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Abstract
The global rise in the earth’s surface temperature in coming decades will bring with it increased instances 
of flooding, drought and volatile weather patterns. One of the main industries affected is fashion, which is 
responsible for some 5% of current global carbon emissions (Bauck, 2017). There is common acknowledge-
ment that every stage in the production of garments for the fashion world creates pollution and emission 
problems: from sourcing and use of scarce water resources in the production of cotton, to farming pro-
cesses in the production of leather, from the use of industrial dyes and synthetic textile fibres to the need 
for ships, planes and lorries to transport the final product globally. This article explores the main challenges 
facing the fashion industry from climate change. The main argument of this essay is that fashion has grown 
to be a key exemplar industry of global capitalism, often being associated with the positive and negatives 
excesses of globalisation. It is also therefore seen as one of the key industries responsible for climate 
change causing much reflection within the industry as to how this key issue should be tackled. On the plus 
side, the fashion industry can capitalize on its modern high-profile status to bring real attention to climate 
change issues through publicity and media attention. The global scale of clothing manufacturing and distri-
bution, and the pollution it helps to create, has led many in the industry to seek ways to promote climate 
change initiatives in the industry. This aspiration, though, is a most difficult one in an industry with complex 
global production and distribution chains and one which is so embedded in modern consumer culture, often 
blamed for the worsening environment degradation worldwide.
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1 Introduction

Climate change is a major social issue fac-
ing the human race. Expert predictions 
relating to climate change are extremely 
bleak with some arguing that global tem-
peratures are likely to rise by about 3°C 
by 2100, ranging from 2°C to 5°C (Stern, 
2006). The global rise in temperature in 
the coming decades will bring with it in-
creased instances of flooding, drought and 
volatile weather patterns. This will have a 
significant impact on basic water supplies 
and food production especially if, as pre-
dicted, the world’s population increases 
to around 11 billion people by 2050. Cli-
mate change will impact on all countries, 
but current advice is that it will have a 
disproportionate effect on countries in 
rapid development from agricultural to 
industry-led economies (Hibberd, 2013b; 
2014; 2016 and forthcoming). One of the 

main industries affected is fashion, which 
is responsible for some 5% of current glob-
al carbon emissions (Bauck, 2017). Every 
stage in the production of garments for the 
fashion world creates pollution and emis-
sion problems: from sourcing and use of 
scarce water resources in the production 
of cotton, to farming processes in the pro-
duction of leather; from the use of indus-
trial dyes and synthetic textile fibres to the 
need for ships, planes and lorries to trans-
port the final product globally. And some 
issues offer a no-win solution to the indus-
try, for example, in the choice of whether 
to use leather, cotton or synthetic materi-
als as a main fabric in the garment-making 
production process.

The main aim of this article is to ex-
plore the main challenges facing the fash-
ion industry from climate change. For 
this article, I define the fashion industry 
as the design, manufacturing, distribu-
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tion, marketing, retailing, advertising, 
and promotion of all types of apparel 
from the most expensive haute couture 
and designer fashions to ordinary every-
day clothing (Britannia, 2017). The main 
argument of this essay is that fashion has 
grown to be a key exemplar industry of 
global capitalism, often being associated 
with the positive and negatives excesses 
of globalisation. It is also therefore seen 
as one of the key industries responsible 
for climate change causing much reflec-
tion within the industry as to how this key 
issue should be tackled. Fashion is often 
celebrated in the media and closely asso-
ciated with the shiny postmodern world 
of international celebrity status, conspic-
uous consumption and global advertis-
ing campaigns. The downside to this are 
the dire work conditions many garment 
workers still face in parts of the developing 
world with the debilitating combination 
of low wages, long working hours and hot 
or cramped working conditions. Indus-
trial injuries are also a daily risk for many 
workers. Many of these same arguments 
are being played out when it comes to cli-
mate change. On the plus side, the fash-
ion industry can capitalize on its modern 
high-profile status to bring real attention 
to climate change issues through publicity 
and media attention. The global scale of 
clothing manufacturing and distribution, 
and the pollution it helps to create, has 
led many in the industry to seek ways to 
promote climate change initiatives in the 
industry. This aspiration, though, is a most 
difficult one in an industry with complex 
global production and distribution chains 
and one which is so embedded in mod-
ern consumer culture, often blamed for 
the worsening environment degradation 
worldwide.

This article will be split into five parts 
including this introduction and the con-
clusion. The next part of the essay will 
explore the relationship between global 
capitalism and fashion. The third section 
introduces the challenging issue of climate 
change for those working in clothing and 
textiles. In the fourth section, we examine 
broad attempts of using public campaigns, 
which include fashion involvement, to 

focus attention on climate change with 
particular attention paid to two popular 
British climate change initiatives. This 
paper is based on interviews with climate 
change experts and those working within 
the campaigning industry including 10:10 
and the WWF’s Earth Hour campaign, the 
two initiatives examined here.

