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The rise of fast fashion, a term used to characterize inexpensive clothing produced rapidly by mass-
market retailers in response to the latest trends, has permeated the modern-day ready-made
garment industry. As production times have sped up and prices have gone down, this phenomenon
has not only changed the way that consumers shop but also exacerbated unsafe labor practices in
some countries. Low wages and long hours, coupled with a lack of regulatory oversight, have
subjected workers in this industry to unimaginable working conditions while simultaneously
allowing some of the largest fashion retailers to profit off low-cost labor and supply chain
loopholes. This note examines the stark differences that exist between labor standards and
regulations specifically in Bangladesh and the United States, as well as the implications they have
on worker safety and wellbeing. Further, this note discusses proposals and improvements each
country has made to workplace safety and the progress still to be made.

l. Introduction
Fast fashion is an approach to the design, creation, and marketing of clothing with an emphasis on
making trends quickly and cheaply available to consumers.? The term was coined by the New
York Times in the early 2000s when describing Zara’s mission to take a garment from the design
stage to being sold in stores in just fifteen days.® The idea behind this phenomenon is to get the
newest styles on the market as fast as possible so that consumers can get them at the height of their
popularity.* Increased consumption in wealthy, first-world countries has driven the success of fast
fashion and placed a significant strain on garment factories and their workers.> Because fashion
is one of the most labor-dependent industries—as each piece of apparel must be handmade along
a lengthy supply chain—brands have looked to outsource labor overseas to minimize costs and
maximize profits.® The goal of outsourcing is to locate low-cost production sources in emerging
economies, like Bangladesh, where input costs are low and productivity is high.” As retail prices
have decreased and production prices have increased, there continues to be pressure on
manufacturers’ margins.® Because of this cycle, garment workers are often subjected to poor
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employment conditions and factories are less able to invest in the improvement of labor conditions
or increase workers’ pay.®

For decades, brands have turned a blind eye to these key issues, continuing to profit off cheap,
forced labor.1° Zara, H&M, and Topshop were among the first companies to take looks and
designs from top fashion houses and reproduce them quickly and cheaply.*' Key characteristics
of fast fashion brands include: (1) having thousands of styles, particularly those that touch on the
latest trends; (2) extremely short turnaround times between when a trend is seen on the catwalk
and when it hits the shelves; (3) offshore manufacturing where labor is cheap; (4) limited quantities
of particular garments; and (5) cheap, low-quality materials.*?> This note will explore how the fast
fashion cycle perpetuates neglect of consumer responsibility, social and ecological harm,
capitalization of fast production and cheap prices, and labor exploitation.

. Background
A. A Journey Down the Supply Chain

As clothes have gotten cheaper, trend cycles have sped up, and shopping has become a hobby,
consumers, perhaps unknowingly, have perpetuated a cycle of abusive labor practices in overseas
garment factories.'® Because labor costs remain high in the Western Hemisphere, production has
largely moved overseas and fashion companies industry-wide are utilizing subcontracting to
produce their garments.'* Subcontracting is the process by which a company divides parts of the
supply chain across multiple countries and into multiple parts, including design, spinning, yarn
production, dyeing, cutting, stitching, and final garment production.'> The general supply chain
involves multiple steps: (1) cotton is grown and sold to the global market; (2) spinners use cotton
or synthetic fibers to produce yarn or fabric; (3) garment factories cut and sew the fabric and add
trim to produce garments; (4) garment factories that lack capacity for some processes subcontract
them to other facilities; (5) garments are shipped to the brands that place the order; (6) brands
distribute the garments to retail and online stores; and (7) consumers purchase the garments.6
Subcontracting allows for the success of fast fashion because it permits companies to utilize the
low cost of overseas labor as subcontracted units are not regulated.'’ It is not uncommon that the
clothing consumers buy in store has already been in multiple different countries or factories before
hitting the shelves.!®

