may be wondering, how is this a problem 
for Scotland? After all, there aren’t any clothes being produced in sweatshops or unsustainable 
factories next to Loch Lomond. While this may be true, the demand for fashion is produced 
locally. Any time someone buys from a company such as H&M or Primark the need for it grows. 
On average a single person in Scotland will throw away 35 items of undesired textiles into 
general waste every year. While this only makes up about 4% of household waste, it accounts 
for a shocking 32% of the carbon impacts. 
 
Looking beyond Scotland to the global emissions, fast fashion emits 1.2 billion tons of CO2 per 
year. However statistics only tell half the story, rivers are poisoned by chemicals and fake dyes, 
that suffocate ecosystems into silence. Above them the atmosphere thickens, trapping heat that 
fuels relentless wildfires and longer droughts, leaving once fertile land, dry and arid. Glaciers 
retreat year by year, their meltwater causing oceans and seas littered with plastic creep onto 
coast lines swallowing homes and habitats everyday. Yet as injustice runs deeper, most 
countries affected disproportionately by climate change are often those that pollute the least, left 
to bear the consequences of a crisis they did near nothing to create.  
 
 



 
 

Fast fashion pollutes through every stage of its life. It begins with raw materials, synthetic fibers 
like polyester are made from fossil fuels, releasing greenhouse gases. While cotton farming 
consumes massive amounts of water and contaminates rivers and soil through pesticide 
spraying. In factories, energy intensive processes like spinning, weaving, sewing and dyeing 
produce more carbon emissions. Finished garments are transported globally, adding further 
pollution. Once in homes synthetic fabrics shed during washing, this contributes to 35% of all 
ocean microplastics. Finally discarded, fast fashion continues to wreak relentless havoc. Many 
pieces end up in landfills, where they lay for hundreds of years waiting to break down, slowly 
releasing toxic chemicals into the atmosphere. This leaves behind a footprint far bigger than its 
short lived trend.  
 
Historically, the rise of fast fashion shows a dynamic shift from a time when clothing was durable 
made to last years, to one of a throw away culture. This shift came from late 20th century trade 
policies allowing brands to move factories in countries such as China with fewer regulations and 
lower paid workers. This creates a social injustice in developing nations forcing people to work 
in unsafe conditions just to keep prices low in the developed world. This creates a frightening 
parallel to the effects of climate change, the countries that pollute and buy the least often suffer 
the worst effects.  
 

 
 
To solve this ever growing crisis, we must move toward a more sustainable way of living by 
focusing on education, stricter laws and better daily habits. This change is particularly urgent in 
the classroom, where the disconnect between consumption and the consequences of it is most 
apparent. A teacher of the Clackmannanshire council reports, ‘As an experienced Geography 
Teacher of 18 years I find the lack of interest from students when teaching sustainability 
alarming. Some appear completely unaware and/or unengaged when addressing topics such as 



fashion. Even when the facts are presented they struggle to relate to it. It saddens me but 
serves as a stark warning that we need to engage students earlier and be more creative and 
relevant in our teaching, without causing alarm. Our students our our future and ultimately will 
hold the torch of responsibility to reverse unsustainable practice and it is our job to inspire this 
for humanities sake.’ If today's young people fully understood the weight of every cheap 
purchase, maybe we would be one step closer to eliminating this awful cycle.  
 
Beyond the classroom, the most immediate change begins with international leaders, 
implementing legally binding regulations that hold giant corporations accountable for their 
actions and carbon foot print. These policies should nail down reforming trade agreements, 
including a tax on fast fashion making disposable clothes less profitable and banning the 
destruction of unsold goods. Finally the biggest change anyone could make today is to rethink 
daily habits. This starts with seeing clothes as a long term investment rather than a short fad. As 
well as buying second hand and learning basic skills like mending or upcycling. By choosing to 
value what we wear instead of treating it as single use, we prove that looking good shouldn't 
cost us our future. 
 
Despite the staggering scale of the crisis, hope lies in our capability to change. Fast fashion 
may be the second largest polluter today, but we have the power to change this. By choosing 
quality over quantity, education, politics and holding corporations accountable we can step 
forward into a better future. We can protect our atmosphere, habitats, oceans, and live millions. 
Addressing fast fashion has the ability to cause the butterfly effect as if we successfully tackle 
this it naturally links with other sustainable plots.  The future of our environment is a choice we 
make every time we get dressed.  Can you look in the mirror with a clear conscience? 
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