2 Fashion, consumption  
and global capitalism

The development of the fashion indus-
try is intimately tied in to the wider eco-
nomic, political and cultural transforma-
tions of the past two and a half centuries, 
namely the rise of nationalism. The key 
features of European nationalism are a 
unitary political authority (the state) and 
a national culture. Nationhood has also 
favoured those societies that have evolved 
similar cultural habits through the slow 
sedimentation of multi-culturalism and 
by the emergence of a single political au-
thority (Giddens, 1990, pp. 50–58). As Kate 
Nelson Best outlines in her history of fash-
ion journalism, fashion has always been 
laced with nationalism ever since Louis IV. 
The rise of European nationalism in the 
late 18th Century constitutes a key period 
when the processes of nation-building 
along with industrialisation and urbani-
sation brought about the reconfiguration 
of social classes and traditional econom-
ic ties (Best, 2017). The emergence of new 
urbanized social classes and the growth of 
educational systems and cultural institu-
tions also brought about changes in how 
societies viewed clothing. In this sense the 
fashion industry remains tied to national 
boundaries and cultures, which often play 
out in ritual clothing events being tied to 
cities and national oc casions. So at one 
level the relationship between fashion and 
climate change, the most global of chal-
lenges, is mediated through national con-
texts, especially in the mass media, and 
one key way for the industry to make the 
climate change issue visible is via the na-
tional consciousness. 

But at the same time theorists label 
fashion as a key player in promoting post-
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modern values not modernist ideas of na-
tionalism. Indeed, if the nation-state is a 
political configuration of modernity, the 
advent of a postmodern condition has also 
warranted an urgent rethink on how citi-
zenship and consumerism can be hypoth-
esised outwith the nation-state, especially 
in relation to fashion. Anthony Giddens 
argues that in the period of modernity – 
defined broadly as the age of industrial 
capitalism – the concept of time-space 
distanciation has occurred: the separation 
of time and space through the intensifica-
tion of worldwide social relations. Social 
relationships have to an extent become 
disembedded and disconnected from tra-
ditional face-to-face interactions. Instead, 
social relationships via communications 
and the mass media have become re- 
embedded across different social places 
and physical places (Giddens, 1990, p. 3). 
The jump to a postmodern condition has 
occurred through the acceleration in the 
globalising and unifying tendencies of 
capitalism. The rapid expansion of glob-
al capital accumulation, aided by instant 
media and communication networks, and 
a supply of cheap, international labour, 
has resulted in a further distribution of 
social relationships across time and space. 
This has created conditions in which a 
new social order can emerge. The post-
modernist claim is that this new econom-
ic, social and technological revolution has 
impacted on how culture is made and re-
made. Some theorists have emphasised 
the increasing economic and political im-
portance of multinational companies and 
special interest movements, effectively 
bypassing the nation-state (Melucci, 1990, 
p. 335; Schlesinger, 1992, p. 13). 

The fashion industry is not only linked 
to modernist concepts such as national-
ism but increasingly to ideas of postmo-
dernity. The onset of the postmodern con-
dition through the rapid intensification of 
global economic and social relationships, 
mass migration and the development of 
ICTs and digital media, has given rise to 
the concept of globalisation. Social rela-
tions, in part, have become disconnected 
from traditional face-to-face interactions 
and are commonly conducted through 

social media or other digital forms. As 
Giddens argues, ‘social relations through 
communications and the media have be-
come re-embedded in various social plac-
es and physical spaces’ (Giddens, 1990, 
p. 3). The rise of the western postmodern 
state has been facilitated by monopoly 
capitalism and international trading and 
migration. Concentration of wealth in 
many countries has created a ready sup-
ply of cheap labour, leading to millions 
seeking work and new lives in other coun-
tries, breaking the traditional boundaries 
of face-to-face relationships. New global 
diasporas have emerged resulting in the 
redefinition of cultures including, it is of-
ten argued, new global cultures including 
fashion. The postmodernist makes the 
claim that multi-national companies and 
global NGOs have assumed as much im-
portance as most nation-states (Melucci, 
1990:, p. 335; Schlesinger, 1992:, p. 13).

The development of giant fashion 
companies highlights the congruence of 
financial muscle with cultural hegemony. 
Global fashion businesses are driven by 
readily identified brand names. No matter 
whether a brand is expensive and available 
world-wide or modestly priced and on sale 
only locally, it will embody a guarantee of 
authenticity. That is, it will be what it ap-
pears to be and its origins are known, at 
least as regards the identity of the compa-
ny producing it. Associated with a brand’s 
authenticity is its consistency, the fact that 
it can be depended on to deliver a certain 
quality each time it is bought. A global 
brand such as Zara can be relied upon to 
provide a particular range and quality of 
clothing around the world. The element 
of trust, born of experience that consum-
ers feel towards a certain brand simpli-
fies the making of future choices for them 
from among the plethora on offer. Thus it 
makes possible a saving of time and effort 
through a reduction of perceived risk. In 
this respect, the appeal of a brand to a con-
sumer can be said to be rational or func-
tional. But it is also emotional or experien-
tial. As with anything that communicates, 
there is also a connotative or cultural di-
mension to consider, i. e. those less easily 
defined associations which are triggered 
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in people’s values. Some of these effects 
will be culturally determined, while oth-
ers will be the result of individual personal 
experience. The global appeal of fashion 
brands makes the industry a perfect fo-
rum for climate change awareness and 
promotion. Few global industries have the 
international recognition like fashion. The 
argument therefore is that industry-wide 
initiatives, harnessed by the global brands, 
could place climate change at the centre of 
social marketing campaigns.

