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Executive summary

There is a diminishing number of leather practitioners
operating in Australia today to an international
standard. This decline persists despite the growing
interest in and demand for Australian-designed
and made leather goods, particularly in emerging
‘slow fashion’ and sustainably driven markets.
Many traditionally trained and skilled craftspeople
are retiring, and there are few courses available
to ensure skills regeneration and preservation.
Continued dissemination of heritage skills is
necessary not only to preserve the unique technical
skills and generational knowledge carried by master
craftspeople, but to help close the gap between the
growing demand for locally made products and the
industry’s (in)ability to meet this demand.

The fellowship facilitated a month-long stay in
Florence and Pisa, providing the author valuable
insights into traditional leatherwork techniques
and practices, and the rich history and current
innovations of the world-renowned Tuscan leather
goods industry. Through qualitative and exploratory
research methods, the Fellow engaged in
observation, participation, site visits, and interviews
at various locations, including ateliers, schools,
factories, tanneries, research facilities, art galleries
and retail spaces, in Florence, San Miniato, and
Santa Croce sull’Arno (Pisa). She continued her
research in New York, where she is currently based.

With a focus on accessories production, the Fellow
identified key areas contributing to skills deficits and
the loss of leathercraft knowledge in Australia, and
the effects of these losses on broader industry. These
areas include leathercraft education and industry,

supply chain and businesses supporting the leather
goods industry, professional and governmental
support for makers, networking and community-
building opportunities, production scalability and
environmental and ethical concerns around leather
production.

This fellowship aims to interrupt the fragmented
nature of the artisanal ecosystem by incorporating
ideas and methodologies acquired by the author
into work with local and international industry. It
considers the roles traditional leathercraft practice
and innovations in manufacturing and materials
technologies play in informing future industry
developments. The fellowship also aims to identify
creative pathways to help address the present skills
gaps and support the rejuvenation of the maker
role, especially in early career leather workers
and designers seeking a viable model for local
production.

Despite the challenges facing leatherworkers here
and abroad, the passion and talent of local and
international communities of makers continues to
shine. With adequate support and opportunities,
Australian leather craftspeople could significantly
contribute to the ‘Made in Australia’ brand. They
have the potential to showcase Australian-produced
leather locally, elevate Australian designed-and-
made goods on the international stage, support local
designersthrough asharing of specialised knowledge
in materials and construction techniques, develop
valuable international relationships in education and
industry, and contribute to a more positive future for
the Australian leather goods industry as a whole.
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Fellowship Background

Focusing on key areas related to skills gaps in local
and small-scale industry and the impact of skilled
labour deficits on growth opportunities for Australian
leather goods brands, the Fellow researched the
industry from a macro perspective. This involved
considering multiple facets of the accessories
industry ecosystem and exploring how supporting
leather goods makers could positively impact the
sector as a whole.

Major themes considered in the fellowship included:

« The infrastructure around leatherwork skills
development

* The roles skills preservation and dissemination
play in design and production capabilities

» Theimpactofinnovations in materials, technology
and production methods on traditional/artisanal
leathercraft practice

+ External factors affecting the ability of the
Australian accessories industry to produce
internationally competitive leather goods

+ Alternative pathways to skills acquisition and
community building for students and early-
career practitioners given disruption to traditional
models of learning

Connecting with factories, tanneries, ateliers,
retailers, schools, and community-based
organisations in Florence, and engaging with
educators, artisans, designers, and leather goods
producersinthe US, Italy, and Australia, Franz sought
a range of opinions from professionals working in
different facets of the industry, gaining insights into

the common challenges and opportunities, as well
as the similarities and unique differences between
Australian and international markets.

With twenty years of experience in diverse roles
within the jewellery and accessories sectors,
the Fellow approached the fellowship research
through a wider lens, guided by her own experience
and understanding of the industry from multiple
perspectives. Without considering the bigger
picture, a sole focus on skills gaps and generational
knowledge loss would miss the forest for the trees.
Utilising qualitative and exploratory research
methods, the aim was to gain a holistic understanding
of the challenges and opportunities facing makers
and how these relate to and affect the industry more
broadly.

The examples that follow illustrate the interconnected
challenges within the making community, showcasing
their broader implications on the industry, and vice
versa.

» Skills-gaps lead to knowledge deficits in
construction methods, production and scaling
capability that constrain design potential and
the viability of small businesses to produce an
international-standard product onshore.

» Offshore production affects the local supply chain,
reducing the availability of best-in-class materials
and services, further constraining design and
manufacturing options for local and small-scale
producers, and providing a more limited range of
services and material choices for makers.



» DIY crafting and the YouTube phenomenon of
how-to lessons, while encouraging exploration of
leathercraft and giving rise to a large community
of hobby-level makers, can dilute or misrepresent
heritage skills and dissemination of proper
techniques and methods for making, while the
disappearance of traditional apprenticeship
and on-site learning opportunities disrupts the
passing of generational and heritage knowledge,
resulting in a deficit in professional skilled labour.

» Greenwashing and craftwashing are rife in big
marketing, confusing consumers looking to make
informed and responsible purchasing decisions,
and reducing the ability of local makers to
differentiate their product within the marketplace.

* Over the last few years, growing campaigns
have vilified the use of leather and advocated
for replacement with ‘vegan leathers’ (further
referred to as non-leather alternatives) as a
more responsible eco-choice, despite these
materials’ current reliance on petro-chemicals,
end-of-life environmental concerns, inferiority in
performance and reduced longevity. This places
the leather industry in a precarious position,
along with the unique skill sets employed by
leather craftspeople to work with the specific
material properties and characteristics of leather.

Further to this, in reading academic Craft papers,
books, and journals, the Fellow found a scarcity of
literature directly addressing leatherwork. This may
be due, in part, to the utilitarian nature of many
leather goods objects, and their ubiquity in the world
of fashion. Leather goods can sit equally well in
the realms of mundane utility, craft, luxury, fashion,
and industrial applications. This versatility subjects
both the objects and their makers to the influence
of context and marketing, which play pivotal roles in
imbuing meaning and validation.

The Fellow believes thatleatherwork s atrisk of being
left out of larger conversations currently happening
in the Craftworld. This affects leathercraft’s potential
as an acknowledged creative practice, giving it
less serious academic consideration, less space in
galleries, and stymying exploration of the wonderful
and diverse potential uses and applications of
leather as a creative as well as a functional material.

Amy Franz - Italian Australian Foundation Fellowship

While this fellowship may pose more questions than
provide answers, its aim is to highlight the common
challenges facing different sectors of the industry
and demonstrate that increased support for makers
will help rejuvenate the local industry as a whole. It
hopes to foster links to international conversations
and education opportunities, and build knowledge-
sharing pathways for the maker community.

FELLOWSHIP BIOGRAPHY:

The Fellow’s career spans two decades in various
roles with the jewellery and accessories industries.
Her journey commenced with formal studies in
gold and silver-smithing at RMIT, followed by a
role producing fashion jewellery and accessories
for leading Australian brand Mimco. Subsequently,
she co-founded independent label The Royal
Armaghedon, designing and producing high-end
fashion jewellery showcased in Fashion Week
runway events in Melbourne, Sydney, and Kuala
Lumpur, and retailed in fashion boutiques and
design stores nationwide.

In 2004, Franz transitioned to a multifaceted role

as buyer, merchandiser and product developer for
the accessories importer and wholesaler, Accent
Jewellery. Her expertise grew as she evolved
from an employee to partner, then sole director of
the company, marking a significant chapter in her
career. During this period, she developed an in-
depth understanding of importing, wholesaling,
range development, planning, buying, costing, trend
forecasting, materials knowledge and production
methods and established valuable relationships
with international suppliers and local industry
stakeholders.

Simultaneously, the Fellow maintained a craft
practice in jewellery making and, around 2010,
began venturing into the world of leatherwork,
developing skills in decorative leather techniques
such as braiding, moulding, edge lacing and tooling.
This auto-didactic approach not only enriched her
craft practice but also introduced her to a material
that ultimately stole her heart.

As her desire to return to making grew, the Fellow
also struggled to align her personal and professional
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ethics with the fast-fashion economy in which her
business operated. She observed the challenges
faced by small businesses in Australia and the Pacific
contending with the multinational brands quickly
dominating the market and imposing downward
pressure on retail prices, forcing many retailers
to adopt an ‘always-on-sale’ business model. She
also witnessed her peers in the maker community
having to compete with an influx of cheaply imported
products and navigate the constant demand for the
‘novelty of the new’ in an increasingly fast-paced
fashion environment.

In 2015, driven by the desire to pursue a career in
leather, commitment to better align her personal
values with her work, and inability to find suitable
courses for study in Australia, Franz made the
decision to relocate to New York. There, she pursued
a two-year associate’s degree in Accessories
Design at The Fashion Institute of Technology (FIT),
graduating with a GPA of 3.93, Summa Cum Laude
with honours on the Dean’s List.

Post graduation, she honed her skills at luxury
New York brand, 1 Atelier, working under a master
craftsman in the production of custom made-to-order
handbags. Subsequently, the Fellow transitioned
to a role as a freelance consultant, leveraging her
expertise to make contributions to businesses in
both Melbourne and New York, focusing on the
design, development and production of high-end
leather goods and accessories.

