
WHAT’S WRONG WITH THE FASHION TRADE? 
 
A close look at the fashion trade gives us an overall view of human business practice in general, because the same 
problems and harms that are part of the fashion trade are standard for many of our human businesses. A model that 
has to change. 
 
So, what is wrong with the fashion trade? The answer is that there is so much wrong that the Animators article 
about it has to encompass 4 sections, which will inform about human exploitation, animal cruelty, environmental 
harm and alternatives. 

 
HUMAN EXPLOITATION 

 
”The fashion industry is at root an exploitative system based on the exploitation of a low-paid and undervalued 
workforce in producing countries” says Dominique Muller at Labour Behind the Label. 
 
Fashion is a global market. Items produced on the other side of the world are sold in the UK. 
 
From the 1970s onwards, globalisation shifted clothing production from western Europe and North America to the 
Global South.  
 
Garment workers, who were previously direct employees of the major brands, became distant actors in complex 
global supply chains, so major fashion brands no longer faced a legal obligation to pay fair wages or offer 
employment benefits. 
 
This strategy of moving production to areas where human rights could be ignored has enabled the fashion industry 
to generate 2.5 trillion dollars in global revenues in 2019, making it one of the largest industries in the world. 
By unthinkingly buying fashion clothes we perpetuate the exploitation of workers. 
  

Forced Labour 
 
Many of the world’s biggest fashion brands and retailers are complicit in the forced labour and human rights 
violations being perpetrated on millions of Uighur people in the Xinjiang region of northwestern China. Violations 
include torture, forced separation and the compulsory sterilisation of Uighur women. 
 
Despite these abuses, a coalition of more than 180 human rights groups says that many of the world’s leading 
clothing brands continue to source cotton and yarn produced through a vast state-sponsored system of detention 
and forced labour involving up to 1.8 million Uighur and other Turkic and Muslim people in prison camps, factories, 
farms and internment camps in Xinjiang. 
 
According to Save Uighur, as of April 2021 the following are examples of clothing brands linked to Uighur forced 
labour: Anta; Alexander McQueen; Balenciaga; Bottega Veneta; Brioni; Celine; Chanel; Coach; Costco; Dickies; Dior; 
Fendi; Fila; Givenchy; Gucci; Hanes; Hermes; Hugo Boss; Jansport; Jimmy Choo; Kate Spade; Lacoste; Levi’s; Li-Ning; 
Louis Vuitton; LL Bean; Michael Kors; Sephora; Skechers; The North Face; Theory; Timberland; Tommy Hilfiger; Vans; 
Versace; Victoria’s Secret; Yves Saint Laurent; Zara; Zegna. 
 

Child Labour 
 
The International Labour Organisation estimates that 170 million children are engaged in child labour, defined by the 
UN as "work for which the child is either too young - work done below the required minimum age - or work which, 
because of its detrimental nature or conditions, is altogether considered unacceptable for children and is 
prohibited". 
 
Many of these child labourers work within the global fashion supply chain. 
 
These are examples of fashion companies which use child labour, according to Wisestep: H & M; Forever 21; GAP; 
Nike; Zara; Urban Outfitters; Aldo; Primark; Adidas; Walmart; Uniqio; Victoria's Secret; Aeropostale; La Senza. 

https://labourbehindthelabel.org/


 
ANIMAL CRUELTY 

 
WARNING – GRAPHIC DESCRIPTIONS OF ANIMAL CRUELTY FOLLOW.  
People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA) has travelled all around the world to document the treatment of 
animals as we describe below, including videos which can be viewed by clicking on this link:  
https://www.peta.org.uk/issues/animals-not-wear/angora/ 
 

Silk 
 
For the production of Silk, silkworms are boiled or steamed alive while in their cocoons. Female moths are crushed 
to death and males could be refrigerated until required. 
 