Manufacturing supply chains in the fashion industry are known for being rife with abuse, forced
labor, and extremely low wages.’® Buyers often participate in a practice called “underground
bidding,” where they use the quoted prices of one factory to get another factory to lower their
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prices.?® The company then selects the factory that commits to the fastest turnaround time and the
lowest price, effectively pushing down wages and worsening working conditions.?  This
perpetuates a skewed power dynamic where buyers dominate, as factories accept low prices for
orders while remaining under pressure to maintain high product quality and productivity levels
with very little financial resources.?? As delivery time for orders has decreased ten to twenty
percent over the last five years, urgent orders have become more frequent.?® Consequently,
workers are forced to work overtime hours, often without overtime pay, in order to meet these
quick turnaround times and order changes.?*

B. Working Conditions in Overseas Garment Factories

Workers in fashion supply chains often endure unimaginable conditions in garment factories,
where buildings lack fire alarms, and managers can lock doors and keep workers in until they
complete the orders.?> Other dangerous conditions include crumbling buildings, broken alarms,
and missing sprinklers and fire barriers.?® In countries like Bangladesh, local laws regulating fire
safety, pay, and working conditions are not well-enforced as there are not enough inspectors and
there is significant potential for the corruption of officials.?’ Specifically, the Bangladesh
government has failed to enforce national building codes, especially in buildings owned by well-
connected landlords.?® Thus, garment workers often endure brutal, unsafe working conditions at
the mercy of their employer.?°

In 2013, an eight-story clothing manufacturing building in Dhaka, Bangladesh collapsed, killing
over one thousand garment workers.3 Just five months earlier, at least 112 workers died in a
factory fire in Tazreen on the outskirts of Dhaka.3! Following these incidents, many major United
States (U.S.) retailers joined safety-monitoring groups that required them to stop selling clothing
from factories that violated safety standards.®? But Amazon—one of the world’s largest retailers—
did not join this coalition and continues to sell clothing made from factories operating under similar
conditions.® Amazon has stated that it does not inspect the factories that produce the clothing
they buy from wholesalers or other third-party sellers.* In fact, the company will only remove a
product from their site if they become aware that the product came from a factory that may not
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meet their supply chain standards.>® With a marketplace as large as Amazon’s, this is clearly a
problem as it keeps unsafe workplaces up and running.3 While consumers may not currently be
aware that the clothing they are buying originated in a factory where workers are subject to long
hours and serious injuries, it is important that it is made known and steps are taken to end such
practices.

I11.  Development and Problems
A. Absence of Worker Protections in the Garment Industries

Stark contrasts exist between garment workers’ rights in countries like the U.S. and Bangladesh.®’
While workers in the U.S. have protection under the Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA) and through
regulatory oversight, Bangladesh lacks a well-functioning labor inspection system or enforcement
mechanisms.®®  Moreover, because supply chains are organizationally fragmented and
geographically dispersed, it becomes difficult for garment workers to unionize and fight for
change.®

1. Minimum Wage

A living wage is the lowest wage paid to a full-time worker—earned in no more than forty-eight
hours per week—needed to cover basics like food, decent housing, healthcare, clothing,
transportation, utilities, childcare, education, and other essential needs, in addition to some savings
for the future and unexpected events.*® The legal minimum wage for garment workers in
Bangladesh is approximately 8000 taka per month, which amounts to $79 USD.** But instead of
paying workers a legal minimum wage, some factories will utilize a piece-rate system in which
they pay workers pennies per garment sewn—a practice also used in the U.S.#> Under this system,
workers are paid $0.02 to $0.06 per garment, which can translate to, at most, $6 per hour.*

