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St John‘s Debt Awareness Campaign

Spend Less and Save 
the Environment
Interview with Mrs. Make Do

Introduction

Please be aware I do not want to 
demonise anyone for using fast 
fashion stores or online websi-
tes, I have things from H&M and 
Primark, what I ask is that people 
consciously consider where they 

are buying clothes from and how 
many clothes they really need. 
Charity shops are a lovely way that 
indivduals can continue to experi-
ment with styles and not contribu-
te to landfi ll.

1. When & why did you decide to buy slow & sustainable fashion and second 
hand only?

I have always loved fi nding a 
bargain and have been brought up 
to adore charity shop shopping. 
When I was at university, 16 years 
ago, I became more and more 
conscious of the ethical discre-
pancies and short cuts that high 
street shops took to produce the 
clothes that we wore. I remember 
starting a letter writing campaign 
to all the high street shops I fre-
quented to raise the profi le of the 
ethical trade initiative and implored 
them to consider the workers that 
were making the garments that 

they made so much money from. 
That is where it started really, with 
an interest in injustice and a love 
of clothes I had to fi nd a way to 
marry the two. It was around this 
time that I discovered vintage 
fashion which really propelled me 
into buying secondhand tip to toe. 
I found I could experiment with 
styles and not break the bank. It 
is only in recent times that I have 
realised the importance of buying 
second hand due to the impact on 
the environment.

2. Was there a specifi c documentary/ conversation / article / book you read 
that opened your eyes to why this is needed?

My love of second hand fashion 
has ebbed and fl owed over the 
years but in recent years, probably 
the last fi ve years it has become 
ever more serious. It was watching 
Stacey Dooley’s Fashions Dirty 
Secrets a couple of years ago that 
galvanised me back into action and 

meant that this became a lifestyle 
choice. The documentary highligh-
ted the human and environmental 
cost of fast fashion. The fashion 
industry doesn’t bring out a new 
collection every season, fashion 
houses release new collections 
every week and as a result there 
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3. What does slow fashion & fast fashion mean? 

Fast Fashion is a multi billion dollar 
business. Labels like Boohoo and 
Misguided are leading the way now 
as fast fashion is very much an 
online industry as more and more 
of us are buying over the internet. It 
is when clothes are made cheaply, 
usually abroad (but not always as 
a number of fast fashion labels 
use factories here in the UK), the 
quality is on the whole very poor 
because the point of

the clothes is that they are worn 
only a couple of times and then 
replaced with the next trend. High 
street fast fashions brands include 
the likes of Primark or H&M whe-
re products are cheaper to allow 
a higher turn over. The more we 
buy the more we waste and throw 
away and textiles take a long time 

to decompose and make up HUGE 
amounts of our landfill.

Slow fashion is the opposite to 
fast fashion. It’s an approach that 
asks people to think about what 
they buy and where they are buying 
from. Can they recycle their clothes 
or swop their clothes rather than 
throw them away? It’s about being 
conscious when you click buy and 
consider how long the product 
will last you, can you wear it year 
after year after year. It’s a lifestyle 
decision. 
I have read a number of books on 
this topic, one of my favourites is 
how to break up with Fast Fashion 
by Lauren Bravo. It’s an easy, ho-
nest read which explores the ups 
and downs of breaking up with fast 
fashion

becomes a relentless pressure to 
keep up and an ever growing need 
for more things which creates was-
teful and disposable consumers. 
This documentary also highlighted 
to me the catastrophic impact that 
clothes have on the environment, 
the incredible amount of water that 
is needed to grow the cotton we 
use in our clothes blew me away. 
Did you know an entire sea has ne-
arly disappeared, the Aral Sea, due 
to water being diverted from the 

sea to feed the cotton fields south 
of the sea. We can not keep this 
level of production up if we want to 
continue to enjoy the planet and all 
it has to offer us.

I have read a number of books on 
this topic, one of my favourites is 
how to break up with Fast Fashion 
by Lauren Bravo. It’s an easy, ho-
nest read which explores the ups 
and downs of breaking up with fast 
fashion

4. Give us a shocking fact about the impact of fast fashion on the environ-
ment.

It takes 16,000 litres of water to 
grow the cotton needed to make 
the average pair of jeans, this is 

the equivalent of 22 years worth of 
drinking water for one person. 

