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This fall, H&M offered one of its best deals yet: a simple black- and-white striped stretch cotton dress for $6.95. 

No, that isn't a typo. It was a very affordable dress. 

Canadians scooped up 3,600 of the short, sassy garments and while it was priced as an incentive to get people into the store, it did in fact yield a small profit, says Emily Scarlett, public relations manager and spokesperson for H&M in Canada. 

Whether or not the $6.95 dress signals a new low for fashionable garment pricing, it highlights the fact that trendy clothes come cheap these days, especially if you're shopping at H&M and its competitors Joe Fresh, or Forever 21. 

So, how do they do it? Retail consultant Anthony Stokan says the $6.95 dress is a "blip on the radar" in terms of its "astronomically fabulous price point," but that there are profound changes happening in retail on a global scale, of which H&M is a part. 

"Retailers and brands have become considerably more efficient in everything they do," says Stokan, author of the book Naked Consumption. Companies are producing good quality items on mass like never before, and selling them to an ever-expanding global middle class. 

Because of scale and efficiency, prices are low. Sometimes really low. 

That's a good thing for fashionistas taking their cues from celebrities, who change their clothes faster than you can say "paparazzi." 

Zack Taylor, the celebrity blogger sometimes referred to as Canada's Perez Hilton, says celebrities change outfits at least twice a day if making a public appearance to avoid looking "cheap." 

"Can't get stuck wearing the same thing," he writes in an email. 

The media will spot a repeat instantly (Nicole Ritchie and Victoria Beckham are amongst those who have been busted). 

At Zara and H&M, savvy shopper Karolina Jablonska-Perraud looks for garments that stand out for quality or style - for example, a $70 trench coat with ruffled detailing that she bought recently. 

She says some things, like suits and cashmere sweaters, are better purchased at more expensive stores such as Banana Republic or Club Monaco, her other two favourites. 

Last summer, Jablonska-Perraud, 28, bought four light cotton dresses from H&M and Old Navy, spending between $20 and $50 each. 

By the end of the summer they were showing their age - some of the elastic string was unravelling, the fabric was becoming rough with those pesky little balls that appear after washing. 

But she never meant for the purchases to be a long-term commitment. 

"Usually for those kinds of things I don't even consider really whether or not I'll have them around for next summer," she says. "If I do, great. If not, because they were so cheap it almost doesn't really matter." 

In recent years, Sandra Tullio-Pow, director of the fashion master's program at Ryerson University, says she has found herself thinking more about fashion's environmental implications. 

After a season of wear, she asks, where will the trendy $6.95 dress go? 

"It's going to go Goodwill, maybe it will get another few seasons from some teenager wearing it to her prom or whatever, but where's it going to go after that?" 

Tullio-Pow cites a recent American Association of Textile Chemists and Colorists Review article she used in a textile course, which sets out in stark figures the amount of textiles consumed today. 

The sheer volume of fabric used worldwide has skyrocketed in the past 100 years. 

In 1900, the world's population of approximately 1.7 billion people consumed five pounds of fibre (at the time, cotton and wool) each per year. 

"You wore it out or you used it up or you made rags out of it, but there was a purpose for everything," Tullio-Pow says. 

Today, there are 6.6 billion people in the world and each uses about 20 pounds of fibre a year, including synthetic fabrics - and Americans consume 80 pounds. 

Tullio-Pow worries fashion is becoming wasteful. "We don't need seven pairs of jeans in our closet," she says. "But how many do you have? How many pairs of black pants do I have?" 

Stokan, however, doesn't think a landfill emergency is on the horizon. "I think very little clothing ends up being thrown out, unless it's fallen apart on you," he says. 

Instead, people give used clothes to their friends and loved ones, and to clothing drives. Some companies send old clothes to disaster relief areas and developing countries. 

Jablonska-Perraud brings her old clothes to drop-off boxes at Goodwill, the Salvation Army or Value Village. 

Even if something no longer fits or suits her, she says, "I feel like most of my clothes are still in good working order."
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