Franz’'s commitment to ethical considerations
within the accessories industry, profound love of
craftspersonship and keen desire to understand
the industry from both creative and business
perspectives has not only shaped her career,
but also positions her as a valuable contributor
to conversations surrounding the intersection of
traditions and innovations within the accessories
industry.

EDUCATION:

2021: MICHIGAN STATE UNIVERSITY, Michigan:
Bachelor of Arts in Design. Degree Equivalence
Based on Academic Qualifications and Professional
Experience

2018: THE TRUSTFORTE CORPORATION, New
York: Bachelor of Science in Retail Merchandising.
Evaluation of Professional Training and Employment
Experience

2017: FASHION INSTITUTE OF TECHNOLOGY,
SUNY, New York: Associate in Applied Science,
Accessories Design

2003: RMIT UNIVERSITY, Melbourne: Certificate IV
in Small Business Management

2002: RMIT UNIVERSITY, Melbourne: Bachelor
of Fine Arts, Gold & Silver-Smithing (degree not
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2001: CENTRAL INSTITUTE OF TECHNOLOGY,
Perth: Certificate Ill in Art Fundamentals

AWARDS, GRANTS, FELLOWSHIPS
AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS:

2021: International Specialised Skills Institute
Fellow, Italian Australian Foundation Fellowship

2020: Creative Vic, Sustaining Creative Workers
Grant for Leather Goods Operations Development

2017: Department Medal, School of Art and Design
for Two-Year Associate in Accessories Design, in
recognition of outstanding academic achievement.
Fashion Institute of Technology, SUNY

2015-2017: Dean’s List (all semesters), Graduated
Honours, Summa Cum Laude. Fashion Institute of
Technology, SUNY
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Australian Federal Government, Department of
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ABBREVIATIONS / ACRONYMS /
DEFINITIONS

AFC: Australian Fashion Council

AHSLEA: Australian Hide, Skin and Leather
Exporters Association

BKSS: Brooklyn Shoe Space
CAGR: Compound annual growth rate
CCS: College for Creative Studies

The Consortium: An abbreviation of the Consorzio
Vera Pelle Italiana Conciata al Vegetale

COTANCE: The Confederation of National
Associations of Tanners and Dressers of the
European Community

CTL: Craft the Leather

ECA: Ethical Clothing Australia

EU: European Union

FIT: Fashion Institute of Technology

KIAA: The Kangaroo Industry Association of
Australia

MOQ: Minimum order quantity required to place an
order

PU: Polyurethane ‘leather’ - a synthetic polymer on
a backing material that mimics a leather look

PVC: Polyvinyl chloride. Also known as vinyl, PVC
is a synthetic technical fabric made of a polyvinyl
chloride resin (chlorine and ethylene) coated to a
backing such as knit fabric, polyester or lycra. It is
often used as a cheap leather substitute in apparel
and accessories.

QC: Quality control

SLGs: Small leather goods
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Fellowship Learnings

As well as the fellowship learnings detailed in this
section, the following organisations and individuals
generously offered insights and perspectives
that contributed greatly to the author’s fellowship
research:

+ Katheleen Grevers, Director of Education; Pensole
Lewis College of Business and Design, Detroit
and Chief Executive Officer; Fashion Revolution
USA (please refer to Acknowledgements section
for full list of titles)

+ Female Arts in Florence (FAF) Gallery space and
studios

» Jimmy’s Leather Collection, San Lorenzo Leather
Market

Additionally, while in Florence, the Fellow made
the following visits to see examples of fine leather
craftspersonship:

* Gucci Museum
* Ferragamo Museum

+ C2 Contemporanea di Antonio Lo Pinto , for
the opening of the Futurespective exhibition, by
footwear designer Aki Choklat

As the author was based in New York post fellowship,
she subsequently continued her research in the
US, expanding on the themes investigated during
her fellowship period in Italy. The research was
conducted through conversations with leading
figures in industry and education, including:

« Sarah Mullins, Assistant Chair, Footwear and
Accessories Design Department; Fashion
Institute of Technology, New York (FIT)

« Tom Carbone, Adjunct, Fashion Accessories
Design; College For Creative Studies, Detroit

« Keiko Hirosue Korolev, founder and director of
Brooklyn Shoe Space (BKSS)

* Frank Zambrelli, Executive Director; Fordham
University and Chairman; Accessories Council
(please refer to the Acknowledgements section
for full list of titles)

» Attendance of the Lineapelle trade fair, New York

The following detailed fellowship learnings are
from research conducted through site visits and
interviews in Florence, San Miniato, Santa Croce
sull’Arno and New York.



Consorzio Vera Pelle Italiana
Conciata al Vegetale: Supporting
the Leather Industry

Figure 1. View of San Miniato from the grounds of Santa Chiara,
the location of the Craft the Leather workshop

Italy, Spain, Portugal, Belgium and France have
recently implemented mandatory leather authenticity
rules prohibiting the use of terms describing non-
animal derived materials as leathers. Prohibitions
include the use of terms such as ‘vegan leather’,
‘vegetarian leather’, and ‘cactus leather’, among
others, and offenders in some countries can now be
subject to fines and criminal prosecution for breaches
of regulation. User, S. (no date b) Euroleather.
Available at: https://euroleather.com/leather/
documents/1164-erica-project-report (Accessed:
17 November 2023). Implementation of authenticity
rules provides legal protection for leather, offers
greater clarity for consumers and protects heritage
leather industries. Buxton, A. (2022) Portugal
bans ‘vegan leather’ moniker, says term misleads
consumers, Green Queen. Available at: https://www.
greenqueen.com.hk/vegan-leather-term-banned-in-
portugal/ (Accessed: 17 November 2023). According
to the Italian trade association UNIC, the regulations
offer an “unambiguous indication of the materials
used and eliminate potential obstacles to proper
market operation”. lItaly obtains legal protection
for leather (no date a) Leather UK. Available at:
https://leatheruk.org/trade_news/italy-obtains-legal-
protection-for-leather/ (Accessed: 14 December
2023).
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The appropriation of the term ‘leather’ for to non-
animal derived materials has surged in recent years
with the development of non-leather alternatives
derived from materials including pineapple,
mushrooms, cactus and apple skins and has long
been used to describe petroleum based materials
such as ‘pleather’ and PVC or PU based so-called
‘faux leathers’. This trend coincides with very real
and growing concerns about animal welfare and
the environmental impact of leather production.
In response, companies capitalising on consumer
unease have employed greenwashing strategies,
marketing non-leather materials (while still
leveraging associations to leather in their names) as
guilt-free and environmentally friendly alternatives
to leather products.

Described by The Confederation of National
Associations of Tanners and Dressers of the
European Community (COTANCE) as a “deceptive
commercial practice”, the appropriation of the term
‘leather’ has resulted in a loss of business to tanners
in the European Union amounting to EU1.7 billion, or
approximately 20% of the sector’s annual turnover.
User, S. (no date a) Euroleather. Available at: https://
www.euroleather.com/news/latest/838-cotance-
calls-on-the-european-commission-to-regulate-the-
use-of-the-term-leather# (Accessed: 17 November
2023).

A majority of leathers used in accessories and
footwear production are by-products of the meat
industry. While legitimate concerns exist around
farming and slaughtering practices and the polluting
effects of leather production, claims regarding the
myriad benefits of current non-leather alternatives
are often overstated. Materials marketed as ethical
or eco-friendly substitutes for leather typically
contain binding plastic polymers or are coated in
PU to achieve a look and hand-feel mimicking that
of genuine leather. The structural variations in their
compositions, such as the ratios of natural materials
to synthetics or the origin source of plastics used as
coatings or binders (petroleum or bio-based), often
undisclosed or actively concealed through ‘green’
or ‘eco’ marketing strategies, leave end consumers
unaware of their environmental footprint.




Crafting Community in the Australian Leather Accessories Industry

Currently, a majority of these non-leather alternative
materials are neither recyclable or biodegradable,
and are incinerated or disposed of in landfill at end of
life cycle. Their durability and material performance
is inferior to leather. Sustainable material expert Dr.
Ashley Holding notes that “in essence, the majority
are similar to the plastic ‘pleather’ or faux leather,
which has been around for decades, and are
really only incremental innovations.” Figueiras, S.
(2021) Are Plant Leathers as green as advertised?
Q+A W/ sustainable materials expert dr. Ashley
Holding, Green Queen. Available at: https://www.
greenqueen.com.hk/vegan-leather-plant-based-
materials/ (Accessed: 17 November 2023).

The battle against the leather industry is justified
in many respects. Lack of transparency in the
leather production supply chain, unacceptable
and inhumane treatment of animals in commercial
farm settings, deforestation from cattle grazing
and devastating pollution from tanning practices,
especially chrome tanning, rightly concern today’s
conscious consumer. However, it remains a fact
that every cow, pig or goat slaughtered for the
meat industry yields a skin with the potential to
be transformed into a durable, natural material
boasting unique properties, longevity and beauty.
Alternatively, without transformation into leather,
these skins are destined for landfill.

How have greenwashing campaigns succeeded
to such an extent that non-recyclable, non-
biodegradable, petroleum-based and short-lived
materials now appear preferable over leather to
many customers? 1

One possible reason is the success of the fast-
fashion model in creating a desire for the new and
novel that keeps consumers buying. A beautifully
made leather handbag or pair of shoes can last
for decades if properly cared for, passed between
generations and cherished over time. This does
not fit into the fast-fashion framework of consume,
consume, consume. There is no novelty in longevity.
There is inherently less trend-driven influence in a

product designed to last years, and less influence
from ‘influencers’ in informing design. Yet even
while vilifying leather, proponents of non-leather
alternatives at the same time capitalise on the term
and its associated positive qualities, applying it to
materials that are not like leather at all.