5. Do you think young people are encouraged enough to buy in a sustainable 
way & if not do you think could this be taught in schools and how?

Consumerism and the buy now 
culture we live in is rarely discus-
sed within the classroom. It may 
be touched upon in assemblies 
or perhaps in a business class or 
Citizenship class but it’s impacts 
and the impacts it has on the en-
vironment are rarely mentioned in 

the curriculum. There may be some 
mention of garment workers rights 
when exploring the impacts of 
globalisation in Geography or Citi-
zenship. Environmental impacts of 
waste are mentioned obviously wi-
thin Science however I’m not sure 
how clearly the links are made with 
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6. Do you think young people are encouraged enough to buy in a sustainable 
way & if not do you think could this be taught in schools and how?

our throw away consumer culture. 
It seems that it requires individual 
teachers who are passionate about 
this topic to raise awareness with 
their students.

I do think young people are more 
switched on to the impacts we are 
having on the environment and I 
think they are more aware of the 
need for sustainable lifestyles- look 
at the climate change strikes that 
so many young people took part 
in. They are aware but I think this 
is a few rather than the many and 

large numbers are still swayed by 
the brands and the desire to keep 
up with trends and the thrill of 
something new. It requires schools 
to take a bold approach and de-
monstrate that identity isn’t about 
just keeping up with what someone 
else dictates is fashionable but 
exploring what individuals think is 
fashionable and having the confi-
dence to wear that alongside being 
equipped with the knowledge of 
how an outfit was made and where 
it came from. 

- Look at the material that it is 
made of – polyester is likely to 
make you sweat and can be un-
comfortable – always look for 
cotton or wool blend for warmth 
and quality.

- Look at the seams – check how it 
has been sewn together – does the 
stitching look and feel solid?

- What is the make of the clothes? 
– do a quick google search on your 
phone and find out about the brand 
and if it is fast fashion or a more 
sustainable brand.

- Do you really really like it? Do you 
really really need it? Will it go with 
other things I have in my wardobe? 
I ask myself these questions to 
ensure that I will actually wear the 
item and make use of it. There is 
no point in buying something that 
is just going to sit in your wardrobe 
and never be worn – that’s not a 
sustainable buying habit J

- Make a list of the items you are 
looking for – it stops you buying 
things on a whim which probably 
won’t stay very long in your wardro-
be.

7. Is it possible to go out specifically to find a second hand outfit for a special 
occasion ie do you have tried & tested vintage/ second hand stores you can 
rely on to have something appropriate?

Yes of course, the trick is to know 
your areas. Think about the charity 
shops or second hand stores and 
where they are located, identify 
some that are in areas which might 
attract celebrity or more wealthy 
clients to donate. Go to those 
places if you are looking for so-
mething fancy.

Also let your local charity shop 
manager know you are looking for 
something special/ for a special 
occasion, many of them will be 
happy to keep an eye out for you.

Many of the bigger charity shop 

chains (Oxfam) for example have 
special stores that sell special 
occasion outfits, for example 
there are a few branches that have 
second hand bridal departments – 
you can find anything second hand 
if you want to, you just have to 
know what to look.

Similarly, online is a great place to 
look. If you are looking for second 
hand bags, websites like Depop, 
vinted or Instagram pages sell 
designer goo ds – you just have 
to take a little more time and do 
you research to find what you are 
looking for.
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8. What excites you most about buying second hand?

The thrill of finding a bargain and 
also how easy it is to explore 
different styles so cheaply. Second 
hand allows you to experiment 
without breaking the bank. 

I would stress though, if something 
isn’t right be sure to recycle or pass 
it back to a charity shop – we don’t 
want it in landfill – so don’t throw it 
in the bin. 

9. Choose a favourite outfit that was a real bargain and talk us through it.

THE TOP: 
Where from – Depop
How much - £7
I just love the lace detail, it’s actual 
lace too and with the buttons on 
one side and the high neck, I just 
love it, it makes me feel like I’ve 
stepped out of the Victorian era. 

JEANS: 
Where from – Shelter Charity shop 
How much - £5.99
I find jeans really hard to find in 
charity shops however when I do 
find a pair that fit, I grab them. 
These are originally from Zara and 
fit perfectly. 