Although the Bangladesh government sets a minimum wage, it is not properly enforced, resulting
in many workers making much less.** In a research study examining the working conditions and
lives of garment workers in Bangladesh and Vietnam, one hundred percent of garment workers
interviewed in Bangladesh earned below a living wage.*> Of those interviewed, ninety percent
said they could not afford enough food for themselves or their families, seventy-two percent could
not afford medical treatment when they got sick or injured, seventy-six percent had no running
water inside their home, and thirty-three percent had been separated from their children, primarily
due to insufficient income.*® Moreover, Fifty-six percent of workers reported that they
experienced wage cuts, although technically illegal in Bangladesh, for things such as not meeting
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targets, absence, late attendance, poor quality, product mistakes, or refusing to do overtime or night
duty.*” In order to make ends meet, parents often remove their children from school to start
working in garment factories—some as young as eleven years old.*8

The problem with these extremely low wages is that it makes workers more susceptible to
exploitation and more willing to tolerate abuse as a perceived requirement to keep their jobs.*°
Because Bangladesh lacks the ability to enforce minimum wage laws—whether it be from
government corruption or lack of unionization—persistent low wages lead to excess work and
overtime, which leads to individuals being trapped in poverty and overall poor wellbeing.%°

2. Abusive Practices

Over time, as prices have decreased and delivery times have shortened, aggressiveness has become
very common in garment factories around the world.> A staggering eighty-eight percent of
Bangladeshi garment workers reported regular verbal abuse—specifically shouting, yelling,
cursing, and threats of physical violence from line managers—to speed up the flow of work and
meet deadlines and production targets set by clothing companies.®> Physical abuse is not
uncommon either.% In the documentary True Cost, which focuses on the clothes we wear and the
people who make them, some Bangladeshi workers reported being beaten by their managers for
demanding better working conditions.>* Additionally, despite the 2006 Bangladesh Labour Act’s
intention to protect the fundamental rights of women workers—including the right to maternity
leave—many pregnant women reported they were frequently subject to discrimination, with some
even compelled to work additional hours to compensate for their maternity leave.>

3. Lack of Unionization
Unlike other industrialized nations, union presence in countries such as Bangladesh is met with
significant disapproval.®® In Bangladesh, although it is required by the Bangladesh Labour Act
that worker management committees—called Participation Committees—Dbe established, ninety
percent of workers surveyed reported that they are mostly ineffective.>” Several factory owners
reported that no trade unions were allowed in their factories, despite buyers’ codes of conduct
allowing for unionization.%® As highlighted in the documentary True Cost, brands prefer to keep
voluntary codes of conduct in place, leveraging the fact that they neither employ the workers
directly nor own the factories.®® By adding layers of contracting between themselves and the
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workers making the garments, they remain free of responsibility from the effects of low wages,
factory disasters, and violent treatment of workers.%° There is also a trend toward hiring female
workers, as Bangladeshi factory owners view men as troublemakers who will encourage others to
join trade unions.5! This trend perpetuates the exploitation of women in Bangladesh, consistently
keeping them at the bottom of the employee hierarchy, working long hours for poverty wages, and
being denied basic maternity rights.5?

Beyond the prohibition of unionization, garment workers’ employment contracts also offer little
protection as many workers never even receive or understand their employment letter.%3 Because
employees lack a clear understanding of their rights or expectations, the employer is at an
advantage because they can utilize threats to terminate their employment at-will.54

Workers struggle to bring awareness to issues or raise their voices to call for higher wages and
better working conditions because of the low level of union recognition and fear of reprisals.®
Without the opportunity to be organized and represented by strong, independent unions, workers
will continue to remain vulnerable to exploitation.5®

4. Access to Legal Remedies
In terms of legal remedies for things like workplace accidents, stark differences exist between
eastern and western societies, as western societies have established legal frameworks that empower
courts to determine fault and hammer out resulting obligations.8” Although there are relative legal
frameworks in emerging eastern societies, the lack of transparency and institutional corruption can
undermine due process and leave the average citizen, or the family members of those injured or
killed, frustrated with the inaction.6®

IV.  Global Response
Despite well-documented abuses, the reality is that, for years, many corporate social responsibility
programs have failed to improve the situations of workers in garment factories around the world.%°
In fact, it has been reported that the average Western consumer remains relatively indifferent to
the plight of those workers overseas, as evidenced by their unchanged purchase behaviors and
continual financial support of fast fashion companies.”

