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The EU Tanning Industry – an Economic Overview



Livestock Products – Co-Products – By-Products



What about 
other inputs?

- Chemicals

Some are by-products of 
other activities (fatliquors, 
degreasing agents, chromium, 
veg tannins, enzymes, 
polymers, casein …)

and…

- Water ...



Leather – from farm to fashion



How to deal with the leftovers?



Residues from leather-making

UNIC Sustainability Report 2018



Gelatine, Collagen, tallow, fertilisers, soil conditioners, 
Leatherfibreboard, and much more 

Residues that have a use:
- In the food & feed sector or in pharmaceutics and food tech -> food grade

non-tanned splits and shavings

- As fertilisers or soil conditioners -> fleshings, shavings, trimmings,
cuttings … or recovered hair and sludge from the beamhouse operations

- For stiffeners or leatherfibreboard -> tanned cuttings and trimmings



… or recycled as Chemicals:

Shavings directly recycled in the tannery:
Together with biomass, the retanning agent X-Biomer is 
produced:

https://youtu.be/HGOIvxe6lhQ

Lanxess-Invite-Heller Leder Pilot Plant

https://youtu.be/HGOIvxe6lhQ


… and the effluents?
CLUSTERS
In Italy:

1.Aquarno wastewater treatment plant receives about 3.600.000 m3 of industrial water

emissions per year, with a pipeline send 100.000 tons of sludge per year to Ecoespanso

plant that recover the sludge for the construction sector

2.Cuoiodepur wastewater treatment plant receives about 1.700.000 m3 of industrial water

emissions per year and it recoveries its sludge as fertilizers

3.Chromium recovery plant: plant located in the Tuscan industrial cluster receives yearly

until 70.000 tons of exhaust chromium from the tanneries and regenerate them to re-use

in the cluster

4. Arzignano Acque del Chiampo treats the wastewaters of the tanning cluster and SICIT

valorizes non-tanned trimmings, fleshings and cuttings into bioproteins and fertilisers

In Portugal:

1. Alcanena’s collective wastewater treatment plant and chromium recovery & treatment

plant SIRECRO recycles the chrome in the separately collected effluents of the cluster’s

tanneries

In Spain:

1. The Igualada collective wastewater treatment plant is a modern efficient plant treating the

effluents of 28 tanneries.



… and what about the end of life of leather?

‘Petit h’ - Hermès



Conclusion

• Leather is the result of the recycling of a slaughterhouse leftover

• Tanneries in Europe tend to maximise the use of valuable matter

• Tanning inputs other than hides and skins are often by-products

• Solid and liquid residues from leather production can be valorised 

• Leather is a durable material and products designed to last and to be 
repaired, made with leather are often re-used (second hand)

• Leather of articles at their end of life might, after dismantling, find a 
new life

• Leather is substantially a circular economy product



Thank you!

Note: Most graphics extracted from “The Framework for Sustainable Leather Production, Second Edition – UNIDO”  