The Wool Trade 
 
Cashmere involves goats having their hair torn out. Goats suffered on every farm in China and Mongolia visited by 
the eyewitnesses, and China and Mongolia produce 90 percent of the world's supply of Cashmere. 
 
PETA saw workers in farms in China rip geese's down feathers out while the birds were fully conscious, leaving open, 
bloody wounds – Many struggled and cried out in terror and pain, while others just froze, paralyzed with fear. 80% 
of the world's down and feathers used for stuffing jackets etc comes from China. 
 
For Mohair, Baby goats may suffer dehorning and castration without pain relief. PETA witnessed vicious handling 
which resulted in flesh being cut by shears. The deepest cuts were stitched without pain relief, there and then. Goats 
may die after being sheared as it is such a distressing process for them. They may die from the cold too. In South 
Africa, most of the goats that survive repeated shearings receive crude backyard slaughter which can be horrific. The 
slaughterhouse is hardly any better. 
 
Wool is considered a natural and benign substance. It is not natural. In the wild, sheep grow the right amount of 
wool which they shed every year. Domestic sheep are bred to produce unnaturally high quantities of wool, which 
they cannot shed. And wool is not benign. Lambs and sheep suffer for the wool trade. They are mutilated with no 
painkillers. Tails, teats, ears, and strips of skin are frequently cut or ripped off for the sake of time and money. Sheep 
can be violently kicked, beaten and left with gaping wounds after being sheared. In the UK alone, between 2.4 and 
3.2 million lambs die each year from disease, exposure and neglect, about 15-20% (Defra). Merino lambs have 
chunks of skin cut from their backsides, a severely painful mutilation. To harvest Angora, workers shave or rip 
lengths of fur from the skin of rabbits. It's extremely stressful for the rabbit, which can suffer cuts and nicks. This is 
done repeatedly throughout the life of the rabbit. 
 

The Skin Trade 
 
In the leather trade, animals can suffer long journeys to their deaths, journeys so gruelling that they may die during 
them. Those that survive the journey face a distressing ordeal. They are killed crudely, watching in terror until it's 
their turn. PETA has film from Brazil, India and China. Workers are seen branding calves on the face and 
electroshocking and beating cows and bulls. Animals are so crudely bludgeoned that they may still be conscious 
when their throats are cut and the skinning starts. 
  
Eighty-five percent of the fur industry’s skins come from animals forced to live crammed into severely crowded, 
filthy wire cages. They are killed in extremely cruel ways: suffocated, gassed, electrocuted, poisoned, or bludgeoned 
to death. Some are even thought to be skinned alive. Electrocuting fur-bearing animals anally and genitally is an 
especially painful slaughter method used frequently in order to limit damage to the fur. 
 
Millions of wild animals are killed every year by trappers, often using the very painful steel-jaw trap. 
 
Exotic animals receive the worst treatment. Snakes are commonly nailed to trees, skinned alive and discarded, dying 
hours later, or have mouths and anus sealed with rubber bands then inflated to death. 
 

https://www.peta.org.uk/issues/animals-not-wear/angora/


Crocodiles are wrapped in bags, mouths tied shut, stacked up on top of each other, crudely electrocuted and   
crudely stabbed through the neck to paralyse them. These methods are so inefficient that it is thought that they 
could be conscious while they are skinned and disembowelled. 
 

ENVIRONMENTAL HARM 
 
Pollution from the fashion trade is poisoning humans and wildlife. The clothing industry is the second most polluting 
industry in the world. Every year, the textile industry alone spits out 1.2 billion tons of greenhouse gases — more 
than all marine shipping vessels and international flights combined — and consumes 98 million tons of oil. 
  
The waste in the fashion trade is unbelievable, such as the dumping of thousands of tonnes of unwanted clothing 
from all over the world in Chile’s Atacama Desert every year. 
         
Equally unbelievable, some fashion businesses regularly burn millions of pounds of their stock, to maintain their 
brands’ exclusivity. 
 