In a recent article published by The Cut, an investigation done by a United Kingdom broadcaster
uncovered details about the business practices of the Chinese fast-fashion company, Shein, at a
Guangzhou factory.” The investigation revealed that Shein workers receive approximately $556
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USD per month to make 500 pieces of clothing per day, and have their first month’s pay withheld
from them.”? They work up to eighteen-hour days, are only given one day off per month, and are
penalized two-thirds of their daily wage if they make a mistake on a clothing item.”® Shein told
Business Insider that, “any non-compliance with [China’s labor laws] is dealt with swiftly, and
[they] will terminate partnerships that do not meet [their] standards,” which is ironically what they
have said in previous years when accused of illegal labor practices.’ The fact that this report was
published in 2022 is a clear indication that these abusive, unsafe labor practices are still happening.

A. Change on the Bangladeshi Horizon

With eighty-four percent of Bangladesh’s exports coming from the ready-made garment sector, it
was clear that labor reform for garment workers was necessary.” Following the incidents of 2013,
the country has made strides in improving conditions for the nearly four million garment workers,
including establishing initiatives like the Accord in Fire and Building Safety in Bangladesh, the
Alliance for Bangladesh Worker Safety, and the RMG Sustainability Council.”® Notably, the
International Finance Corporation (IFC) both established a $40 million credit facility that enabled
local banks to help factories upgrade their structural, electrical, and fire safety standards, and also
worked with the Bangladesh government to design and implement policies, laws, and regulations
to streamline those processes.”” Over the last several years, the International Labor Organization
(ILO) has reported that 1,690 factories in Bangladesh are complying with fire and building safety
standards, and 655 factories are complying with worker safety standards.”® Authorities have shut
down fifty-nine manufacturing units that failed to comply with the new, post-Rana Plaza
regulations.”

Bangladesh has worked to strengthen initiatives and accelerate implementation of procedures to
create a sound base of labor rights.8 Specifically, after the Rana Plaza tragedy, the Bangladesh
government and other global leaders established a triparte policy level committee on Employment
Injury Insurance.8! Although the consultation meeting was conducted in November 2017, it took
the Bangladesh government until June 2022 to launch the first employment injury scheme pilot in
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the garment sector.8? The pilot is the country’s first ever social security scheme focused on income
protection and medical care for work-related injuries.® Deemed a milestone in establishing decent
work and economic growth in the country, the scheme covers all ready-made garment workers and
will compensate injured workers and their dependents in case of accidents leading to permanent
disability or death.8* The program was born out of clear necessity for labor sector regulation.

In 2018, the Bangladesh government amended the 2006 Labour Act to encompass all employment
issues and rights ranging from labor recruitment, labor-employer relationships, minimum wages,
incidental costs, occupational hazards, dispute resolution, workplace environment, and prescribed
that workers had the right to join trade unions.® Further, Bangladesh Labor Rules were introduced
in 2015, and amended in September 2022, to empower trade unions and prevent sexual harassment
in the workplace.®8 The amended rules mandate that a participation committee is no longer
required in any establishment where there is a trade union.®” This amendment followed a
longstanding demand from both the ILO and local labor rights groups that participation committees
should not be considered an alternative to trade unions in a factory.® The amendments also
prohibit indecent and abusive behavior towards women employees in any establishment. &

In terms of compliance, factory and occupational safety, and transparency, the Bangladesh garment
sector has shown improvement over time as factory buildings have become safer and the country
now has more green garment factories than any other country, although their share of the country’s
apparel export remains low. %