And, yet, the rise of global fashion 
brands and multinational conglomerates 
have met with increasing resistance from 
the disparate collection of groups opposed 
to globalisation, most famously exempli-
fied perhaps by Naomi Klein and the No 
Logo lobby, but increasingly occupied to-
day by environmental groups. Those with-
in and outside the fashion industry have 
long been aware of resistance or struggles 
relating to clothing, environmentalism 
and nationality. The Swadeshi movement 
in India until Independence in 1948 used 
clothing as a key symbol of Indian resis-
tance and struggle to British rule. The 
aim to promote indigenous Indian cotton 
production and boycott dominant British 
imports of cotton and garments was also 
given a strong sustainability agenda by 
Mohandas K. Gandhi. British-made cloth-
ing would be burnt at gatherings, with 
Indians exhorted to wear Indian-made 
clothes or make their own. What Gand-
hi and others preached is what we would 
today call localism, which is a key idea for 
many supporting sustainability or envi-
ronmentalism (Yerra, 2014).

 And in other areas, too, the concept 
of resistance has even played a promi-
nent role in giving the fashion industry 
increased energy and drive. For example, 
much of the energy driving the reemerging 
British fashion industry in the 1960s and 
1970s was premised on protest and resis-
tance against the prevailing social order of 
the day. Clothing was a key part of iden-
tity among those groups rebelling against 
society: mods, rockers and, especially, 
the punk rock movement of the 1970s. In 
Dick Hebdige’s classic text, Subculture: The 
Meaning of Style, he argues that:

The subcultures with which we have been 

dealing share a common feature apart from 

the fact that they are all predominantly work-

ing class. They are, as we have seen, cultures 

of conspicuous consumption – even when, 

as with the skinheads and the punks, certain 

types of consumption are conspicuously re-

fused – and it is through the distinctive ritu-

als of consumption, through style, that the 

subculture at once reveals its “secret” identity 

and communicates its forbidden meanings. It 

is basically the way in which commodities are 

used in subculture which marks the subcul-

ture off from more orthodox cultural forma-

tions. (Hebdige, 1979, pp. 102–103)

In essence, therefore, the buying and con-
sumption of clothing, in recent times, 
has also occurred through the myriad of 
subcultures within societies, each with its 
own sets of norms, rituals and values that 
distinguish it from more orthodox cultural 
formations. In that sense, any alignment 
of the global fashion industry towards 
climate change promotion must also un-
derstand the complexities of the modern 
consumer and their sets of values and 
norms that might often fall at odds with 
those of wider society. It is no accident, for 
example, that one of the leading emerging 
clothing designers in punk rock London, 
Dame Vivienne Westwood, identified with 
the political agendas of prominent subcul-
tures, including environmentalism, long 
before those agendas became accepted by 
wider society. And it is the sheer heteroge-
neity of modern fashion styles and tastes 
as well as of contemporary consumers 
that may help us understand why it has 
been so difficult for the fashion industry 
to unite fully behind climate change in re-
cent years, as we discuss in the next sec-
tion.

3 Climate change and global fashion

As stated earlier in this essay, the fashion 
industry is often linked to the various ten-
dencies of global capitalism. According to 
different political standpoints, fashion can 
either be seen – positively - as promoting 
new forms of liberal individual or collec-
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tive power in contemporary societies or – 
more negatively – as instrumental in re-
inforcing economic and social disparities 
such as poverty and human rights viola-
tions in the developing world through em-
ployment contracts. And the latter point is 
important because climate change is also 
becoming increasingly associated with 
global economic and social inequalities 
and UN Millennium Goals initiative. One 
argument often cited is that that develop-
ing nations will be disproportionately af-
fected by climate change and that a funda-
mental link exists between environmental 
damage and poverty. This argument, put 
forward by the likes of former British 
Prime Minister, Gordon Brown, sees cli-
mate change as an issue about justice as 
well as economic development (Brown, 
2008). Linking poverty alleviation to cli-
mate change has placed many industries, 
including fashion, under the spotlight of 
criticism placing them on the defensive. 
There is a strong body of opinion, espe-
cially among development aid groups, 
NGOs and charities that many fashion 
houses outsource production of their 
clothing to developing nations for pure-
ly economic reasons, paying little more 
than subsidence wages with workers often 
sub-contracted to smaller companies that 
offer horrendous working conditions and 
employment environment. The argument 
goes that lip service is often paid to the 
idea of ensuring all workers earn a proper 
living wage or work in more humane con-
ditions. 