On 29th October 2019 an investigation by U.K. environmental group Hubbub found that some 83% of Halloween 
costume materials were oil-based plastics likely to end up in a landfill. That equates to some 2,000 tons of plastic 
(equivalent to roughly 83 million soda bottles) used for one day’s celebration. 
 
The Independent found the worst fabrics for the environment to be cotton, animal derived materials and synthetics. 
 

Cotton 
 
Cotton is very water intensive and uses high levels of pesticides and toxic chemicals that seep into the earth and 
water supplies. It accounts for 16% of all insecticides used globally (Soil Ass). 
 

Animal derived materials 
 
The use of leather in the automotive and fashion industry is causing deforestation in the Amazon rainforest, but 
because the chain from source to outlet is so murky, it is possible for the fashion companies to deny knowledge of it. 
Also, the washing, bleaching, tanning, dyeing, and treatment of leather requires lots of hazardous chemicals which 
are very destructive to the environment, ecosystems, and human health. 
  
Many different species are killed for fur. Fur farms harm the environment. Millions of pounds of faeces are produced 
annually by U.S. mink farms alone, polluting nearby rivers and water sources. One dangerous component of this 
waste is nearly 1,000 tons of phosphorus. After an animal has been slaughtered, his or her skin is treated with very 
dangerous substances, including acids, bleaches, and toxic dyes. Fur factories pollute the air, soils, and water sources 
in the surrounding environment. The World Bank ranks the fur trade as one of world's worst industries for toxic-
metal pollution (Guardian). 
 
Wool has long-term disastrous effects on ecosystems and human health. Wool processing requires a lot of 
chemicals. Pesticides and insecticides are also used on sheep to keep them free of parasites. Sheep release excessive 
amounts of methane gas into the atmosphere, with their manure also contributing to the increase in atmospheric 
greenhouse gases. Wool uses excessive amounts of water, and the wastewater contains residual toxic chemicals and 
is highly polluting. Raising sheep for wool or cows for leather wastes precious resources and leads to land 
degradation and decrease in biodiversity. 
  
Cashmere has the most destructive environmental impact of any animal-derived fibre—roughly 100 times as 
destructive as that of wool! Because cashmere goats must consume 10 percent of their bodyweight in food each day 
and they eat the roots of grasses, which prevents regrowth, the industry is a significant contributor to soil 
degradation followed by desertification. Already, 65 percent of Mongolia's grasslands are degraded, and 90 percent 
of Mongolia is in danger of desertification, which has led to some of the world's worst dust storms on record, and air 
pollution dense enough to reach North America. 
 

https://www.aljazeera.com/gallery/2021/11/8/chiles-desert-dumping-ground-for-fast-fashion-leftovers
https://www.bbcearth.com/news/will-fashion-firms-stop-burning-clothes
https://www.independent.co.uk/climate-change/sustainable-living/fast-fashion-sustainable-worst-fabrics-b1855935.html


Synthetic materials 
 
Polyester is also known as PTE. It is made from non-renewable oil derived materials. It is not biodegradable, produces 
huge amounts of waste and pollutes the air, soil, and water with plastic microfibers and hazardous chemicals which 
endanger marine life, wildlife and humans. Nylon is made from non-renewable petroleum, nylon is not biodegradable. 
It is a major contributor to plastic waste. It ends up in landfills and oceans and pollutes the air, water sources, and 
entire food chain, threatening human health, wildlife and the planet. Acrylic is also known as PMMA. It is made from 
non-renewable petroleum and it is not biodegradable. Its production consumes excessive amounts of energy, and uses 
chemicals which may lead to cancers through skin contact, ingestion, or inhalation. As it breaks down over hundreds 
of years, acrylic releases toxic chemicals and greenhouse gases into the environment. Viscose is a semi-synthetic fibre, 
generally derived from wood pulp and associated with massive deforestation. The large majority of viscose is created 
with a chemically-intensive process that involves a lot of energy, water, and toxic chemicals which poison the 
environment and put workers' health at risk. Bamboo fabric is a semi-synthetic viscose fabric. Its production consumes 
large amounts of resources and it is chemically intensive, harming the environment, eco-systems and human 
health. Wearing toxic fabrics puts our skin at risk, and may lead to cancer, hormonal dysfunction, insomnia, nausea, 
immunity harm, anorexia, and behavioural problems. 
 