The Consorzio Vera Pelle lItaliana Conciata al
Vegetale (further referred to as The Consortium), an
organisation based in the leather producing region of
Tuscany, provides roadmaps for positive engagement
with consumers and industry. It champions and
protects the historic significance of the vegetable
tanning traditions in the region and fosters trust in
consumers through education, recognisable quality
assurance marks, and assurance of adherence by
its member tanneries to strict production guidelines.

The Consortium provides two measures that
preserve the unique brand of Tuscan vegetale
leather; a quality mark for associated tanners,
who are required to adopt the technical production
regulations set by The Consortium, and a guarantee
card that can be utilised by makers using Consortium
associated leather in their products. This card links
to a supply chain traceability system certifying
the quality, origin and professional manufacturing
process of the product, allowing makers to express
the quality, provenance and tradition associated with
the product to their customers. Quality trademark
(no date a) Consorzio Vera Pelle Italiana Conciata Al
Vegetale. Available at: https://www.pellealvegetale.
it/en/quality-trademark/ (Accessed: 14 December
2023).

The Consortium’s regulations ensure that there is
traceability and accountability in the entire supply
chain, necessitating that all phases of members’
production are performed in Tuscany, directly from
the raw hides. In the wider industry, a majority of
leathers are sold in the wet blue or wet white state
before the tanning and finishing process is complete,
and even if one is able to trace impacts from the
later stages of tanning, it may not be possible to
verify earlier steps in the process. These

1 The author acknowledges that many non-leather alternative materials are relatively new in the marketplace and many companies
are working on reducing their reliance on polymers. The evolution of technology around these materials will surely improve their footprint

in coming years.



may include the provenance of the hide, condition
of the animal while alive, environmental impact of
the process to wet blue, including management
of wastewater, waste products and pollutants, or
working conditions of those involved in the earlier
points of the supply chain. The measures putin place
by The Consortium address consumer concerns for
supply chain traceability while also safeguarding the
local industry and the heritage practices of vegetable
tanning in the region.

Further reinforcing its support for the Tuscan leather
industry through education, The Consortium has
engaged students and tutors from international
fashion and design institutes in the “experiential
training program” Craft The Leather since 2012,
to “enhance the knowledge of Tuscan vegetable-
tanned leather and enrich the technical know-how of
designers/makers intending to work professionally
in the international fashion/product system”. Craft
the leather (no date) Consorzio Vera Pelle Italiana
Conciata Al Vegetale. Available at: https://www.
pellealvegetale.it/en/craft-the-leather/  (Accessed:
17 November 2023).
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Craft The Leather: Education,
Experimentation and Play - Love
Thy Material

Figure 2. Barbara Mannuci, Director, Consorzio Vera Pelle
Italiana Conciata al Vegetale and Promotional Activities Manager,
Craft the Leather, demonstrating different leather finishes to CCS
students

’

Figure 3. A selection of tools used to work with vegetable-tanned
leathers on master craftsman Giorgio Testi’'s workbench

1"
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Craft the Leather is an immersive journey into
the rich history, culture and materiality of Tuscan
vegetable tanned leather. An initiative of The
Consortium, this program extends invitations to
students and faculty from renowned design schools
around the world. It offers engagement with the
entire leather production process; from the initial
stages of rawhide skins through their transformation
to finished leather, innovations in vegetable tanning
processes, industry-leading technical and scientific
advancements in pollution reduction and purification
plants, leather finishing techniques, and industry
testing, research and development. The program
also invites participants to engage directly and
creatively with vegetable tanned leather, providing
demonstrations and autodidactic opportunities to
discover the material properties and characteristics
that make vegetable tanned leathers so unique and
versatile.

Through the generous invitation of Barbara
Mannucci and Diane Becker of The Consortium,
and Aki Choklat, Tom Carbone and Tina Tomicic of
the College for Creative Studies (CCS), the author
was privileged to attend the Craft the Leather
Workshop in San Miniato, Pisa along with students
from CCS. The experience included insightful visits
to Po.Te.Co, Consorzio Toscana Manifatture, and
Conceria la Bretagna, outlined in detail below, as
well as participation in a playful and exploratory
workshop led by master craftsman Giorgio Testi.
(Please refer to ‘Professional and Sectoral Impacts’
for more details pertaining to the Craft the Leather
experience.)

The Fellow conducted follow-up phone interviews
with CCS Adjunct in Fashion Accessories Design,
Tom Carbone, and Fashion Accessories Design
student, Cierra Headings, to gather insights into the
impacts of the bespoke and invitational Craft the
Leather programs on participating CCS students.

Observations from Carbone and Headings
underscored significant benefits for students who
participated in Craft the Leather programs. These
impacts were particularly notable in the following
areas: (for further interview notes please refer to
Appendix 3)

Making: Students cultivated a more profound
relationship with materials engagement and the
making process through hands-on workshops.

Skills acquisition: Students acquired knowledge
about tools and techniques unique to the
manipulation of vegetable tanned leather such as
moulding and forming, burnishing and slicking,
and surface treatments including embossing,
painting and sun exposure.

Experimentation: Experimenting outside a
structured and outcomes-based university
environment allowed students the time to
approach design through deeper engagement
with materials and construction processes. This
experimentation resulted in an elevated quality in
student output.

Technical materials knowledge: Students
gained insights into the distinctions between
vegetable and chrome-tanned leathers,
their material structures, capabilities and
environmental footprints.

Sustainability in production: Site visits provided
exposure to leather tanning and production
processes, waste management, water recycling
and pollution reduction. This firsthand experience
sensitised students to crucial considerations for
future designers in material choices, sustainable
production, product life cycles and supply chains.

Study Abroad: Students gained insights into the
unique perspective of the Tuscan leather goods
industry. Exposure to Italian history, culture and
language enriched their understanding and
provided a holistic educational experience.




Figure 4. The above are photos of creative experiments carried
out by the Fellow at the Craft the Leather workshop. She used the
surrounding natural landscape and architectural elements from
the historic building, Santa Chiara, in which the workshop was
located, to imbue the leather with texture and form. The ability of
vegetable tanned leather to accept embossing and forming are
just two of many characteristics unique to this material.

Amy Franz - Italian Australian Foundation Fellowship

Po. Te. Co. s.c.r.l. (Polotecnologico):
Industry Research and Innovation

Figure 5. A selection of leathers that have undergone the process
of vegetable tanning using different tannins, imbuing them with
differents characteristics

In the Santa Croce region of Tuscany, industries
including footwear, luxury leather goods, leather
tanneries and associated businesses in chemical
production etc, contribute to an annual production
of around EU2 billion in leather and leather goods.
Notably, 70% of the value produced is exported,
and in the broader context, Tuscany exports more
value than it imports to the region. Given the
leather industry’s substantial economic and cultural
significance, infrastructure to maintain the quality
of materials and goods produced in the region is of
paramount importance.

Polo Tecnologico Conciario (Po.Te.Co.) is a
technological hub that actively engages with
businesses, public bodies and the education sector,
particularly the University of Pisa. It conducts
research on the entire process of tanning, provides
information and certifications to the industry on
physical and chemical aspects of leather materials,
and conducts testing for businesses, especially in
the luxury sector, that may require detailed insights
into a product’s material strength, performance,
durability, colour-fastness or chemical makeup.
Given that luxury and high-performance items must
meet stringent quality standards and export items
may be subject to international market regulations
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regarding safety, environmental impact or toxicity,
Po.Te.Co. provides crucial information to the Tuscan
leather industry.

Po.Te.Co. is
“‘made up of tanning, footwear and contracting
businesses and public bodies representing
the Leather District and the Province of
Pisa. It has been operating since 2002 in
the field of research, training, innovation and
technological transfer... Its structure features:

A cutting-edge experimental tannery, equipped
with all the necessary equipment to carry out
wet processing and finishing operations;

An experimental conveyor, a structure in
which it is possible to create and reproduce
the phases of the entire footwear process;

Laboratories for the performance and
eco-toxicological control of the finished
product and analytical laboratories to
carry out determinations on water and
industrial wastewater.” Azienda (no date)
Po.Te.Co. s.c.rl. Available at: https://www.
polotecnologico.com/Azienda.htm (Accessed:
17 November 2023).

As an experimental tanning hub, Po.Te.Co has the
capability to perform the same functions as large-
scale tanneries on a smaller scale, and measure,
quantify and experiment with the physical properties
of the leathers at all stages of the process. This
includes consideration of the pre-tanning process
from hair-on skins to pickling, wet blue or wet white
stages, fatliquoring and colouring - and extends to
the tanning process, where various tanning agents or
combinations of different tannins are introduced. The
use of different tannins informs the characteristics
of the finished leather, including colour, rigidity and
reaction to light.

During her time at Po.Te.Co., the Fellow learned
about current research being conducted at the
facility and had hands-on contact with leathers
being produced and tested in the lab. She observed
and compared variations in the hand-feel, softness,

colour and scent of a number of different vegetable
tanned leathers using tannins such as chestnut,
tara, mimosa and sumac (image above).