B. Change on the American Horizon
As a group, American garment workers suffer the second-highest rate of wage theft of all workers
in the U.S.%* While some earn a middle-class living, others earn as little as $2.68 an hour, which
is far below the federal minimum wage.®? This is, in part, due to long-standing piece-rate systems
in place, which critics argue U.S. factories use to skirt around state-mandated minimum wages. %
For example, in Los Angeles, California—where many garment factories are based—although the
minimum wage is $15 an hour, factories pay workers by the piece—$0.05 to sew a side seam or
$0.10 to sew a neck.®* Beyond ambiguities in the language of the law, the problem with enforcing
minimum wage claims against these factories is the way in which they disappear in the middle of
the night when workers bring forth wage claims, and then resurface under a different name and
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continue to get contracts from the same brands.®® This is indicative of the supply chain loopholes
previously discussed.®® Fortunately, in 2021, California passed the Garment Worker Protection
Act (S.B. 62), to prohibit the piece-rate compensation system and make brands jointly liable for
workers’ wages.®” While the bill is a step in the right direction for the state of California, it speaks
only to the practices of one state—not the entire U.S.%

The Fashioning Accountability and Building Real Institutional Change Act (FABRIC Act), an
amendment to the Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938, has been proposed in the U.S. Congress to
prohibit these practices—namely to protect workers’ rights, end abusive pay rates, and ensure
equitable compensation for garment workers—on a federal level.”® If passed, the Act would
mandate a federal minimum wage for garment worker employees, institute a thirty percent tax
credit for businesses that relocate production back to the U.S., require garment manufacturers and
contractors to register with the Department of Labor, create a new Undersecretary of the Garment
Industry within the Department of Labor, and allow fines up to $50 million for any violations of
the Act.1® The intention behind creating the Act was to end wage theft for garment workers on a
federal level, establish brand accountability, and incentivize the return of garment production to
the U.S.1%0 Sponsors of the bill claim it is the first piece of federal legislation in congressional
history explicitly aimed at the fashion, garment, and clothing industries, rather than a bill aimed at
businesses at large, which just happen to include such industries.'?

The FABRIC Act would be a monumental step toward eradicating unfair labor practices along
fashion supply chains.1% For example, a provision of the bill would allow for any brand guarantor
who contracts with an employer for the performance of services in the garment industry to be held
jointly and severally liable for any violations of the Act.1%* Importantly, the Act defines such an
employer to include any person who subcontracts with another employer for the performance of
such services.'% This would be a major step in the right direction, in an effort to eradicate forced
labor and fix supply chain loopholes, because it would force brands to inspect the factories they
are receiving garments from so as to not be held liable for poor conditions and labor practices.'0®

Another crucial part of the Act is the thirty percent tax credit offered to companies who relocate
their production to the U.S.1%” Currently, more than ninety-five percent of clothing sold in the U.S.
is made elsewhere.® Not only would the tax credit incentivize companies to do business in the
U.S. and generate revenue for the economy, but it would also work to eliminate egregious labor
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conditions as the U.S. has some of the most strenuous and comprehensive labor regulations.'®® By
providing oversight into garment production, the government could ensure that workers are paid a
minimum hourly wage and factories are up to building and labor standards.' If a company
violates these provisions, the Undersecretary of the Garment Industry is authorized to impose a
fine up to $50 million.'** That being said, although the provisions of the Act sound good in theory,
it has an estimated four percent chance of passing in Congress.'!?

V. Conclusion
While it is difficult to predict the precise route that fast fashion will take over the next decade, we
can still be hopeful that better labor practices and provisions will be put into place. Some believe
that fast fashion will continue to expose the difficulty of reconciling the need to create revenue
with safe workplace practices.!’® Because retail prices remain low, the business model itself
privileges the consumer over the garment worker, and the institutional framework is largely
complicit with this system.'4 As the “freedom of choice” has been so strongly ingrained in
Western consumer culture, it may prove to be difficult to encourage people to abandon their current
consumption habits.1°
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