One example of this, though not 
linked directly to climate change, was the 
response after the Savar Building collapse 
in Bangladesh in 2013 that saw more than 
1000 textile workers die. This was despite 
calls immediately prior to the disaster that 
the building in question should be evacu-
ated as unsafe, a call that went unheeded 
by the building owner under pressure to 
let companies continue producing cheap 
clothes. Because the building housed 
many sub-contractors, many of the main 
clothing houses in the west, including 
the likes of Benetton and Walmart, were 
unaware that their clothes were being 
produced on site. Some companies even 

denied claims until clothing labels were 
pulled from the rubble of the building 
demonstrating that leading brand names 
were having clothes produced in the build-
ing at the time of collapse (Rezwanul, Wali-
ur, & Gul, 2017). Five years on, support for 
the victims of the Savar Building collapse 
has been, at best, patchy. Some companies 
or national associations, such as Benetton, 
have made payments to support injured 
workers or bereaved families of workers 
or instituted codes of conduct for mem-
bers producing clothing in the developing 
world to ensure that any sub-contracting 
of work does not lead to deterioration in 
worker employment rights. Other compa-
nies, though, have been less forthcoming 
in support. The main accusation today 
is that the fashion industry has been un-
able to work in unison to help workers in 
one of the poorest countries in the world 
(Rezwanul, Waliur, & Gul, 2017. So if sup-
port is less that complete in such a case 
directly associating the industry with a 
building collapse, what chance, if any, is 
there of concerted industrial support for 
such countries in the aftermath of some 
climate change-related disaster, such as 
flooding or drought? And at this point in 
time major support is lacking in this area. 
It can be argued that many industries, not 
only fashion, need to greatly improve their 
work with local and national stakehold-
ers in becoming more active with climate 
change adaptation. 

This lack of any concerted or unified 
response to the Savar disaster might not 
indicate any lack of willingness for many 
in the industry to act for the mitigation of 
climate change and involvement in public 
awareness campaigns. And, indeed, some 
fashion companies and prominent indi-
viduals have for decades been looking for 
ways to make the whole garment-making 
process more environmentally friend-
ly and to mitigate the process of climate 
change. Initiatives are abound, locally, 
nationally and internationally, of environ-
mentally-conscious designers, producers, 
distributors and department stores, initi-
ating ways to make the industry greener. 
This can range from the recycling of fabric 
and textile materials, including plastics, or 
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the use of sustainable materials in the pro-
duction of clothes, to encouraging con-
sumers to lower temperatures on washing 
machines. Low temperature washes are 
less harmful to the environment than high 
temperature washes. And the clothes tend 
to last longer too. One prominent cam-
paigner, as cited already in this essay, is 
Dame Vivienne Westwood. In 2014, in an 
interview with the Guardian, Westwood 
argued:

“Do I feel guilty about all the consumption 

that the fashion world promotes? Well, I can 

answer that by saying that I am now trying 

to make my own business more efficient 

and self-sustaining. This also means trying 

to make everybody who works in it happy, if 

I can.” … “What I want people to be able to 

do is to buy well, by first choosing well and 

then making it last. And I also believe that if 

everyone wore just a few beautiful things, 

there would not be such a climate change 

problem,” she said. “In my view it is worse for 

someone to come out of a shop with an arm-

ful of new T-shirts made in a sweatshop, than 

it is for a rich lady to buy one beautiful dress.”

She adds:

“The designer aims,” she said, “to work on ar-

eas with achievable goals and she chronicles 

her activities on the website Climate Revolu-

tion.” She sees the western economy as “in-

tertwined” with ecological danger, “like two 

snakes.” “I can’t speak for the views of other 

fashion designers. Some of them don’t seem 

to be interested in anything but fashion and 

they even go on holiday with designers and 

magazine editors, but they have all been very 

supportive of me.” (Thorpe, 2014)

Although by no means can Westwood be 
giving a ringing endorsement to the fash-
ion industry here, more and more fashion 
companies have embedded sustainability 
into corporate identity schemes, corpo-
rate (good) governance, branding, mar-
keting, stakeholder relations, ethical in-
vestments and other ways in recent years. 
These efforts, such as by Professor Helen 
Storey, British artist, designer and aca-
demic, have become more concerted and 

coordinated, producing positive results 
while raising levels of encouragement for 
further action. 

There is also evidence that the indus-
try was broadly supportive of internation-
al attempts to limit the impact of climate 
change, most notably through the Paris 
climate change agreement in December 
2015, which many sustainability officers 
working for the big fashion houses wel-
comed as a key measure to support fashion 
companies reduce their carbon footprint. 
However, there were also those in the in-
dustry worried by the additional costs to 
businesses associated with the agreement 
and new climate change regulations and 
who argued that this might deter a more 
concerted favourable industry response 
(Abnett, 2015). And the argument of this 
essay is that industry-wide efforts with cli-
mate change have tended to lack compre-
hensive strategies – see discussion above – 
with many within the industry recognizing 
that climate change can be better tackled 
effectively through broader civil society 
initiatives.  

