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WHO’S MAKING OUR CLOTHES?
Esther Stein

WHEN CUSTOMERS WISH TO KNOW WHERE AND HOW ITEMS ARE MADE, RETAILERS ARE THEIR FIRST PORT OF CALL. BUT HOW CAN YOU ENSURE YOU HAVE THE RIGHT ANSWERS?
Millennials and Generation Z consumers are famously discerning when it comes to production ethics. Scandals concerning poor working conditions and toxic substances have left them feeling wary; numerous activists and NGOs are now calling for greater supply chain transparency. In its 2017 Transparency Index, British campaign group Fashion Revolution revealed that the main culprits when it came to a lack of transparency were luxury brands. Adidas, Gap and Puma ranked among some of the best in terms of disclosing information on their supply chain – but even they failed to score above 50%.
Although there are still no uniform transparency rules, the will is definitely there. In 2016, nine labor and human rights organizations set out minimum standards for supply chain transparency in a ‘Transparency Pledge’ which 17 brands have since aligned to, including G-Star, C&A, Levi's and the Pentland Group. In 2015, the UK government passed legislation requiring large firms to report on how they are combatting forced labor, slavery and trafficking in their supply chains. 
Germany’s Partnership for Sustainable Textiles, initiated by the federal government, hopes to encourage fairness and further environmental protection. And the 120 European members of the Fair Wear Foundation have committed to ensuring fair working conditions. Some have taken their own initiative. Nudie, Kyuchi and designer Bruno Pieters’ Honest by are just some of the brands publishing supplier information online. Pieters even offers complete transparency: his website lists everything, from where items are made and the length of production phases to a price calculation for each product.
Fashion Revolution has adopted the hashtag #whomademyclothes to encourage consumers to demand greater transparency from brands and retailers. But how should retailers respond? For those looking to do their own research, the ‘Good on you’ app offers a useful overview of the ethical practices of 1,200 brands worldwide. The task is straightforward for those stocking more transparent names: simply ask brands to provide material that you can present at your POS, e.g., videos, posters, brochures or hang tags. If you can’t find anything on a certain label, it’s best to ask. That way you can answer your customers’ queries – or perhaps pick more transparent brands next time buying season rolls around. 
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