In addition, the author viewed a leather still in
development and undergoing performance testing as
part of a University of Pisa student’s chemistry PHD
research project. In this initiative, by-products from
the sugar industry were being utilised as tanning
agents for vegetable tanning. It was inspirational
to see the challenge of industrial waste products
transformed into an opportunity for innovation in
leather production.

This research could potentially serve as a source
of inspiration for the Australian leather industry.
Exploring multidisciplinary and  multi-industry
opportunities for collaboration to utilise by-products
of agricultural production in the creation of unique
Australian leathers presents an interesting avenue
for further investigation.

Conceria la Bretagna: Traditional
Tanning for the Future of Leather




Figure 6. Different stages of the tanning process, Conceria la
Bretagna

Since 1961, La Bretagna, a family-run tannery, has
produced high-quality vegetable-tanned leather
in the renowned production region of Santa Croce
sull’Arno. They utilise vegetable tannins renewably
sourced from barks, leaves, woods and fruit and
their products are non-toxic, hypo-allergenic and
metal-free. La Bretagna stands as one of nineteen
tannery members of The Consortium and adheres to
rigorous technical production regulations.

While honouringand preservingthe heritagetraditions
of the region’s vegetable-tanning processes, La
Bretagna proudly identifies themselves as, “true
pioneers of vegetable tanned leather manufacture,
research, and development” and according to their
website, are “continuing [their] experimentation
to create more modern and avant-garde tanned
leathers. [Their] research has led [them] to focus
on the usage of new types of plants and tannins,
dyes and ecological fixings, while not forgetting the
importance of investing in human capital.” Who we
are (no date b) visit website. Available at: https://
www.labretagna.com/who-we-are.htm  (Accessed:
18 November 2023).

Amy Franz - Italian Australian Foundation Fellowship

Anoteworthy example of their commitment to merging
tradition with innovation is their development of new
leathers with novel applications, such as their water-
repellent vegetable tanned leather which exemplifies
their work in blending heritage tanning practices with
new technology.

As part of the Craft the Leather experience, the
Fellow embarked on a comprehensive tour of
the tannery and gained valuable insights into the
different processes and stages involved in vegetable
tanning, the machinery employed, various dyeing
options and different finishing techniques. Beyond
witnessing the inner workings of the tannery, the
experience provided an opportunity to learn more
about the rich history of Santa Croce sull’Arno and
shed light on the dedication of The Consortium’s
member tanneries to preserve quality and tradition in
the production of Tuscan vegetable tanned leather.

Consorzio Toscana Manifatture:
Skills Training is Vital to Industry
Health

Director of Consorzio Toscana

Figure 7. Giancarlo Papini,
Manifatture, demonstrating the use of a machine at the training
facility
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“Toscana Manifatture is a consortium of footwear,
leather goods and related fashion businesses
that supports associated companies in building
their future. It offers high added value services for
innovation, training, promotion and representation
to the main stakeholders aimed at building an
efficient and modern Tuscan fashion supply chain.”
Consorzio Toscana manifatture rappresenta le
imprese del settore moda (2020c) Consorzio
Toscana Manifatture. Available at: https://www.
toscanamanifatture.it/en/consortium/ (Accessed: 19
November 2023).

Through technical training courses in footwear and
leather goods production, Toscana Manifatture
teaches both the hand-skills synonymous with
heritage Tuscan leather goods production and the
use of machinery utilised in modern production
settings. Specifically designed to educate for
production rather than design, it serves as a vital
pipeline and provides a skilled, job-ready workforce
to footwear and leather goods companies in the
region, boasting over 90% job placement for
graduating students within sixty days.

The training space at Toscana Manifatture is
designed to replicate a real-world production
environment. It features two cutting and assembly
lines tailored specifically to footwear production,
with plans for additional cutting and assembly lines
dedicated to leather goods production in the future.
Courses are created with industry in mind, ensuring
that students not only develop hand-skills but also
gain a comprehensive understanding of production
processes and environments. This includes a
working knowledge of state-of-the-art machinery,
familiarity with innovations in production technology,
basic training in machinery maintenance and repair,
and a skill setin craftspersonship respecting tradition
and aligned with the functional needs of the industry.

Notably, Toscana Manifatture collaborates closely
with partnering businesses, allowing them to
build courses with training and learning outcomes
designed to their specific production needs. As
stated on their website, they recognise that “the
ability to disseminate artisan knowledge throughout
the territory has been the real competitive advantage

of our region for many centuries” and emphasise
the importance of knowledge-sharing, systemised
skills acquisition and craftspersonship building,
and innovations in production capability as key to
continued industry success. Toscana manifatture -
Formazione (2020a) Consorzio Toscana Manifatture.
Available at: https://www.toscanamanifatture.it/en/
training/ (Accessed: 14 December 2023).

The following is a list from the Toscana Manifatture
website of training offered: Toscana manifatture -
Formazione (2020b) Consorzio Toscana Manifatture.
Available at: https://www.toscanamanifatture.it/en/
training/ (Accessed: 19 November 2023).

Cutting course

Basic course to cut the parts of the upper, lining and
reinforcements of the shoe.

* Manual cut
» Shearing machine

* Automated CAD / CAM cut

Preparation course

Basic course to prepare and machine-assemble the
upper and lining parts of footwear.

* Seaming
* Pleating

* Quality control of finished uppers

Shoe Operator Course

Basic course for entering the footwear production
process.

* Assembly
* Finishing

Other types of training and vocational
courses:

» Design and prototyping
* Quality control
* Sneakers manufacturing process

* Manual weaving techniques



Pierotucci: Local Production in
Action

Figure 8. The factory, Pierotucci

The Pierotucci brand, founded in Florence in 1972,
specialises in producing women’s and men’s bags,
wallets, small leather goods (SLGs), jackets and
footwear. In addition to designing and producing for
their own label, they have collaborated with other
brands, including Bally, Cole-Haan, and Valentino.
Approximately fifteen full-time local artisans make up
their team, utilising a blend of traditional Florentine
leather goods production methods and modern
machinery and technologies suitable for larger-
scale production. Located just outside Florence,
their factory is attached to a retail space and is
open for tours, providing customers and tourists
with insights into Tuscan leather culture. The factory
also offers university students from around the world
opportunities to observe and learn about their design
and manufacturing processes.

During a private tour of the factory, the Fellow
observed processes for assembly including
lamination, edge painting, hot foil stamping, die-
cutting and stitching. She was also able to discuss
and gain insights into Pierotucci’s methods for
pattern-making (done both on computer and by
hand), prototyping, construction (use of fillers and
linings, treatment of outers), material choices, and
quality control (QC), the factors informing choices
regarding the set up and lay-out of the factory and
production processes for items produced individually

Amy Franz - Italian Australian Foundation Fellowship

from start-to-finish versus batch production
methods. Franz gained valuable insight into their
processes for training and upskilling artisans, the
use of different tools and machinery given different
production requirements, and the functional lay-out
of the factory and production process timelines.

Dedicated to championing the natural characteristics
of leather, Pierotucci uses approximately 80%
vegetable tanned leathers in its production,
sourcing all leathers from hides tanned in the
Santa Croce region. Artisans are trained on-
site and develop increasingly complex skill sets
over time, encompassing cutting, glueing, edge
painting, hot foil stamping, stitching, patchworking
and closing. Individuals entering the industry can
access government-subsidised internships leading
to job placement with further training obtained in the
workplace.

Diversifying areas of speciality among its workers
to create a more dynamic and versatile workforce,
the continued upskilling of artisans is crucial to
Pierotucci’s success. The segmentation of production
is typical of larger scale production facilities, where
tasks are divided among workers. For example,
one person may cut pieces for multiple handbag
styles, handing those pieces to another for glueing.
This differs from small-scale production, where one
artisan often produces a piece end-to-end.

The Fellow’s guide discussed the importance of the
following to Pierotucci’s ongoing success:

Customer Education in:

* Materials: Highlighting leather as a natural
material and by-product of the food industry,
addressing consumer confusion amid recent
pushes against leather in favour of non-leather
alternatives.

* Process: Clarifying the quality of materials used
and the time, effort, and expertise required to
produce a high-quality leather product.

* Price: Explaining the reasons behind price
differences in hand-produced and mass-
produced items.
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Fostering a Positive Company Culture to: Scuola del Cuoio: Community and
+ Retain staff. Education

* Preserve generational skills and knowledge.

* Maintain a making culture in the Tuscan region,
vital to the overall health of the industry.

Figure 9. Master gilder, Francensco, preparing a belt for
customisation, and a workspace at Scuola del Cuoio

18



Scuola del Cuoio, founded by Marcello Gori, a
distinguished Florentine leather goods artisan, is
a multigenerational school for leatherwork skills
acquisition. In 1950 Gori closed his leather goods
workshop and established Scuola del Cuoio as a
social project, imparting practical skills in leathercraft
to orphans of the Second World War to provide
pathways to employment. In collaboration with the
Fransiscan friars of the Monastery of Santa Croce,
the school found its home in a former dormitory
adorned with frescoes produced by the school of
Domenico Ghirlandaio and donated to the friars by
Cosimo Medici during the Renaissance. Today the
space is common property of Florence and rented
from the government, who maintain preservation of
the historic building.