4 Fashion industry and climate 
change campaigns

Thus the latter point highlights the fact 
that for many working in the fashion in-
dustry, the only comprehensive way to 
tackle climate change is to align the indus-
try to broader political and social initia-
tives such as international climate change 
agreements, government initiatives to 
meet lower carbon emission targets and 
environmental campaigns run by NGOs. 
There is also support for the greater use of 
educational and promotional activity is re-
quired if global citizens are to be persuad-
ed to change their lifestyles and promote 
more sustainable forms of living. One such 
area where the climate change campaigns 
and programmes are being increasingly 
encouraged is in Corporate Social Respon-
sibility initiatives (CSR). Jones, Bowd and 
Tench (2005) define CSR as 
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Corporations being held accountable by ex-

plicit or inferred social contract with internal 

and external stakeholders, obeying the laws 

and regulations of government and operating 

in an ethical manner which exceeds statutory 

requirements. This “ethical manner” is placed 

at the core of the entity’s strategy, exempli-

fied by proactive community involvement, 

philanthropy, corporate governance, corpo-

rate citizenship, addressing of social issues, a 

commitment to the quality of its products and 

services, human rights, health, safety and the 

environment and its staff … While all the time 

this accountability should ensure a continual 

emphasis on generating growth, revenue and 

profit for the corporate entity and its share-

holders/owners, facilitating this process ei-

ther directly or through positive effects on the 

entity’s intangible assets, such as brands and 

reputation. (p. 4)

Much CSR work does indeed have an eth-
ical dimension where businesses go be-
yond basic economic and legal require-
ments to do what it sees is ‘just’ and ‘fair’, 
exceeding public expectations of normal 
business practice. In ideal circumstances, 
businesses become exemplary corporate 
citizens working with public and private 
sectors alike to further community proj-
ects or government policies, thereby pro-
viding social value-added outputs. CSR, 
at best, recognizes that environmental 
degradation and pollution are not inevita-
ble and that opportunities for community 
consultation and involvement should be 
maximized. But historical and contem-
porary practice demonstrates that busi-
nesses can fall well short of basic CSR re-
quirements, especially in their advertising 
and marketing campaigns dealing with 
environmental claims. Promoting ‘green’ 
issues is merely given lip service in the 
pursuance of greater corporate profits or 
seen as ‘window dressing’, as author and 
advertising executive John Grant put it: 
“You can’t put a lettuce in the window of 
a butcher’s shop and declare you are turn-
ing vegetarian” (Quoted in Aitken, 2007. 
Advertising greenwash is highlighting 
the growth of marketing spin rather than 
providing serious credence to corporate 
ecological credentials. And, as such, it can 

also form a pernicious barrier to effective 
corporate behavioural change. 

There have however been increas-
ing attempts among companies, includ-
ing fashion, to adopt green “values” in 
branding and marketing campaigns. From 
food and drink producers to supermarket 
chains, from energy companies to fash-
ion-chains, companies are being asked by 
social media, NGOs and public about their 
green credentials. CSR is being increasing-
ly utilised in green debates and campaigns 
adding, arguably, environmentally-friend-
ly and sustainability as value-added di-
mensions to campaigns (McGarvey, 2007). 
The number of green campaigns has 
mushroomed in the past three decades in 
line with the growth of CSR and, increas-
ingly, corporate groups are working with 
leading NGOs, media outlets and other 
campaign groups on climate change is-
sues. We will now look at two British cases, 
both of which have received widespread 
support of the fashion industry. As part of 
research in to climate change, we spoke 
to representatives of the 10:10 campaign, 
London, and the Earth Hour in Scotland, 
UK, examining instances of fashion in-
volvement.

5 The 10 : 10 campaign1

The 10 : 10 carbon emission reduction 
campaign which, although still less than 
a decade old, has suggested a number of 
potentially fruitful pathways for involv-
ing ordinary people and organisations at 
all levels in climate-related behavioural 
changes. 10:10 is a brainchild of the British 
film maker, Franny Armstrong, in her re-
sponse to overwhelming public responses 
to her climate documentary, The Age of 
Stupid. Its central idea is to encourage and 
provide the necessary facilities for individ-

1  Research for these case-studies were carried 
out as part of a project funded by the British 
Council in New Delhi, India. I would like to 
thank the Council for its financial support 
and also my two co-investigators, Alka To-
mar and Dr An Duc Nguyen, for their help 
and support in conducting the research pro-
ject.
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uals and organisations to cut their carbon 
emission by 10% in one year, and then an-
other 10% in the following year, and so on 
until it reaches the lowest possible level. 
Those who sign up are committed to ad-
dressing this compound year-on-year 10% 
challenge and are given practical advice to 
do so. 

By some quantitative measures, the 
campaign had an early considerable suc-
cess. Within six months of its launch in 
September 2009, it had drawn nearly 
60 000 sign-ups (including not only in-
dividuals but also thousands of organi-
sations such as schools, businesses and 
local councils) and raised a modest but 
impressive £ 400 000 budget from private 
donors, trusts and funds. One of the earli-
est supporters of the campaign was Dame 
Vivienne Westwood. Why such large and 
high-profile followings within a relatively 
short time? The answer to this question 
might require a long list of factors – such as 
the motivation and creativity of its young 
team, its diverse and effective use of var-
ious media outlets and platforms (includ-
ing a formal partnership with the Guard-
ian from the very beginning), its working 
tenets and principles and so on. But per-
haps the underlining reason lies in the 
core philosophy of the 10:10 campaign: 
everyone can cut their carbon emissions 
as long as it is tied to their daily life in a 
practical way. Instead of following the usu-
al method of communicating and educat-
ing people of the potentially dramatic but 
still distant and abstract impact of global 
warming, 10:10 takes a pragmatic stance, 
endeavouring to drive people from the 
“what’s the point in me in this big thing?” 
towards the “Yes, I can do it” or “Yes, it is 
beneficial for me” mindset. As its former 
director, Eugenie Harvey, explained:

My mantra is that … you have to meet peo-

ple where they are, not where you think they 

should be … Effective CC engagement is 

about recognising the reality of people’s lives 

and speaking to that reality … People have 

busy, complex lives and it’s not easy. So it’s not 

realistic to expect them to radically change or 

reengineer those lives to the sort of life styles 

we know are necessary to start to reduce car-

bon emissions … One of the mistakes climate 

campaigns have made over the years has been 

to think that people would be engaged by 

doom stage scenarios … The truth is that we … 

a lot of people are not going to be engaged by 

being told everything is terrible and the world 

is coming to an end and it’s all our fault. You 

need to align all your activities to some part 

of their daily life. Take them through their 

daily channels and use the narrative and lan-

guage … which chime with them. 

(The other point to engage the less engaged is 

that) we have to be realistic about the ability 

of people to change and the time scale that 

people can change – and that is the good thing 

about this campaign. Perfect is the enemy of 

good and perhaps one of the mistakes that 

have been made, quite likely unwittingly, is to 

ask people to change their behaviours to such 

an extent that they become the kind of perfect 

low-consuming individuals. And I think that 

it is not realistic and should be sacrificed for 

being good – lots of people being good rath-

er than a small number of people being per-

fect. (Harvey, personal interview with An Duc 

Nguyen and Matthew Hibberd)

In practice, this philosophy translates into 
promoting and encouraging people and 
organisations to gradually change the way 
they live or operate so that they can cut 
carbon emissions at the same time as sav-
ing money (through, for instance, efficient 
energy or fuel or water use), improving 
their health (through fruit and vegetable 
diet), feeling happier and more worthy, 
and so on. The key objective, according 
to the campaign’s content manager, Mal-
achi Chadwick, is to create a narrative 
that is “sufficiently catchy and sufficiently 
inclusive so that people … get interested 
in it … and do something about … their 
emission”. At a more operational level, this 
includes practical “down to earth” sim-
ple instructions that people can print out 
from its website and stick on their wall or 
fridge – such as 

 › turning down your thermometer 
 › turning off radiators in hallways
 › applying for a grant to insulate your loft 

and walls 
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 › changing light bulbs 
 › buying and selling second-hand things
 › only running full dishwashers and was-

hing machines. 

One of the earliest examples of fashion-re-
lated initiatives organised through 10:10 
was promoting second-hand fashion. The 
Guardian’s Patrick Barkham’s highlight-
ed his own attempts to cut down on new 
clothes purchasing:

I have suits for work, shorts for running, boots 

for climbing mountains, tracksuit bottoms 

for vegetating, flip-flops for the beach, party 

shirts for partying and reassuring knitwear for 

meeting great aunts. I have five pairs of gloves, 

four hats and two eye-masks. I have most bas-

es, and all extremities, more than covered. Like 

most people, I find shopping in our soulless 

malls and tatty clone high streets an increas-

ingly tedious chore. Clothes, however, remain 

the exception. Retail therapy still works for me 

in the likes of Zara and H&M, where you can 

buy a whole fresh look for a couple of hundred 

quid. As a shy teenager, clothes made me feel 

better about my crap body; a new shirt still 

gives me a lift for at least three wears. After 

that, the shirt is still fine but the buzz wears 

off. This is a familiar consumerist addiction. 

But I have almost as many years behind me 

as shirts; I should grow out of such cheap, 

confidence-boosting tricks. Giving up buying 

new clothes has a “hair shirt element which 

is not appealing to most people,” says Chris 

Goodall, author of Ten Technologies to Save 

the Planet. “There is something hard-wired 

within us that makes us desire things even 

when we don’t need them. The idea we have 

got to consume less is incompatible with the 

culture of the moment.” Rather than go cold 

turkey, Goodall recommends “I wean myself 

off this clothes addiction by continuing to buy 

secondhand.” (Barkham, December 31, 2009)

Another prominent campaign by 10:10, 
and also fashion linked, was holding sew-
ing masterclasses teaching young people 
to repair clothes rather than buy new ones. 
This initiative was led by Sophie Barclay:

There are a number of things that you can do 

to keep your clothes in good condition for 

longer. And when they do start falling apart, 

there’s Sophie’s mending masterclass with ad-

vice on how to repair them … Sophie Barclay 

has sewn many a pocket and patched a fair 

few pairs of jeans in her time. As a freelance 

costume designer and maker, she has become 

her friends’ first choice when their clothes are 

in need of a quick fix. But she assures me that 

there’s nothing too sophisticated going on 

“Any one can do this – it’s fun and it’s easy. I do 

it in front of the TV!” (10:10, 2018)

What, then, has been the overall impact of 
10:10 on actual behavioural changes on its 
participants? This, unfortunately, remains 
to be assessed. 10:10 has not been able 
to quantify its real impact, since it does 
not use any mandatory reporting system 
in which participants provide feedback 
on their action year. However, voluntary 
reports from participants show at least 
a good deal of anecdotal evidence of en-
couraging and sometimes very impressive 
changes. 

