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How Fast Fashion Affects the Political Economy of Global Garment Production & Bangladesh’s Role
	
Summary


KEY POINTS

1. With the fast fashion model, Bangladesh has become an important production hub in the global apparel industry.

2. While global brands are much stronger economically, workers and producers in Bangladesh are experiencing cost and price pressures.

3. In the global garment manufacturing chain, costs and economic gains are not distributed fairly.
Fast fashion has transformed the global apparel industry by enabling clothing to be produced at lower costs and in greater volume. Due to low labor costs, manufacturing has generally expanded in Asian countries, and Bangladesh has become one of the major production hubs. The ready to wear sector in the country has progressed thanks to Multi Fiber Arrangement with cooperation with international companies since the end of the 1970s. Nowadays, ready-made clothing accounts for approximately 81% of Bangladesh's total exports. However, the country is generally involved in production processes. In addition, global brands undertake activities that yield much higher profits, such as design, retail, and branding.
The fast fashion system offers significant economic opportunities to Bangladesh through job creation and exports. On the other hand, poor working conditions, low wages, and the influence of global buyers over manufacturers cause problems. This policy brief examines the effects of the fast fashion system on the political economy of Bangladesh in ready to wear clothing, as well as the distribution of power and economic value. The brief suggests that the fast fashion model provides a serious economic advantage to the country, but these costs and advantages are distributed unevenly in the global ready to wear chain.
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The Rise of Fast Fashion & Global Garment Industry
Fast fashion is a business model in which new styles are produced and put on sale within a short timeframe, and clothing is manufactured quickly and at low cost. In this approach, the clothing industry differs from the traditional approach in that it is built on quicker product changes and faster production. For the International Labour Organization, the concept of fast fashion is heavily dependent on low production and particularly low labour costs (1). Therefore, major brands have turned to countries that are much more cost effective in terms of production. The majority of production is carried out by manufacturers in these countries (1).
This mode of production has also led to a significant growth in the global clothing trade. According to ILO data, global apparel exports reached 1.038 trillion US dollars in 2019. Additionally, employment has been provided to approximately 94 million people worldwide. During the same period, approximately 75% of people working in this sector on a global scale were located in Asia (1). In this context, Asia is not only an important center in terms of production but also in terms of the workforce in the global supply chain (1).
Another noteworthy feature of this business model is the rapid increase in production and consumption. According to data from the United Nations Environment Programme, global garment production doubled between 2000 and 2015 (2). For this reason, the fact that more products are sold in a shorter time and at lower costs has increased the importance of fast fashion understanding in the global industry. On the other hand, the economic consequences of this global production method are not distributed equally among countries and actors. Therefore, in addition to where production takes place within the global supply chain, it is also important who benefits economically from this production approach.
Bangladesh in the Global Garment Supply Chain
Towards the end of the 1970s, Bangladesh began to become an important center in the global clothing industry. During this period, collaborations with South Korean companies played a critical role. In 1979, 130 Bangladeshi employees received training in areas such as marketing, production and management in South Korea thanks to a partnership between Daewoo from South Korea and Desh Garments from Bangladesh. Later, some of these employees returned to their home countries and opened their own businesses or worked in different factories. In this way, they contributed to the dissemination of the knowledge and experience they gained within the industry (3).
In addition to this development, the Multi Fibre Arrangement, one of the international quota systems, has also presented a significant opportunity for Bangladesh. The system in question imposed restrictions on textile  (
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exports to developed markets like the US, particularly by large manufacturers. Companies in countries like South Korea, when faced with quota limits, have redirected some of their production to countries with less restrictive quotas (3). Bangladesh benefited from this process and has become strongly integrated into the global apparel industry. The government has provided import facilitation for machinery and equipment. Additionally, it has supported the sector's growth through export oriented production zones established in Chittagong and Dhaka (1).
After these developments, the main export of Bangladesh's economy became the ready made clothing sector. According to data from the World Trade Organization, Bangladesh's apparel sector exports exceeded $36 billion in 2024. This sector accounts for approximately 81% of the country's total exports. During the same year, approximately 40% of apparel exports were made to the EU and 18% to the USA (4). Therefore, Bangladesh is economically highly dependent on global apparel demand.
Bangladesh's role in the global apparel industry largely depends on its production processes. Factories within the country generally carry out activities such as sewing, cutting, and garment finishing. In addition, brands and global buyers usually carry out stages with more added value such as designing, marketing, brand development and retail (5). This situation has enabled Bangladesh to play an important role in the global clothing manufacturing sector. On the other hand, the country's dependence on global buyers and foreign markets has increased. In this context, Bangladesh's role in the global sector is closely related not only in terms of production capacity, but also in how the economic gains from the sector are shared.
The Distribution of Gains and Costs
Fast fashion's worldwide production model not only provides affordable production, but also reveals how power and earnings are distributed economically. Global brands and retailers have significant bargaining power over order quantities, shipping processes, and prices. According to ILO data, these purchasing strategies can have an impact on the working conditions and wages of suppliers. Shorter delivery times and competitive prices increase the cost burdens on manufacturers (4).
This situation is also reflected in workers' wages in Bangladesh. In 2023, the minimum wage in the ready to wear sector was increased from 8,000 taka to 12,500 taka per month. On the other hand, based on ILO data, the cost of living during the same period is approximately between 19,255 and 25,497 (5). This difference reveals that low production costs are also related to the low wages received by workers.
Working conditions are also an important element of this system. At least 1,132 people lost their lives and more than 2,500 people were injured in the collapsed Rana Plaza in 2013. This incident has shown the responsibilities of brands around the world on their supply chains (3, 6). Important improvements have been made in the sense of occupational safety in the following times. 
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Despite this, the purchasing strategies of global brands can affect the improvement of manufacturers' working conditions. 
In addition to these, Bangladesh is not the only negatively affected party in this situation. Thanks to the sector, the country generates significant export revenue and employs millions of people. Approximately 4.5 million people work in this field, and women constitute more than 57% of them. In 2024, exports in the ready-made clothing sector exceeded 36 billion dollars, accounting for approximately 81% of the total export amount (4). However, the fact that exports are highly based on the garment sector makes Bangladesh more dependent on global demands and decisions of major brands (4).
As a result, costs and profits are not distributed evenly in the fast fashion system. Consumers and global brands benefit from more affordable prices. In addition, manufacturers are facing delivery and price pressures. Workers, on the other hand, may face low wages and difficult working conditions (4, 6). Therefore, the underlying question is not merely about why the clothes are affordable. At the same time, this system that provides these cheap prices also determines who benefits and who bears the costs. At this point, in order to ensure a fairer system, it is necessary to evaluate not only the working conditions of the manufacturing countries, but also the purchasing strategies of global brands (6).
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