Acetate is a is a semi-synthetic fabric generally made from wood pulp and requiring a lot of water and harmful 
chemicals. It is polluting, wasteful and endangers workers' health. 
 
Acetate manufacturing requires the use of acetic acid, acetic anhydride, sulfuric acid, and acetone. These acids 
and toxic chemicals can easily leak into waterways and pollute water sources. 
 

ALTERNATIVES 
 

Lifestyles 
 
To change fashion into a sustainable trade, we have to change our old models of thought and action. 
 
We need to buy less clothing, question the need before we buy, wash clothing less frequently, not use a tumble 
dryer and repair when it is possible to do so. When we do buy, buy better clothes that last longer, shop at charity 
shops, hire clothes for the special occasion. Reuse, repair, refurbish, recycle, share, lease, and so on, so that the 
material is used as long as possible, and when it reaches the end of its life, the material should be kept within the 
economy by way of a closed-loop system, whereby the product is reused in some way instead of going to landfill. 
Some outlets are doing this already. 
 
There are many companies now selling ethical fashion, and many alternatives to unsustainable fabrics. 
So read the label. If the material is vegan or organic, the label usually states this. You can check how ethical the 
material is on the Healable page: https://healabel.com/fabrics-materials-textiles-guide 
Check the internet. Ethical Companies will be transparent. 
 
Lobby the Government for an end to fashion’s environmental destruction; for addresses, see: 
www.writetothem.com   and   https://members.parliament.uk/Government/Cabinet 
And whenever you can, refuse to buy. Live as simply as you can. 
 

Materials 
 
There are ethical, sustainable, vegan and organic alternatives to harmful fabrics. 
 
Check the label. Note that ' organic' also means no GMO seeds. 
 
The following fabrics are among the more sustainable choices. 
 
Organic Cotton A Soil Association Report 2019 notes that 2,700 litres of water are used to grow the cotton in one t-
shirt. Organic cotton uses 91% less water. 
 

https://healabel.com/fabrics-materials-textiles-guide
http://www.writetothem.com/
https://members.parliament.uk/Government/Cabinet


Organic Hemp is fast-growing, doesn’t exhaust the soil, and doesn’t require pesticides. 
 
Organic Linen requires much less water than cotton, is good for soil health, is very durable and can be grown 
without fertilisers. It can be planted in areas where other crops cannot thrive. Flax can also be used in its 
entirety (seeds, oil, and crop), meaning there’s no waste. Linen is also biodegradable—as long as harsh 
chemicals are left out of the process. 
 
Organic Bamboo (Bamboo Linen) is a fast-growing, regenerative crop that doesn’t require fertilisation. But 
check the source, as there are concerns about land clearing and harvesting methods. 
 
Plant leather. There are many alternative leathers on the market. For instance, Pinatex from pineapple leaves. Its 
production is much more sustainable than traditional leather, it requires less water and no harmful chemicals. The 
leftover leaf waste is recycled and used for fertiliser or biomass. 
 
Vegan wool. Several types are available. 
 
Seaweed doesn’t need fertilisers. It produces no waste. It removes toxins from seawater and can have a negative 
carbon footprint. Very sustainable. 
 
Cork is biodegradable, completely recyclable, renewable and eco-friendly. It can be harvested from trees without 
harming the trees. 
 
Reclaimed fabric - Unused, leftover fabrics from manufacturers which would otherwise be dumped. 
 
Innovations – New, more sustainable materials are continually being developed. Here’s a sample site, to show you 
how fast the alternative market is growing: https://www.materialinnovation.org/current-innovator-profiles 
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