6 WWF Earth Hour

One of the most popular environmental 
events each year that attracts many fash-
ion companies is the WWF Earth Hour 
Initiative. Every year fashion events are 
organised around this occasion. The Earth 
Hour is a global event organized by World 
Wildlife Fund (WWF) and is held annually 
in late March (this year at March 24, 2018). 
The key requirement of Earth Hour con-
sists of asking households and business-
es to turn off their non-essential lights or 
appliances for one hour to raise awareness 
for climate change. Earth Hour was started 
in Australia in 2007, when more than two 
million residents of Sydney participated 
by turning off all non-essential lighting 
and other electrical appliances. Many oth-
er cities and countries, including the UK 
(we study the Scottish initiative for this 
research) then adopted the event in 2008. 
WWF argue on their website that 

Earth Hour is a simple idea that’s quickly 

turned into a global phenomenon. Hundreds 

of millions of people turning off their lights 
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for one hour, on the same night, all across the 

planet. But it’s not to save an hour’s electric-

ity. It’s something much bigger. WWF’s Earth 

Hour is about people coming together to put 

the focus on this brilliant world we all share – 

and how we need to protect it. Not just for an 

hour a year, but every day. Because a healthy 

planet isn’t just good for polar bears or tropi-

cal tree frogs. It’s essential for us all. It’s easy 

to forget how much we depend on it for food, 

fuel, water, fresh air … And the truth is our 

modern lifestyles have been taking a toll on 

our planet. WWF already tackles a lot of the 

environmental impacts – like deforestation, 

endangered species, and the impacts of cli-

mate change. But Earth Hour is a chance for 

everyone to say they’ll do their bit. And that’s 

never been more vital. And, Earth Hour is a 

celebration. It’s always a night to remember  – 

whether it’s a special candlelit evening at 

home with friends or family, or a night out on 

the town, or watching the spectacular glob-

al switch-offs from landmarks like the Eiffel 

Tower, the Pyramids of Giza, Times Square, 

Sydney Opera House … (WWF, 2018)

The first key point to make about WWF 
Scotland is its close relationship to British 
and international equivalents on the one 
hand, but the importance of the Scottish 
political agenda on the other hand. As 
their Scottish communication officer ar-
gues: 

Some of our efforts are driven by a result of 

what we do as part of WWF UK, but the very 

fact that we have an office here in Scotland is 

because we’re meant to look at different ways 

of doing things, we have our own parliament, 

culture, you know, so as many institutions 

in Scotland we will operate and engage in a 

slightly different way, than say, we would do 

it at UK level. 

The Scottish context therefore guides 
what WWF Scotland does. An important 
element to their operations is to lobby the 
Scotland Government to maintain pres-
sure and momentum on regulatory con-
cerns. The Scottish Climate Act of 2008 
has sent ambitious targets for Scotland 
to reduce its carbon footprint by 2020. As 
WWF’s communication officer argued:

I would say probably the main reason for us 

working on Earth Hour at all is because we 

know that after the Scottish Climate Change 

Act we still need to keep up the pressure and 

the momentum to make sure that Act is de-

livered. So you can have all the best laws in 

the world, the best targets in the world, but 

if there’s nobody there that keeps pushing 

them to be delivered then forget it. So I’ll be 

quite blatant for working on this, in Scotland 

anyway, is because we see the opportunities 

to keep the pressure, the momentum and the 

understanding of climate change on the agen-

da. Whether it’s in the media, political, busi-

ness, whatever it was, we know that it offers 

a great vehicle to do that. That has meant we 

have engaged quite heavily politically in Earth 

Hour, more so than perhaps in other coun-

tries and certainly more so than they’ve done 

at the UK level because we’ve wanted to show 

politicians that people care. 

The other key reason for Earth Hour was 
to raise public awareness and allow partic-
ipants to take concrete measures lowering 
their carbon footprint for one hour and 
then in subsequent weeks and months:

The challenge has changed every year, so the 

first year it was just a case of putting it on the 

map, what was really nice to have was the fact 

that they had done it so well in Sydney, so we 

had something to show, there was something 

visual, there was a buzz. The interesting thing 

was that even though we didn’t do it here that 

year, different people did participate in the 

Earth Hour round the world because they 

heard about it and got excited by it. Some have 

taken part in Earth Hour on the day, you know, 

by switching off their building, some of them 

have said “I don’t have a building to switch off, 

I’ll do something else.“ The backbone for our 

work in Scotland has actually been our local 

authorities and they give us an opportunity to 

communicate with communities in Scotland 

we wouldn’t otherwise get to because either 

we can’t reach them with our advertising or 

we’ve got no existing connection with them. 

One of the most powerful alliances has been 

with our local authorities.  