Over the years, many notable figures have visited,
supported and purchased pieces from Scuola del
Cuoio. They include, among others, former U.S.
President Ronal Reagan, former First Ladies Nancy
Reagan and Barbara Bush, members of the English,
Greek and Japanese Royal Families as well as
entertainers Audrey Hepburn, Cary Grant, Steven
Spielberg and Will Smith. Home (no date) Scuola
del Cuoio. Available at: https://scuoladelcuoio.it/en/
content/9-history (Accessed: 13 December 2023).
Now an international school, it attracts students from
around the world who enrol in a range of courses,
studying under master craftspeople, many of whom
learned their craft at the Scuola. These masters
also produce fine leather goods that are sold in the
Scuola’s shopfront and online.

Scuola del Cuoio offers courses ranging from a
ten-week apprentice level to a twenty-week artisan
level, along with various one day and short courses
aimed at the tourist market. At the time of the
Fellow’s visit, the Scuola was preparing to launch a
new foundation in honour of Marcello Gori, aiming
to reconnect the school to its original mission of
assisting people in need. The foundation will offer
free nine-month courses in leathercraft to immigrants
displaced by war, the unemployed and those facing
disadvantage, providing them with valuable skills for
future employment.

Amy Franz - Italian Australian Foundation Fellowship

During the site visit, the Fellow observed a
demonstration by master craftsman Francesco, a
specialist gilder with eighteen years experience at
the Scuola. Francesco showcased the traditional
Florentine gilding method, applying 22-carat gold
leaf to a range of leather goods and creating
decorative designs using locally crafted ‘stamping’
tools heated over fire, bonding the gold leaf to the
leather surface.

Franz also interacted with current Scuola students.
Notably, a student from Brisabne, Australia, attending
her third Scuola course in twenty years, expressed
the challenges faced in acquiring comparable
leathercraft skills in Australia. When the Fellow
explained the areas of her research relating to skills
gaps and disruption to learning models in Australia,
the student stated, “That’s why | come (to Scuola del
Cuoio). And nothing’s changed in Australia since the
first time | came...there’s a HUGE gap in Australia to
learn leatherwork production.”

She further commented on the lack of brands selling
Australian made and designed leather goods:

“The only people | know who made top handbags
have gone out of business...they were the only
ones I've seen made in Australia that were a quality
product similar to what's made here. Kangaroo
could be our specialty but it's not well known outside
of Australia...There’s a lot of support for designers
in Australia but not for the makers - so how can the
designers be supported to create interesting and
complex designs when there is no support to train
makers to bring those creations to life?”

This encounter resonated with the Fellow’s research
on skills gaps in Australia, the need to find pathways
to skills acquisition for local makers and the forging of
a stronger connection between Australian-designed,
and Australian-made products.

Marcello Gori’s granddaughter, Beatrice, who now
manages the Scuola, emphasised that Florence
remains the epicentre of leather craftspersonship
due to its centuries-old history with leather
production. The traditions of craftspersonship are
deeply ingrained in Florentine society and provide
vital economic opportunities for the region. Both
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seasoned and emerging craftspeople gravitate to
Florence to learn heritage skills, engage in craft
practice and participate in the living culture around
leatherwork.

Despite Florence’s historical significance in leather
craftspersonship, the city has faced challenges in
recenttimes. The local industry has been significantly
threatened by a surge in competition through the
importation of cheaper leather goods and copied
products that capitalise on Florence’s international
reputation as a leather goods hub. Tourist centres,
such as the San Lorenzo Market, have become
saturated with shops selling knock-off products.

Moreover, local producers are adversely affected
by lax regulations around the ‘Made in Italy’ brand.
Within the Italian leather goods industry, the
label is no longer considered a true indication of
provenance. Recognising this, Scuola del Cuoio
has discontinued use of the ‘Made In Italy’ label and
instead uses the Scuola del Cuoio logo with ‘Firenze’
underneath, denoting ‘Made in Florence’. This shift
differentiates their products and offers customers a
stronger guarantee of production and supply chain
transparency.

The issue lies in the fact that a ‘Made in Italy’ label
can be attached to a bag that is, in fact, only partially
made in Italy. The majority of components used in
the construction of a handbag, including materials
and hardware, can be produced and assembled
overseas. As long as some parts of assembly
or finishing are completed in lItaly (for example,
the attachment of straps or hardware, or final
closing stitching), the product can sport a ‘Made
in Italy’ label. This practice raises concerns about
misrepresentation of the ‘Made in Italy’ brand and
threatens the viability and reputation of true Italian
producers. (see also Appendix 1)

Gori highlighted that many of Scuola’s customers
are aware of these challenges and appreciate the
opportunity to witness artisans crafting hand-made
leather goods. Allowing customers to see and
understand the production process - cutting, glueing,
stitching, gilding, customisation, and observing the
placement of internal materials used to form the

structure and feel of a bag - connects them to the
craft of leatherwork. Demystifying the production
process and educating consumers on the complex
skills needed to produce leather goods fosters a
better understanding of the value and inherent
beauty of the handmade product.

Brooklyn Shoe Space: Educate to
Make

In 2014, Founder and Director Keiko Hirosue
Korolev launched Brooklyn Shoe Space (BKSS),
a membership-funded makerspace located in
Brooklyn, New York. BKSS offers a comprehensive
range of resources, including classes, co-working
space, and access to equipment, tools, and
machinery tailored for professional shoemaking
and leather goods production, catering to makers
of all skill levels. Additionally, the space provides
guidance on materials sourcing and offers valuable
leathercraft resources, along with consultation
services for product and collection development, as
well as sampling and prototyping.

BKSS fosters community building and establishes
a supportive learning environment where vital
networks between industry professionals, students,
and emerging makers can be made.

In a phone interview with Hirosue Korolev, the Fellow
identified several areas where BKSS is making a
notable impact on emerging and professional leather
goods makers and contributing to the industry at
large:

Transitions in career growth and
development:

The period following graduation, early career
development, andinitial stages ofbusiness expansion
are sink or swim environments, often characterised
by challenges that demand adaptability. Recent
design graduates face lost access to studio space
and equipment and must chart a course for continued
practice. Early-career craftspeople seeking to
enhance their skills encounter a dearth of local
learning opportunities and may struggle to acquire
the knowledge necessary to realise their creative
visions. Small businesses on the cusp of expansion



must invest in infrastructure for production scaling
or seek external pathways for sampling, prototyping
and production. In recognising the challenges faced
during these transitory periods, BKSS provides
a crucial space for learning, exploration and idea
development, mitigating the risks associated with
establishing new studios and production set-ups.
Craftspeople desiring to learn, individuals exploring
business opportunities and design professionals
testing ideas for the market can all find a valuable
resource in BKSS.

Several BKSS members and students have
successfully launched businesses in footwear and
leather goods, having acquired practical skills to
produce their own patterns, prototypes, footwear and
leather goods. For those working with outsourced
production, an understanding of construction
helps to anticipate potential production challenges
and enables more effective communication with
manufacturing partners.

Access to equipment and know-how:

Producing high-quality leather goods relies on
access to the machinery, tools and equipment
integral to professional production. Financial
constraints on investment in operational equipment
and lack of technical know-how are leading barriers
to growth, and are the point at which many leather
goods producers are forced to compromise on
design, miss capitalising on scaling opportunities, or
resort to offshore manufacturing.

BKSS addresses these challenges by providing
members with the opportunity to utilise specialised
tools and machinery and gain an understanding of
their uses and applications, without committing to the
expense of outright purchase. This access introduces
students and home-studio makers to equipment that
can enhance the quality of their designs, enables
businesses to test their need for investment and
facilitates informed purchasing decisions, and
helps designers develop a deeper insight into the
processes involved in the manufacturing of their
products.

Amy Franz - Italian Australian Foundation Fellowship

Community building:

At BKSS, individuals from various industry
backgrounds and skill levels ‘rub shoulders’ in the
makerspace. Students, designers, craftspeople and
corporate professionals are able to share knowledge
and ideas and build a sense of community around
leathercraft.

Hirosue Korolev regularly receives inquiries from
industry professionals seeking potential candidates
from the BKSS community for job opportunities.
Brands are increasingly recognising their social and
environmental responsibilities and are turning to the
maker community to inform design through a deeper
understanding of making and enhanced connection
to materials. BKSS serves as a practical bridge
between industry needs and the diverse talent found
in the maker community.

Professional skill enhancement -
understanding making creates better
designers:

BKSS has been a resource for many notable brands
including, among others, Patagonia, New Balance,
Camuto Group, Coach and Cole Haan. Companies
are able to arrange private classes or send their
designers to the space for professional development,
enhancing understanding of the products they
design and informing material and construction
choices. Industry professionals who lack production
facilities also utilise BKSS for prototyping and
sample-making.

Hirosue Korolev observed that designers in
corporate roles often find their creativity constrained
by corporate directives and market trends, leading
to a loss of inspiration. Many designers return to
BKSS to maintain a connection to creative practice,
acquire or enhance making skills, or test new ideas.
The process of making reconnects a designer with
the physical product, a connection that becomes
abstracted when design and production are
separated. Reinvigorating the tangible relationship
between object and design can feed into many
aspects of the design process and help generate
new ideas and innovations that contribute to the
industry’s forward progress.
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Revitalising local industry:

Rising costs in rent, labour, materials and equipment
pose challenges for many local producers. Hubs
like BKSS play a crucial role in alleviating some
of these costs, enabling skills acquisition, ideation
and product development without the imposition of
overwhelming investments in equipment and studio
space during critical stages of career and business
development. This proactive approach contributes
to the continued support of a local making culture,
enhancing the overall health of the leather goods
ecosystem.

