
The Impact of Fast Fashion on Marine Plastic Pollution

HELENA NARISU

PEAK Program Student, University of Tokyo, Tokyo, Japan.

Abstract
While widespread internet use has increased the convenience of shopping, 
it has also changed the shopping behavior of the public. Fast fashion is a 
term used to describe the mass production of cheap, trendy clothing that is 
designed to be worn for a short time and then disposed of. A fashion trend 
cycle is the period during which a trend circulates and retains popularity.  
In this paper, we aim to provide an overview of the phenomenon of fast 
fashion and its negative effect on waterways. We describe the issue in 
today’s society and how it contributes to the pollution of waterways during 
its production and daily wear. This is a global issue, but it is especially 
prevalent in Asia where large quantities of cheap clothing are produced. 
Next, we highlight how this issue has been perceived by different groups, 
including business communities, policy makers, and consumers. Finally, we 
offer two potential solutions to the issue, proposing a policy to regulate the 
manufacturing processes of fast fashion brands and lowering the demand 
for fast fashion by encouraging the public to engage in sustainable fashion.
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Introduction
While it is well known that social behavior intervention 
helps to alleviate environmental problems,1 the 
negative effect of poor behaviors on pollution is less 
studied. Due to the rise of internet use and online 
shopping over the past few years, it has become 
more convenient to buy merchandise. Especially 
due to mandatory stay-at-home confinement 
during the COVID-19 pandemic,2 many people 
turned to pastimes such as online shopping  
to fill their free time and cope with the difficulties  
of being isolated from the outside world. According 
to an estimate of the United Nations Conference 

on Trade and Development,3 COVID-19 induced 
movement restrictions increased online retail sales 
from 16% to 19% in 2020, making it a multi-trillion-
dollar industry.3 However, a by-product of such 
an industry is the shortened duration of fashion 
trend cycles when compared to those of previous 
decades. A fashion trend cycle is the period during 
which a trend circulates and retains popularity. 
In the past, trend cycles were traditionally longer 
because it took longer for trends to circulate and 
gain popularity. Without relying on social media, 
it was more difficult to know what people were 
wearing in other regions of the world, so most 
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people looked to celebrities to set fashion trends. 
However, in the present day, with the aid of social 
media, it no longer takes months, but rather days 
for a trend to gain traction over a large physical 
area, causing people to constantly be exposed to 
new trends. This shortened trend cycle has caused 
fashion companies to adapt their businesses  
to produce clothing as quickly and cheaply as they 
can.4 Compared to the pre-2000’s, brands are 
now producing nearly twice the number of clothing 
collections.5 As companies boast unbelievably low 
prices, people are convinced to buy large amounts 
of clothing. This phenomenon is known as the fast 
fashion industry. It has even become a social media 
trend to film and post videos spending hundreds  
of dollars on fast fashion websites. However, while 
it is ideal to buy extremely trendy clothes for low 
prices in high quantities, fast fashion comes at  
a price, as the industry is also incredibly detrimental 
for the environment. These harmful processes 
include the use of toxic chemicals in order to 
manufacture the clothing cheaply, the emission  
of greenhouse gases in transportation and shipping 
of the fast fashion pieces, and the disposal of the 
pieces, usually only after a few years of wear. 
Among these various issues, a large concern is 
that of water pollution, which includes issues such 
as water scarcity, the production of wastewater,  
and the spread of microplastics in waterways. While 
both water scarcity and wastewater production are 
mostly associated with the manufacturing of these 
clothing articles, the fast fashion microplastics 
issue is associated with both the manufacturing  
of the clothing and the daily wear of the clothing once  
it has been purchased by the consumer. In this paper, 
we aim to provide an overview of microplastics 
resulting from the fast fashion trend and their 
negative effect on waterways. We describe the issue 
of fast fashion and how fast fashion contributes to 
the pollution of waterways during both its production 
and its daily wear. We highlight how this issue has 
been perceived by different groups and propose  
two potential solutions to the issue.