In 2018 this includes working with Scot-
land’s biggest city council, Glasgow, to 
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organise a range of initiatives around the 
Earth Hour day on 24th March. The focus 
of events in 2018 included highlighting the 
efforts of the fashion industry to tackle cli-
mate change. Among the events organised 
by WWF and Glasgow Council were:

“Waste, not Want” – sustainable fashion brand, 

KPCouturé, will be aiming to encourage con-

versations around sustainability in the fashion 

industry as well as showcasing their products 

including clothing and accessories from do-

nated scrap fabric and jewellery from plastic 

building waste processed in their on-site plas-

tic processing centre. 

And

“Rags to Riches” – showcasing articles made 

from everyday throwaway materials and lan-

tern making. (Glasgow Council, 2018)

Another major partner in 2016 was the 
H&M clothing group that used the WWF 
Earth Hour event to launch environmen-
tally friendly clothing ranges:

All the garments are certified organic cotton, 

following strict environmental and social 

criteria. Designs are recognizable by their 

realistic prints of iconic species at risk. The 

collection will be available in H&M stores 

worldwide and online starting 29th of Sep-

tember. 10% of the sales price of the collec-

tion will support WWF’s work in conserving 

endangered species. The Kids collection fea-

tures animal prints of species such as the ti-

ger, panda, snow leopard, polar bear and the 

finless porpoise, that are facing many threats 

including habitat loss, water pollution and 

the impact of climate change. The collection 

mainly consists of comfortable and easy to 

wear organic cotton-based items such as long 

sleeve sweaters, T-shirts, dresses, tights, trou-

sers and pyjamas for babies and kids between 

1,5 and 14 years old. The aim of the collection 

is to inspire H&M’s customers to care for the 

planet as well as to highlight our transforma-

tional partnership, which focuses on water 

stewardship and climate action, as well as 

strategic dialogue related to both H&M’s and 

the fashion industry’s broader sustainability 

challenges. (WWF, 2016)

Arguably, as argued above, the quantita-
tive effectiveness of such campaigns is un-
known and public response in terms of be-
havioural change can often limited. There 
are arguably multiple reasons for why peo-
ple remain resistant to altering lifestyles 
to in the face of apocalyptic warnings on 
climate change, but attempts such as the 
WWF’s Earth Hour or the 10:10 initiative 
demonstrate how individuals can feel 
part of a larger movement and undertake 
practical solutions to help cut carbon foot-
prints.

7 Conclusion

During the recent COP 24 Summit on Cli-
mate Change in Poland (November-De-
cember 2018), a new fashion-related ini-
tiative was launched called the Fashion 
Industry Charter for Climate Action. The 
initiative contains 16 pledges with the 
broad aims of reducing greenhouse gas 
emissions in the fashion industry and en-
couraging policy changes to help combat 
climate change. While such an initiative is 
welcome, some have pointed to past fail-
ures of the industry to unify behind green 
issues. As the journalist Victoria Moss ar-
gues:

The current predicament of the fashion in-

dustry makes me feel uneasy, partly because 

I am culpable for being part of a culture that 

pushes the new in and must-haves, but also 

because the sea of bad news surrounding the 

worst practices of the industry is not new: we 

know that child refugees are being drafted 

in to work in garment production in Turkey; 

that fast fashion factories in this country have 

been paying its workers far less than the min-

imum wage; that 1 134 garment workers died 

when the Rana Plaza factory in Bangladesh 

collapsed on top of them; that farmers in In-

dia are ending their lives because they are so 

in debt to the companies which buy their cot-

ton, but also trap them into expensive deals 

to purchase GM seeds and fertilisers; that in 

Prato, Chinese immigrants work at night in 

basements ensuring luxury labels a “Made in 

Italy” cache. Not to mention the burning of 

old stock and unused fabrics, the catastrophe 
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of over-production and polluting … but still 

we want more. (2018) 

The main aim of this article has been to 
explore the main challenges facing the 
fashion industry from climate change. The 
main argument of this essay was that fash-
ion has grown to be a major industry, often 
being associated with the key excesses of 
globalisation. Fashion is often identified 
as one of the key industries responsible 
for climate change and other problems 
identified with global capitalism, such as 
poverty. Fashion has a major part to play 
in climate change initiatives and can at-
tract large-scale publicity. Fashion is of-
ten celebrated in the media and generates 
publicity across the world although little 
of this exposure ever relates, arguably, to 
climate change or UN Millennium Goal 
initiatives. While there are clothing com-
panies and key individuals working to cut 
their own emissions and promote climate 
change and international initiatives (Ab-
nett, 2015), this article has argued that the 
fashion industry as a whole has some way 
to go to promote concerted efforts in tack-
ing one of the major social and political 
issues of its day. Previous examples show 
the difficulties the industry has in uniting 
in adverse times, such as demonstrated by 
the Savar building collapse in 2013. Also, 
the sheer scale of the industry and the very 
heterogeneous sets of consumers it serves, 
means that the industry is consistently 
servicing orthodox and sub cultures, dis-
parate groups, which again may well be 
difficult to unite around fashion-related 
themes alone. This article has rather illus-
trated two climate change campaigns pro-
moted through civil society that have been 
able to encourage a range of fashion hous-
es to promote the climate change agenda.
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