Health of the local supply chain:

BKSS offers a Google Map QR code linking makers
to vendors supplying the leather goods industry in
New York. This transparent information-sharing
fosters support for local suppliers and service
providers, and provides emerging makers access
to industry knowledge that is often closely guarded.
Maintaining the viability of the local supply chain is
crucial to ongoing local production. Encouraging
relationship-building between makers and suppliers
ensures the continued availability of small-quantity
purchasing and ongoing access to a diverse range
of materials and services for the local industry.
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Personal, Professional, and
Sectoral Impact

PERSONAL IMPACT:

The opportunities provided by the fellowship have
impacted the author’s perspective in a number of
ways.

The relationships developed through the fellowship
not only expanded the Fellow’s professional
network but gave her a greater sense of community
through connection to retailers, makers, designers
and community-driven organisations, as well as
educators and professionals working at the forefront
of the design, leather and leather goods industries.

Through the fellowship period, the author sought
the advice, opinions and mentorship of individuals
whose contributions to the industry she greatly
admires, and was increasingly able to effectively
communicate complex ideas related to her research.
This not only gave her the confidence to widen the
scope of her fellowship research, but had a positive
impact on her creative practice, with outcomes of
her research offering personal clarity on certain
challenges associated with navigating leathercraft
practice as a career.

Observing heritage skills in-action at Scuola del
Cuoio, exploring manufacturing capabilities at
Pierotucci, and participatingin hands-on engagement
at Craft the Leather helped the author identify gaps
in her skill set. This recognition highlighted pathways
for further skills acquisition and development.

Being exposed to a diverse range of experiences
and contributions from industry stakeholders, the
Fellow identified potential areas for personal career
diversification in the future. The research has
energised her long-term commitment to making
positive and meaningful contributions to her field.

Figure 10. The author (centre), with Diane Becker and Giorgio
Testi of Craft the Leather
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The fellowship facilitated a meaningful reconnection
to the author’s Italian heritage. It offered the chance
to enhance her ltalian-speaking skills and immerse
herself in Italian culture through visits to museums,
galleries, and sites of historic importance and
natural beauty. Additionally, the fellowship provided
the opportunity to spend quality time with her sister
Emma, who resides in Umbria, marking their first
meeting since 2018.

PROFESSIONAL IMPACT:

The fellowship facilitated the establishment of
meaningful connections between the author and
professionals, educators and makers in both Italy
and the USA. Through her research, the Fellow
gained insights into the following, which have
immediate and positive implications for her work
within the industry:

» Tuscan leathercraft techniques
* Important industry and production know-how

» Cross-disciplinary education initiatives and
membership-driven makerspaces in Italy and the
USA

+ The challenges faced by education providers in
the preservation and dissemination of heritage
skills and opportunities presented to close skills
gaps

+ The benefits an education in making provides to
design students and professionals

» Skills training facilities driven by collaboration
with industry, and providing valuable pathways to
close skills gaps and address labour shortages

» Industry-changing initiatives in infrastructure
implementation to support Tuscan tanners
and makers, such as the Quality Trademarks
and Guarantee Certificates provided by The
Consortium, and the Made in Florence tag used
by the Scuola del Cuoio

» Steps being taken by the industry to reduce the
environmental impacts of leather production

+ The implementation of laws and regulations in
some EU countries to protect leather, and the
difficulties associated with, and importance of,
preserving the ‘Made in Italy’ brand

The fellowship marks the beginning of a new
professional chapter for the Fellow. She is now well-
positioned to implement her findings and provide
practical advice in technical design, construction
methods, material choices, studio set-up, production
flow, and opportunities for maker upskilling.

In leather goods production, the Fellow has
gained valuable insights into heritage skills and
the strategic use of machinery and equipment to
enhance production capabilities at pivotal junctures
in production scaling to meet growth opportunities.
Deeper knowledge of leather production processes
andthe supplychainequipsthe authorto offervaluable
insights on material choices during the early stages
of design and prototyping. Greater understanding
of best-in-class materials for handbag and SLG
production provides an opportunity to engage with
suppliers, with the aim of increasing availability of
these products in the Australian marketplace and
promoting an international standard for Australian-
made leather goods.

The fellowship has enhanced the author’s capacity
to broaden her engagement with different facets
of the industry and foster connections between
Australian and international stakeholders. She is
already disseminating her research findings through
roles in freelance production, design and consulting.



THE BROADER SECTOR:

By gaining insights into the flow-on effects of skills
gaps across design and production at many levels
of operation, the Fellow aims to demonstrate the
need for a ‘ground-up’ approach in supporting the
rejuvenation of Australian-made and designed
leather goods.

The Fellow has identified avenues for student and
professional involvement with innovative education
initiatives, and intends to facilitate connections
between higher education design departments and
the Craft the Leather program. Additionally, she
envisions opportunities for knowledge-exchange
between the Consorzio Vera Pelle Italiana Conciata
al Vegetale and industry bodies like the Australian
Hide, Skin and Leather Exporters Association
(AHSLEA) and The Kangaroo Industry Association
of Australia (KIAA).

While the author acknowledges the formidable
challenges of kickstarting a local leather goods
industry on a large scale given market forces, rising
labour costs and global competition, she sees real
potential to ignite forward momentum, particularly
in small-scale production, sampling and prototyping
industries. These services have remained viable in
the apparel sector, and support for their rejuvenation
in the leather goods industry would carry many
benefits, including

* job creation
» opportunities for on-site skills acquisition

+ strengthened connections between craftspeople
and designers, and

+ providing designers with deeper insights and a
more tangible connection to products and their
construction processes.

The Fellow has engaged in numerous conversations
with industry peers concerning the challenges
faced by cottage-scale producers who identify
opportunities for expansion but lack avenues for
growing their business through onshore production.
This critical juncture for scaling poses many risks
to small business, financial and otherwise. Offshore
production facilities that often impose high MOQs,

Amy Franz - Italian Australian Foundation Fellowship

compelling businesses to commit to more inventory
than they are prepared for, problems with QC, and
long lead times for sample modifications contribute
to many promising emerging brands ‘falling off
the map’ during this time. Revitalising a leather
goods industry capable of supporting this phase in
business growth would not only lay the foundations
required to bolster local production but also provide
opportunities to market Australian-Made products,
contributing to the creation of more sustainable
industry growth.

In the following section, the Fellow will outline
recommendations for initiatives and engagement
opportunities among various stakeholders in
industry, education and government that could
be catalysts for positive and meaningful sectoral
change.
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Recommendations and

Consideration

Government:

1. Regulatory protection for the leather
industry:

The Fellow recommends that the Australian
government consider aligning with countries such
as Portugal, Italy, France, Spain and Belgium in
establishing legal protections concerning the use of
the term “leather” for non-animal derived materials, to
provide protection and support to Australian leather
and leather goods producers operating in a complex
retail and manufacturing landscape. (see Fellowship
Learnings: Consorzio Vera Pelle Italiana Conciata
al Vegetale: Supporting the Leather Industry)

2. Enhancing clarity for ‘Australian-Made’
leather goods:

Much effort has been made to grow the local and
international reputation of the ‘Australian-Made’
brand. However, a lack of clarity regarding the
criteria for labelling a product as such can hinder the
ability of local makers to differentiate their product in
the marketplace. Interviews conducted by the Fellow
with Italian stakeholders, and research into the
current challenges faced by lItalian producers with
the ‘Made In Italy’ brand [Appendix 1], underscore
how the erosion of the ‘Made-In’ brand poses a
threat to local makers and suppliers, sows confusion
among consumers, and has serious competitive and
economic consequences for industry. Implementing
measures to close loopholes and mandate supply

chain transparency, for example in the form of
an ‘ingredients list’ on products, would serve to
safeguard and energise local manufacturing. This
initiative could incentivise businesses to engage
more local services throughout the production
process and foster job opportunities within Australia,
while also protecting and building the national
identity of the ‘Australian-Made’ brand.

3. Establishing funding for a leather goods
makerspace:

The creation of a leather goods specific maker-hub
could provide a vital manufacturing-focused space
for recent graduates, early-career practitioners,
designers and startups. This space could cater
to those who require access to industry specific
tools, machinery and equipment but are in the
initial stages of business development, and lack
the funding or operational expertise required to
establish a fully-fledged commercial production
space. Prohibitive costs associated with setting up
manufacturing capabilities and lack of know-how are
major barriers for makers and businesses seeking
onshore production opportunities and contribute to
challenges in small-business growth.

A dedicated leather goods makerspace would
offer essential know-how and access to equipment
necessary for high-quality product development and
manufacturing. Additionally, it would

» foster creativity and innovation



» provide opportunities for community-building,
networking, and collaboration

* incubate knowledge and skills acquisition, and

* help establish crucial links between design and
manufacturing

While the establishment of such a makerspace would
necessitate ongoing government investment, it holds
the potential to attract individual and entrepreneurial
support through memberships, studio rentals and
training courses. Two industry leaders researched
in this fellowship, Brooklyn Shoe Space,New York,
and Space Tank, Melbourne, [see Fellowship
Learnings: Brooklyn Shoe Space: Educate to
Make, and Appendix 2], highlight the industry-wide
benefits of offering access, training and incubation
opportunities for early career practitioners and
startups in manufacturing fields.