Microplastic Waste Due to Fast Fashion is an 
Increased Source of Pollution 
There are many by-products of fast fashion which 
contribute to environmental pollution. One such 
element is microplastic. Microplastics are known 
to pollute water, land, and air, while also impacting 

human health.6 Based on the US National Ocean 
Service, microplastics are small pieces of plastic 
which are less than five millimeters in length.7  
One such source of pollution comes from clothing 
pieces, especially those which are products of fast 
fashion. This is due to the fact that clothing made 
of fossil fuel-based synthetic materials such as 
polyester are cheaper and more widely available 
than natural materials such as cotton or wool.4 
Currently, polyester is the number one synthetic 
fiber and accounts for more than half of all global 
fiber production.4 While microplastics are emitted 
into wastewater during the manufacturing stage 
of clothing products, they are also emitted during 
the post manufacturing stage as a result of the 
product’s lifetime of wear and tear. Regarding the 
manufacturing stage of producing fast fashion, 
clothing materials are processed using over 
8,000 synthetic chemicals.8 The wastewater that 
results from this process is often dumped into 
waterways untreated, seeping various chemicals and 
microplastics into the ocean. After the manufacturing 
stage, consumers purchase fast fashion clothing 
items that are also prone to shedding plastic 
microfibers during laundry cycles, when clothes 
are tossed around and rubbed against one another  
in the washer and dryer.9 These microplastics seep 
into laundry water, getting flushed into the sewage 
wastewater of homes. As it is still not fully possible 
to filter the microplastics from sewage wastewater, 
much of these microplastics travel into waterways, 
adding to marine plastic pollution.9 According to  
a United Nations study conducted in October 2019, 
US and Canadian households release over 878 
tons of plastic microfibers into the ocean every year 
from laundry alone.10 In addition, these microplastics 
have been known to travel and contaminate long 
distances in the ocean. In 2021, polyester fiber,  
a plastic material often used to make clothes, made 
up approximately 75% of the microplastics found in 
the Arctic Ocean.11 This is an alarming realization, 
as it suggests that microplastics stemming from the 
fast fashion industry have had profound impacts on 
marine environments all over the world.6 Since these 
microplastics are small and often colorful, various 
marine organisms mistake them for food and ingest 
them, passing these microplastics to higher trophic 
levels in a process called trophic transfer.12 This may 
lead to harmful health effects such as the blockage  
of the digestive tract or the leaching of chemicals 
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from plastic into the bloodstream of marine 
organisms.13 Furthermore, trophic transfer not only 
impacts the health of marine organisms, but also 
human health, as humans consume seafood which 
contains large amounts of microplastics.14 Currently, 
further research is necessary to determine the 
long-term consequences of human consumption  
of microplastics.14 In addition, microplastics can 
attract and absorb various surrounding harmful 
hydrophobic pollutants from the environment, 
multiplying the toxicity of these microplastics 
further.12 Therefore, it is evident that the irresponsible 
production of cheap clothing in the fast fashion 
industry has significantly contributed to the 
marine microplastics issue, yet the consequences  
of microplastics on both the marine environment and 
human health are not yet fully understood.
 
Public Awareness of Microplastic Pollution 
Driven by Fast Fashion
It is also necessary to understand how the issue 
of fast fashion driven microplastics is viewed by 
different groups such as business communities, 
policy makers, and civil society. While clothing 
companies are aware of the environmental impacts 
of the clothing industry and are encouraged to make 
sustainable changes to their business practices 
such as better regulating wastewater or using fabric 
materials that are not made of plastics, fast fashion 
companies choose to prioritize their economic 
prospects over the environment.4 However, while 
the production of environmentally unethical fast 
fashion may still be profitable in the short term 
without immediate consequence, it will not be 
sustainable in the long term. In the meantime, fast 
fashion companies such as Shein and Zara continue 
to contribute heavily to the marine microplastics 
issue.15 There are also fashion businesses which 
acknowledge the fashion microplastics issue and 
adjust their business practices accordingly. Most  
of these sustainable businesses, such as Pact, 
operate on a smaller scale and use environmentally 
friendly clothing materials such as organically 
produced non-toxic cotton.16 As the types of 
fabrics used are not comprised of plastics, they 
contribute far less to the issue of microplastics in 
waterways. However, this is a small percentage 
of fashion businesses, and there are many fast 
fashion businesses that are dishonest about 
their plastic footprint, using greenwashing to fake 

