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Sustainability challenges in the fashion/apparel value chain 
 
In the last several decades, the outsourcing and offshoring of manufacturing in the apparel and 
textile industries has become commonplace and as such the fashion/apparel supply chain has 
become increasingly complex and lacks transparency. It is not uncommon for small firms to 
manage between 30 and 50 suppliers. The firms/brands may know their main supplier but they 
don’t know who their sub-contracted suppliers are, and worse yet, they have very little control 
over suppliers and sub-contracted suppliers. That’s logical, because as a customer, you can’t 
‘run’ your suppliers’ businesses. You don’t have the authority and, perhaps more importantly, 
you probably don’t have the resources! 
 
So, what exactly are the supply chain challenges in the fashion/apparel industry? 
 
We take each pillar of the Triple Bottom Line (TBL) and look briefly at the challenges. 
 
Social impact 
Social impact and issues are perhaps the most visible to consumers. These issues came to light 
in the mid-90s when Nike was associated with factories in Pakistan that employed child labor. 
And unfortunately, 20 years on, they are still very prevalent. The 2014 tragedy in Bangladesh 
of the collapsed building, Rana Plaza, caught the world’s attention again. A quick look at the 
Clean Clothes Campaign list of cases shows that there are still many problems in working 
conditions.  
 
The International Labor Organization issued a declaration of basic human working rights, that 
roughly states the: 

• Right to equal pay, referred to as fair living wage as well 
• Right to collective bargaining and the freedom of association 
• Right to fair, non-discriminatory labor practices 
• Right to be free from forced, compulsory labor practices  

 
In many countries, these basic human rights are still violated and non-government 
organizations such as Clean Clothes Campaign, Fair Labor Association, Ethical Trading 
Initiative and Fair Wear Foundation work with brands to disclose, address and improve the 
social impact of apparel production.  
 
Ecological impact 
Ecological impact has been less visible than social impact, to consumers as well as those 
employed and working in the apparel industry. Apparel production starts with textiles and the 
resources and raw materials used in textile production have a huge ecological footprint. Think 
about the water, energy and chemicals needed to grow and process cotton or the oil, energy and 
chemicals needed to produce man-made polyester fibers. Polyester production produces the 
highest carbon dioxide emissions whereas cotton requires the greatest area and use of land for 
cultivation. And this is just the raw material, it still goes through wet processing, which 
requires more water and chemicals, for dyeing, washing, printing and finishing.  
 
In 2011 Greenpeace launched the Detox Campaign. They investigated the wastewater of two 
factories and identified the hazardous chemicals used in production and tied these back to 
brand manufacturers. In their 2011 Dirty Laundry report, they state: 
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“Hazardous, persistent and hormone-disrupting chemicals continue to 
be used and released, contaminating our waterways and threatening 
our livelihoods and our future.”  

 
Greenpeace identified 11 hazardous chemicals that needed to be immediately phased out. They 
openly campaigned and asked these brands to commit to the Detox program and to  ‘zero 
discharge of hazardous chemicals’. The big brands today may worry about being the next 
Greenpeace target. Committing to the detox campaign means a level of transparency that 
brands may not be open to or capable of. But hiding your head in the sand is not going to help 
either. Greenpeace sees brand managers as the place to start to affect change.  
 

“Normally, it is the brand owner that triggers the product development 
process, including research and design. Brand owners are therefore the 
best placed to bring about change in the production of textiles and 
clothing - through their choices of suppliers, the design of their 
products and the control they can exert over the use of chemicals in the 
production process and the final product.” 

 
Big brands are often the focus of campaigns because they have the largest volume and impact. 
But that doesn’t mean that others can just sit by and watch. Everyone in the industry has to act. 
 
Economic impact 
Economic impact is perhaps the most elusive pillar in the TBL. It has no visibility, or perhaps a 
negative visibility if seen through the eyes of environmental or social activists, who may target 
shareholders or company owners as being greedy stakeholders. But the TBL advocates a 
balance between all stakeholders and economic sustainability of a firm is as important as the 
other two pillars. After all, stakeholders in the ecosystem do not have any benefit if the firm 
fails to manage costs, to grow or goes bankrupt.  
 
This means that you, as brand manager, product manager, production manager, designer, you 
have important decisions to make to balance the TBL. And the nature of balance means that 
trade offs are made, if not then you’re heavily weighted in one of the pillars, or unbalanced.  
 
How do you balance the TBL? 
Becoming aware is the first step. Gain insight into your own sustainability decision making and 
that of your firm. Take the ‘Are you a sustainability hero survey’ on the our site. You might be 
the change agent for your company. 
 
 
 