JACKET: 
Where from – charity shop 
How much - £4.99
I can’t remember which charity 
shop I got this from but I have had 
it years and I love it. It’s originally 
from H&M and fits like a dream – 
perfect for transitioning seasons 
but can also be smartened up and 
used as business wear. The bro-
ach on the jacket is from a vintage 
fair and cost me just a couple of 
pounds.
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10. Who are your 3 style icons and why?

I love Audrey Hepburn – she has 
such a classic style and wears 
everything with such grace and 
poise. 
I find that I take more inspiration 
from styles and eras than specific 
people. I love the 50’s Dior “New 

Look” style – when you have a 
full skirt nipped in at the waist. 
Anything 1950s is a winner for me. 

I do also like the preppy style as 
well – I love a blazer and shirt with 
jeans and loafers look. 

11. Is there a fashion designer who if you saw their label in a second hand 
shop you would be most likely to buy and why?

Chanel – I am desperate for a 
Chanel quilted black box handbag. 
I just love the classic shapes and 

styles of Chanel, it’s timeless and 
so stylish. 

12. Do you have any designer bargains in your wardrobe and how much did 
they cost?

I have a Chanel dress that I found 
in a charity shop up in Hale in 
Cheshire where I used to live. It 
was £25 and I remember feeling 
such excitement when I saw it. It 

such a versatile dress which can 
be layered in the winter and is 
super floaty in the summer. It’s far 
too big for me but I clinch it in with 
a waist belt and it fits perfectly. 

13. What are your top tips to try to encourage a person who has always shied 
away from second hand clothes because of the stigma some have, of them be-
ing worn by someone else first?

Most things we buy, even if we buy 
new will have been worn by someo-
ne else – think how many people 
try an item of clothing on and put it 
back. Similarly once we have was-
hed it and worn it, clothes become 
moulded to us. 
I love the idea that people have en-
joyed and loved an item of clothing 
before I get to it, there is a shared 
mystery and history that I don’t 
know about but that the clothes do 
know, as they have been worn by 
me and someone else. 

A tip might be to take it slowly, 
explore the charity shops in your 
area, get to know the type of 
clothes that are in there befo-
re you start buying. Remember, 
think about the areas that you are 
visiting and where the clothes may 
have been donated from. 

Go in with an idea of what you 
would like to buy – I always make a 
wish list as you can end up buying 
things you don’t need. Stay focu-
sed, just like you would in any other 
shop. 
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14. If someone really can’t bring themselves to buy second hand what tips do 
you have for buying slow new fashion so they can do their bit for the environ-
ment?

Again, it’s about taking some time 
and doing some research. Find out 
about how and where products 
are made from the shops that you 
buy from. Take an interest in their 
ethical trade initiatives, do they pay 
their workers fairly. 

Can you support local makers or 
brands that have been made and 
produced here in the UK. With so 
many people developing their own 
businesses now, small self started 
clothing brands are popping up all 
over the place – support these. 

15. Can you give us details of some of your best kept secret places to buy 
second hand online and also which local charity shops you can usually find 
something you want to buy?

I have fallen in love with preloved 
clothes pages on Instagram recent-
ly, be careful they are dangerous! 
But Instragram is really good if 
you are looking to give preloved 
clothes a go for the first time but 
don’t want to rifle through the rails 
in a charity shop. Pages such as @
fortheloveof_clothes_preloved and 
@the_recycle.closet. There are so 
many more, have an explore. 

I have been told vinted is great but 
I’m worried I will spend too much 
money if I sign up. 
Another concept you may have he-
ard of is clothes swopping. Pre-Co-
vid I have organised a number of 
clothes swops however there are 
a number of places you can do it 
online now. Try @swopped and 

there are lots of Facebook pages 
popping up which work via this 
concept too. 

In terms of my favourite charity 
shops, I love the RSPCA South 
East London branch here in Crystal 
Palace, I always find a bargain and 
the people in there are just lovely. I 
have found some real high-quality 
items in the fabulous Shelter cha-
rity shop too. All four of the shops 
we have in Crystal Palace are great 
– do have a look but make sure 
you leave me some bargains.

I have been told that West Nor-
wood and Streatham are also 
fab for charity shops, I will take a 
couple of trips in the next couple of 
months.  

16. Is anything else you would like to add to help other people realise that this 
is something they can do too that you haven’t already mentioned?

I would say give sustainable fas-
hion a go and enjoy second hand 
shopping, it’s so much fun and 

you are helping to save the planet. 
What more could you want? I can’t 
wait to see what you find.


