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In August 2019, days before the G7 met in Biarritz, Emmanuel Macron and Kering's François-Henri 

Pinault stood in the Élysée Palace and unveiled the Fashion Pact. Thirty-two companies signed, with 

luxury houses and fast fashion chains among them. Two years later in Glasgow, the UN's Fashion 

Industry Charter raised the bar again. Signatories would set science-based targets or halve their 

emissions by 2030. They would reach net zero by 2050, and they would get coal out of their supply 

chains before the decade was out. 

By Glasgow, interest rates were near zero. A pledge cost about as much as the press release 

announcing it. 

Climate Week opens in New York on Sunday, and the industry will be back at the podium. But before 

anybody unveils a fresh target, somebody ought to check on the old ones. 
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The Report Card 

Deutsche Welle, the German news service, did some of that checking. It reviewed 468 sustainability 

commitments from 17 major apparel brands. Among goals whose deadlines had already passed, the 

brands met about half and missed about a third, and the rest couldn't be clearly assessed. A third of 

all the commitments carry deadlines after 2025, many of them pinned to 2030 or 2050, where nobody 

can grade them yet. 

The emissions data lines up with that. The Apparel Impact Institute reported recently that industry 

emissions rose 6.3% in 2024, after a 7.5% jump in 2024. Meanwhile, the number of apparel companies 

with science-based targets set or committed passed 700. 

Last month, the Financial Times reported that fashion companies are scaling back or abandoning 

some of their environmental ambitions as economic pressure mounts and profitability takes priority. 

And Then There are Costs 

I've spent more than four decades around apparel sourcing, and I know what the last eighteen 

months did to a buyer's cost sheet. The average tariff on U.S. apparel imports reached 35.1% last 

December, up from 14.7% in January 2025. In February, the Supreme Court struck down one set of 

duties, and a new set followed. So goes the tariff merry-go-round, but then came the blockade of the 

Strait of Hormuz. Energy prices soared, and polyester, which starts as petroleum, went up with them. 

Shoppers had no appetite to absorb any of it. Fashion executives told CNBC, the cable news station, 

this spring that most consumers, squeezed by the cost of living, won't pay a sustainability premium. 

The same executives ranked margin and cost pressure as the second-biggest force shaping their 

business in 2026, behind only trade disruption. H&M's former CEO said the energy shock has pushed 

environmental and social issues down companies' priority lists. 

Let’s see: put yourself in a CFO's chair with that set of numbers. The renewable power contract for a 

Tier 2 dyehouse, the recycled fiber premium and the sustainability team's headcount are costs that no 

shopper sees and, in the United States, no regulator asks about. When the margin has to come from 

somewhere, it comes from there first. Anyone who has ever defended a P&L in this business 

understands the logic, and I do too. 

What I can't excuse is how those promises were written. The 2030 pledges came with dates and 

percentages and almost nothing about cost, and nothing I've seen addressed what would happen in a 

year when duties doubled and freight jumped the shark. Commitments made in good times assumed 

good times would continue. Economic necessity broke the promises, but the people who wrote them 

knew the risk when they wrote them. 

Who Pays for a Broken Promise 

Somebody always pays for a broken promise, and in apparel it usually isn't the company that made it. 

Bangladesh built 284 LEED-certified garment factories, many of them to rebuild the industry's image 



after Rana Plaza. Indeed, The Business Standard quoted Bangladesh business leaders in August, who 

claimed buyers don't pay a penny extra for a certified factory. The mills carried that investment 

through the same tariff and energy shocks their customers are now using to justify pulling back. 

Shoppers who paid a little more for a hangtag claim are also left holding a commitment that has 

quietly lapsed. 

Some brands have held on. The Business of Fashion reported recently that H&M and Kering have each 

cut emissions by more than a third, while most of fashion's biggest names remain behind the 

schedules they set for themselves. For sure, the two companies are very different businesses, but both 

kept at it through the same bad years as everyone else, which suggests the targets weren't impossible 

for a company willing to fund them. 

Brussels Is Keeping Score 

Europe, meanwhile, has stopped treating these promises as voluntary. The EU's ban on destroying 

unsold clothing and footwear took effect for large companies on July 19. On September 27, the day 

Climate Week ends, new rules on environmental claims start to apply across the bloc, and companies 

making climate commitments with far-off deadlines may face stricter scrutiny under them. A 2019 

promise written in a good year can now become the subject of a regulator's inquiry in a bad one. 

So I have a request for the executives flying into New York next week. If a target no longer fits the 

budget, take it down and say why. Economic necessity is a reason people in this industry will accept, 

because most of us have lived through it. A 2030 goal left up on the website after the money behind 

it is gone is how a hard business call turns into a greenwashing case. 

The next round of promises should come with a budget attached. And somebody at the podium 

should admit that the budget is going to be tested. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 



 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 



 



 