The Leather Production Industry:

1. Increased engagement between bodies
representing Australian leather producers
and Australian leather goods makers:

Leather producers and their representative bodies
must actively establish channels to effectively
communicate advances in leather production
technology, measures to minimise the environmental
impacts of leather production, improvements
in supply chain traceability and new materials
innovations to Australian makers and designers.
The ability to disseminate information to industry
stakeholders and the capacity of public-facing
leather goods businesses to educate consumers
will be vital to ensure an ongoing role for leather in
future industry.

Organisations such as AHSLEA and KIAA might
consider the ongoing efforts of the Consorzio Vera
Pelle Italiana Conciata al Vegetale in its promotion of
Tuscan vegetable-tanned leather. Their model could
serve as a framework in Australia, to encourage
increased industry support, consumer education, and
the establishment of stronger connections between
leather producers and leather goods makers.
The Consortium’s community building efforts and
engagement with various stakeholders, including
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leather producers, students, education bodies,
technological and research hubs, craftspeople and
industry professionals, contributes to a stronger
leather goods ecosystem and provides vital services
in education, supply chain traceability, certifications,
quality assurances and enhanced recognition for
Consortium partners.

2. Exploring collaborative opportunities:

Collaborative opportunities could be fostered
between the leather producing industry and schools,
designers and makers. Amodest industry investment
in creative design projects or competitions utilising
Australian-made leathers, coupled with industry
funded grants or scholarships for leathercraft skills
acquisition could yield several mutual long-term
benefits. Such initiatives would:

* Promote the engagement of designers and
makers with Australian leathers

* Enhance materials understanding and know-
how among individuals entering design and
manufacturing fields

» Cultivate a culture around the use of Australian-
produced leathers, providing opportunities to
showcase Australian creativity, materials and
design

* Develop relationships with future industry
professionals from an early stage, building a
connected community of Australian suppliers,
designers and leather goods producers

Education (Promoting Skills
Acquisition and Materials
Knowledge):

1. International Exchange:

Australian design students and educators could
derive significant benefits from attending Craft
the Leather programs, through application to their
invitational program, or the development of a
bespoke Craft the Leather experience for a larger
group of study abroad students. As highlighted in
the Fellow’s interviews with Tom Carbone, Adjunct
at CCS Detroit, and CCS student Cierra Headings,
[Appendix 3] the students and accompanying faculty
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who participated in the program benefitted in ways
that have influenced numerous aspects of their
ongoing studies and subsequent careers. The CTL
programs offer valuable insights into multiple facets
of the leather goods industry, encourage materials
exploration and experimentation, actively engage
students in hands-on making practice, underscore
the importance of supply chain considerations in
design and manufacturing, and provide unique
opportunities to delve into the culture and history of
Tuscan leather production.

2. Education in leather technology and
materials knowledge:

Comprehensive knowledge of leather production
processes and the function and utilisation of different
leathers is invaluable across disciplines that utilise
the material, and is especially important for students
aspiring to careers in leathercraft, leather goods
design, or production. Materials knowledge is crucial
for informing design and construction decisions and
forms a fundamental aspect of successful product
realisation.

Considering potential barriers in accessing industry
specialists and multitude of available leathers
produced through different tanning and finishing
techniques [Appendix 4], the Fellow proposes
the creation of recorded presentations featuring
insights from experts in tanning, finishing, and
leather supply. lllustrated by physical samples
representing various stages of the tanning process
and leathers with diverse finishing and surface
treatments, these presentations would provide
students with information on the technical aspects
of leather production and opportunities for tangible
exploration of different leather types, their properties,
characteristics, functions, and potential applications.
Developing a class on leather technology and
materials knowledge driven by industry expertise
would ensure the dissemination of accurate and
current information. Recording it as a presentation
would enable widespread access across various
fields of study within educational institutions.

3. Educator upskilling:

Continued professional development and upskilling
of educators in patternmaking and construction

methods are essential to ensure the high quality
of skills dissemination. There is currently an
underrepresentation of international-standard tuition
in leather goods accessory design and construction
within design courses in Australia.

Suppliers:

An increase in the availability of best-in-class
materials used in the construction of leather goods
accessories would assist Australian makers and
manufacturers in the production of internationally
competitive goods. Moreover, improved access
to these materials would introduce students,
craftspeople and local designers to new methods for
construction.

Currently, many of these products must be imported
from overseas, require MOQs too large for small
enterprise investment and are costly to ship. These
materials encompass the fillers used in handbag
and SLG constructions to provide structure, support,
drape, resilience and hand-feel and include bonded
leathers/Salpas and microfibers in a range of
thicknesses, self-adhesive non-woven interfacing
fabrics, chip and self-adhesive foams, along with oak
tag pattern paper, used internationally for pattern-
making in sample and production rooms.

Craft Victoria:

The Fellow’s research revealed an
underrepresentation of leathercraft in craft writing
and exhibited work. Currently, the Craft Vic website,
www.craft.org, categorises members working
in leather under the Textiles medium. To foster
increased engagement between the Craftworld and
leathercraft practitioners, the Fellow recommends
that leather be represented as a stand alone
medium. This adjustment would help draw attention
to the diverse potential of leather as a material in
craft practice.

Moreover, enhancing the representation of
contemporary leathercraft practitioners, particularly
those working outside footwear, in exhibitions
and craft spaces would significantly increase the
exposure of leathercraft to a wider audience. Broader
representation would not only showcase traditions


http://www.craft.org

and innovations within leathercraft practice but could
serve as a catalyst for future innovations in the field.
Deserving particular consideration are craftspeople
working with vegetable-tanned leathers, which offer
unique manipulation possibilities exceptionally well-
suited to craft practice.

The Australian Fashion Council:

As the peak body for the Australian fashion industry,
The Australian Fashion Council (AFC) possesses
a distinctive capacity to elevate the visibility of
accessories and leather goods producers in both
local and international markets. While considerable
attention has been directed towards Australian
design, augmenting support for local production
opportunities would significantly contribute to the
AFC’s aim of guiding the “just transformation of
[the] industry to a socially, environmentally and
economically prosperous circular economy by
2030”.Home (2023) AFC. Available at: https://
ausfashioncouncil.com/ (Accessed: 16 December
2023).

To realise these ambitions, the AFC must more
actively engage and support local producers.
Initiatives like the Australian Fashion Trademark logo
and campaign can play a pivotal role in amplifying
the representation of Australian-made products and
supporting a local making culture. Furthermore,
aiding designers in sustaining local production during
critical business scaling phases will not only fortify
the sector, but also revitalise onshore manufacturing
options and contribute to long-term resilience and
industry growth. (see Appendix 5)

Further Considerations:

$4 million from the 2023/2024 Victorian budget has
been allocated to support the accreditation body
Ethical Clothing Australia in their ongoing work in
the clothing, textiles and footwear sectors. Farrell,
J. (2023) More funding to support ethical textile
manufacturing, Manufacturers’ Monthly. Available
at:  https://www.manmonthly.com.au/more-funding-
to-support-ethical-textile-manufacturing (Accessed:
14 December 2023).
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Ethical Clothing Australia provides certifications to
businesses in the aforementioned sectors through
an auditing process that ensures that stringent
conditions around work, wages and manufacturing
operations are met throughout the full Australian
supply chain. To the author’s knowledge, no leather
goods producers outside of footwear are currently
certified by Ethical Clothing Australia. Australian
accessories producers could seize the opportunity
for accreditation to stake a place in the ethical
fashion landscape, differentiate their products
within the marketplace and leverage the positive
associations of an ECA certification.
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Conclusion

Considering the leather goods industry as an
ecosystem, the Fellow’s research highlights the
imperative for a holistic approach to its rejuvenation.
Australian educators, government and industry
bodies, designers, leather-producing industries and
goods and services supply chains can all play a part
in supporting and elevating leathercraft practice in
Australia. By skilling a community of makers, local
manufacturing capabilities can be bolstered, leading
to job opportunities, reinforcing local supply chains
and leather-producing industries, promoting the
Australian-made brand and fostering a dynamic
relationship between Australian design and
production.

Amid growing consumer demands for locally
sourced, sustainable and ethically made products,
the present moment calls for strategic investment in
the future of local leather goods production and the
craftspeople who breathe life into design. The title of
this paper reflects the core findings of the Fellow’s
research: In order to build new infrastructure
around leatherwork skills development, disseminate
knowledge, revive a local making culture, enhance
the viability of Australian leather goods production
and showcase local talent to international markets,
we must endeavour to ‘craft a community’ in which
stakeholders from all facets of the sector engage in
a shared vision for the future of the industry.
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Appendices

Appendix 1: Enhancing clarity for
“Australian-Made” leather goods

Made in Italy?

In the renowned leather region of Tuscany, both
leather production and the leather goods industries
contribute significantly to the Italian economy.
However, despite deserving cultural, regulatory
and economic protection, cheap imported products
and an influx of counterfeit goods pose significant
challenges to local industry. Loopholes in defining a
‘Made in Italy’ product dilute the historic reputation
of Italian craftspersonship, jeopardise local
employment, obscure the supply chain and sow
confusion among consumers.

Global competition and the prevalence of cheaper
products, often assembled offshore but still bearing
the ‘Made in Italy’ label, create a complex landscape
for local producers. Staying competitive, justifying
continued local production and differentiating their
products in the marketplace become increasingly
difficult.