sustainable business practices.17 From the viewpoint  
of policymakers, it is often difficult to address the fast 
fashion issue because the manufacturing processes 
of large well established fast fashion companies 
consist of complex supply chains which are 
scattered throughout various countries, especially in 
developing countries. This fragmentation is not only 
for the sake of seeking cheap materials and labor, 
but also to intentionally convolute the manufacturing 
process and make it difficult for governments  
to regulate business.18 In addition, as fast fashion 
companies are often dishonest regarding their 
clothing manufacturing processes, governments 
can only do so much to regulate these businesses. 
From the perspective of civil society, while people 
have recently become more aware of fast fashion’s 
contribution to marine plastics, there is still a lack 
of accountability towards the actions of these fast 
fashion brands. While people generally believe 
that this is a concerning environmental issue,  
as a consumer, it is difficult to prioritize the 
environment over cheap and trendy clothing. 
Especially because a large proportion of these fast 
fashion clothes are made in developing countries 
and microplastics in the laundry are small and 
seemingly insignificant, consumers feel like they 
are removed from the issue. Therefore, it is easy 
to condemn microplastics pollution from a distance 
while still purchasing fast fashion. However, there is 
also an added layer of socioeconomic privilege that 
surrounds the issue of fast fashion. While people 
of lower socioeconomic status may know that they 
are contributing to marine plastics in purchasing fast 
fashion, they may not be able to afford anything other 
than fast fashion clothing items.19 Rather, the issue  
of overconsumption of fast fashion stems from people 
of higher socioeconomic status who buy unethical 
clothing pieces from fast fashion companies  
in large quantities even though they can afford to 
buy sustainably made clothing instead.19 Therefore, 
there is a social dilemma of choice between the 
cheaper and easier option of fast fashion and the 
more expensive but environmentally sustainable 
option of slow fashion.
           
Recommended Solutions to the Pollution Due to 
the Fast Fashion Trend 
As microplastics stemming from the fast fashion 
industry are currently rapidly deteriorating the 
ocean, there is an urgent need to combat this 
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issue. This requires efforts from various groups, 
including policy makers, manufacturers, and general 
consumers themselves. First, it is necessary for 
policymakers to develop additional regulatory 
measures enforcing fast fashion brands to make 
their raw materials and manufacturing processes 
more environmentally friendly. Fashion brands 
should be required to comply with environmental 
laws filtering wastewater leaving facilities to limit 
the amount of harmful chemicals and plastic used 
in fabrics. As fast fashion brands may be hesitant 
to abide by these regulations, governments should 
implement appropriate fines and punishments on 
fashion companies breaching upper limits on marine 
plastic pollution. One proposed regulation is the 2022 
Fashion Act, which would require fashion brands 
operating in New York with a revenue over $100 
million to take measures such as tracking the supply 
chains of their clothing products and disclosing their 
water and chemical use.15 If companies fail to comply 
with requirements, they will be fined 2% of their 
global revenue. Thus far, the proposed Fashion Act 
is the most comprehensive legislation to address fast 
fashion sustainability to date in the US.15 Second, 
as fast fashion companies may still be dishonest 
about their practices, it is also necessary to lower 
the demand for fast fashion by encouraging people 
to hold companies accountable and buy sustainable 
fashion. Although those of lower socioeconomic 
status may not be able to abstain from buying 
cheap fast fashion, educating those who can afford 
to buy sustainable fashion would help curb demand 
and hold the fast fashion industry accountable for 
its marine microplastics pollution. While there has 
recently been a significant push towards sustainable 
fashion on social media, continued education on 
the issue is necessary. This can include circulating 
statistics or exposing images and videos related 
to marine plastic waste that directly stem from 
fast fashion to younger audiences, building readily 

available tools to assess the environmental effects 
of fast fashion brands, and broadening access  
to sustainable brands as alternatives of fast fashion. 

Conclusions and Discussion
While fast fashion is contributing to the global 
economy, it is also evident that it is a heavy 
contributor to the marine plastic issue. We need 
to acknowledge the pros and cons of the industry 
and hold the fast fashion industry accountable. If 
fast fashion companies are forced by law to make 
their manufacturing practices more sustainable 
and consumers are educated on the environmental 
consequences of buying fast fashion, then 
there is hope that the scale of this issue can be 
decreased. Without implementing these measures 
simultaneously, it will be challenging to make 
significant change to the state of the industry.  
As we still do not know the long-term consequences 
of microplastics on wildlife and even on ourselves 
as humans, we are at a pivotal point in time and our 
actions now will greatly impact our quality of life in the 
future. In addition, fast fashion microplastic pollution 
is only one facet of a larger issue. Therefore, in order 
to improve the overall state of the environment, 
we need to work to simultaneously address these 
concerns as comprehensively as possible. 
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