An article titled “Made in Italy: What does the label
mean for ltalian fashion?” from 2020 highlights the
economic power and increasingly murky nature
of the ‘Made in lItaly’ brand. According to Deborah
Lucchetti of Abiti Puliti in Genoa, “the concept of
‘Made in Italy’ is often imaginary, it’s a rhetoric — what
is ‘Made in Italy’? If | produce in Italy the creative
part but then the final product could be made in
Albania or Serbia...It's a diluted concept that sells
the idea of a territory and its history but actually
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it has a fluid and weak connection with the ltalian
territory nowadays.” ‘made in Italy’: What does the
label mean for Italian fashion? (no date) Europe - All
The Latest News. Available at: https://newseu.cgtn.
com/news/2020-02-28/-Made-in-ltaly-What-does-
the-label-mean-for-Italian-fashion--Opc9giYEla/
index.html (Accessed: 13 December 2023).

This dilution was starkly evident at the three
hundred-year-old San Lorenzo Leather Market, a
maze of leather goods vendors and tourist hub in the
heart of Florence. The Fellow, during two visits to the
market, engaged with a number of local producers
who shared the difficulties they encounter with the
erosion of the ‘Made In Italy’ brand:

» Customer Confusion: The ubiquity of the ‘Made
In Italy’ label in the market caused confusion
among customers.

« Visibility: Amongst a myriad of knock-off and
counterfeit products, standing out was challenging

* Design Copying: Original designs were
susceptible to  replication by  offshore
manufacturers

* Pricing Justification: Difficulty in convincing
customers of the value of a fully Made-in-Italy
product in comparison to cheaper products
manufactured partially or entirely offshore but
still sporting a ‘Made in Italy’ label

» Design Pace: Aninability to produce new designs
at the rapid pace dictated by trend-driven fast-
fashion
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These challenges faced by the Italian leather goods
industry serve as a cautionary tale for the emerging
focus on Australian-designed and Australian-made
products. Government and industry bodies need
to provide clarification and increase consumer
education regarding what truly constitutes a ‘Made In
Australia’ product to help safeguard the authenticity
of the Australian national brand. This approach will
not only foster rejuvenation of local industry but
also support the viability and reputation of local
production, essential for the future of the industry.

Appendix 2: Establishing funding for
a leather goods makerspace

Space Tank, Melbourne:

Space Tank, based in Coburg, Melbourne, is a for-
profit social enterprise and leading manufacturing
incubator and makerspace that successfully
demonstrates the many benefits that early career/
startup support can deliver. Over the last decade,
it has helped hundreds of early-stage innovators,
product designers, and manufacturing startups
by providing access to machinery, long-term and
flexible studio rent, collaborative opportunities and
skills training courses.

While there is existing focus on and support for
Australian designers, there is a clear need for
increased support for producers who connect
Australian design with Australian manufacturing.
Creating career and business development pathways
for leather goods producers through a making
hub has the potential to generate benefits across
many facets of the industry, and will contribute to
the establishment of a strong national identity for
Australian leather goods.

Appendix 3: International Exchange

Tom Carbone and Cierra Headings Interviews Notes:

College for Creative Studies Detroit (CCS) programs
prioritise design and offer limited instruction in
materials and craftspersonship. However, at their
core, CCS programs advocate that individuals who
acquire skills and hands-on making experience know
better how to design. The fast-paced nature of design

programs can hinder structured time for in-depth
experimentation and the development of a tangible
relationship with materials. Consequently students
may traverse design programs without realising an
untapped talent or passion for craftspersonship.

Carbone, an instructor in both footwear and handbag
construction, accompanied freshman, sophomore
and junior year students to the Craft the Leather
(CTL) program and saw significant benefits to
students, as outlined in the Fellowship Learnings,
resulting from their participation. The bespoke CTL
program 2022 (attended by the Fellow) ignited in
many attending CCS students a proclivity for making
through immersion in hands-on experience with
vegetable tanned leather.

CTL provided a valuable opportunity for materials
exploration and departure from formal learning
formats. Carbone observed that many students
had to break away from the university mindset to
engage with materials free from an outcomes-based
approach. Creative experimentation encouraged
students to consider design from new perspectives,
leaving a lasting impact on their subsequent work.

A participant in the invitational program, Craft the
Leather 2023, Headings joined an international
cohort of students from countries including Romania,
Iceland, Mexico and China, many of whom were
studying in fields outside accessories design and
came from different making backgrounds. The
multi-disciplinary environment exposed Headings
to varied approaches to materials engagement,
sparked new avenues for exploration and inspired
the design of her 2024 graduating collection. Opting
to work with vegetable-tanned leather and applying
construction and surface treatment skills acquired
during the program to this collection, she highlighted
in the interview the profound impact increased
materials knowledge had on her making process
and subsequent design direction.

Carbone also emphasied the importance of the in-
depth materials knowledge disseminated through
the CTL program, where students gained insights
into leather tanning and production processes and
the uses of vegetable-tanned leather. Students often



employ aesthetics of fashion in their approach to
design, construction and material choices, and in a
typical design education will encounter a vast array
of materials without a comprehensive understanding
of their composition, technical specifications,
performance, provenance or supply chain. Instilling
materials knowledge and consideration at the early
stages of learning is crucial to foster responsible
production practices for future designers and
makers.

Appendix 4: Education in leather
technology and materials
knowledge

Materials Education:

The world of leather is rich with a variety of tanning
and finishing processes, each imparting distinct
properties and characteristics to the material.
Leather undergoes different tanning processes
such as vegetable tanning (utilising various tannins
choices), chrome tanning, or re-tanning (these can
be combinations of vegetable and chrome tanning).
Sourced from different animals, and available in
different grades and thicknesses, leathers may
be drum or top dyed, and subject to an extensive
array of finishing treatments, ranging from aniline to
pigmented, painted, embossed, flocked, or coated in
resins, waxes or polyurethane.

Different leather goods, be they belts, handbags,
shoes or SLGs, require the use of specific parts of
the hide for construction (refer to the image below).
Understanding the suitable leather choice for
construction is a crucial element for realising design
intent and can be guided by factors such as style,
construction method, desired hand-feel or drape,
functional requirements or the product’s intended
end use.
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Figure 11. Different cuts from a hide are used in the construction
of different types of leather goods. Image sourced from: Leather for
belt making: How to choose the best? (2022) BuyleatherOnline.
Available at: https://buyleatheronline.com/en/blog/vegetable-or-
chrome-leather-for-belt-saddle-and-harness-n12 (Accessed: 13
December 2023).

Appendix 5: Australian Fashion
Council

The Australian Fashion Trademark and Campaign:

In 2022, The Australian Fashion Council launched
the Australian Fashion™, a significant initiative
supporting Australian designers and producers.
Boosted by a $1 million grant from the 2021 Australian
federal budget, this fashion certification trademark
recognises the growing interest in Australian made
and designed products, underscores the importance
of local supply chain support and recognises the
economic opportunities presented in creating a
strong international voice for Australian fashion.

According to a Statista market forecast, the
accessories market in Australia is estimated at
US5.16bn in 2023, with a projected growth rate of
5.39% annually (CAGR 2023-2026). The forecast
highlights an increasing demand for eco-friendly
accessories as Australian “consumers prioritise
sustainability and ethical production” Accessories -
australia: Statista market forecast (no date) Statista.
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Available at: https://www.statista.com/outlook/cmo/
accessories/australia (Accessed: 16 December
2023).

Moreover, areport from Mordor Intelligence identifies
the Asia-Pacific region (China, Japan, India,
Australia and the Rest of Asia-Pacific) as the fastest-
growing market for the fashion accessories sector.
Australia’s geographical proximity to key international
markets positions it to seize opportunities capitalising
on the strong projected growth in the region. This
presents a valuable opportunity to establish a
recognisable and internationally desirable brand for
Australian-made and designed leather goods.

Fashion Accessories Market Size

Fashion Accessories Market
Market Size
CAGR Base Year For Estimation 2022

Study Period 2018-2028

CAGR
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Major Players
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#M
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Figure 12. Image sourced from: Fashion accessories - market
size & industry statistics (no date) Fashion Accessories -
Market Size & Industry Statistics. Available at: https://www.
mordorintelligence.com/industry-reports/fashion-accessories-
market (Accessed: 16 December 2023).

The current underrepresentation of Australian-made
leather goods and accessories on the Australian
Fashion™ website, www.australianfashion.
org, highlights the need for enhanced focus and
investment in this sector of the fashion industry. As
of writing, the ‘Bags, Wallets & Luggage’ section
of the website includes only three designers and
two brands featuring Australian-made products.
Buy australian made fashion brands: Australian
FashionTM (no date) Australian Fashion. Available
at: https://australianfashion.org/brands/brands-with-
australian-made-products/ (Accessed: 16 December
2023).

Underscored by this is the need for increased
support for Australian leather goods producers
through the Australian Fashion logo and campaign.
Increased visibility for the leather goods industry
has the potential to fortify the sector, open avenues
for growth and more fully represent the Australian
Fashion Trademark’s vision to “define Australian
fashion, [and sell our] unique vision and progressive
values to the world”. Australian Fashion Trade
Mark & Campaign (2022) AFC. Available at: https://
ausfashioncouncil.com/program/australian-fashion-
trade-mark-campaign/ (Accessed: 16 December
2023).
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