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The Machine Minder
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Is there anything special about tannery engineers? Ask around
the tannery and you will probably get a variety of different
answers. Some may tell you that the only skilled technicians

that will work in tanneries are those that can’t find a cleaner,
more rewarding industry that will take them. Some may say that
only the most cynical and bloody-minded individuals can
survive. Others may hold the opinion that tannery engineering,
in essence, is no different from many other process industries.
Everyone is entitled to their own viewpoint, but having spent
a dozen or so years in the trench warfare of UK and European
tannery maintenance, my opinion is that a good tannery
engineer needs a mix of three basic qualities—a wide ranging
basic technical education, an ability to maintain good
engineering standards in sometimes harsh and unpleasant
working conditions, and an understanding of what leather
production is all about. Take any one of these factors away and
the individual will never be of much use. Furthermore, the best
way to achieve this ideal mix is to train these engineers in the
tannery itself.

The end of an era
In developed countries, the background of most people

working in tannery engineering would normally have been a
transfer from another industry. Heavy industry in the past
usually operated a conveyor-belt production line of engineering
apprentices far in excess of their actual requirements, who were
used as supplementary cheap labour and often moved on when
their training was complete. Large nationalised industries
typically operated excellent, wide-ranging, five-year
apprenticeship schemes, although in industries such as
shipbuilding these were restricted by demarcation between the
various trades. Sadly, such apprenticeship schemes did not
survive the relentless march towards privatisation as heavy
industry contracted, and those that were trained through this
route are now in the final decades of their working careers.
Technical training became more specific to particular industry
sectors, and often incorporated college training through block-
release or day-release. On the positive side, training moved
towards producing the multi-skilled technician rather than the
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old manual tradesman, but there were negative aspects as well.
Financial pressure reduced apprenticeships to four and even three
years duration, and the skills that were not specifically required
by the sponsoring company went by the board. Most engineering
technicians trained in the last 20 years or so have tended to be
specialists in their original industries, with fewer and fewer
transferable core skills. Consequently, the leather industry has
had less and less opportunity to ‘poach’ suitable engineers from
other sectors. And, although the contraction of the tannery
sector should have offset this problem, as experienced men came
onto the labour market when their tanneries closed down, this
actually only worked in areas where there was a cluster of
tanneries—as it was hard to persuade people to relocate in order
to continue to work in an industry where they had just been
made redundant.

A master of all trades

Tannery engineering requires a wide skill and knowledge base
because of the range of machinery that is found. On the process
side there are steam raising and distribution machines, extensive
water pumping systems, and effluent treatment plants—each of
which are specialised areas in themselves. As regards individual
machines, these range from massive rotating process vessels with
automated feeding and discharge systems, through a strange
variety of multi-roller machines available in varying degrees of
sophistication, to computer-controlled finish preparation and
application systems. The tannery engineer needs to have the
confidence to tackle problems right across this range. In most
developed countries (with the exception of the ‘tannery towns’ of
Italy) the leather processing sector is too small to support having
an ancillary technical back-up close at hand for the specialised
machines that are in use, and the nearest specialist technician is
likely to be in another country and unlikely to be able to arrive
on site for several days when required.

One skill that is required of the tannery engineer that is not
often required in other industries is the ability to assess the
standard of work required for specific machinery types. There is
absolutely no point in trying to align the bearings of a massive
wooden process drum to the same accuracy and tolerances that
you would use to install a machine tool—the flexing of the vessel
itself while working demands clearances in drive trains that
would be unthinkable in other industries. Similarly, little will
be achieved by trying to set up a splitting machine with
rudimentary tooling and a large hammer—despite the
conditions in which it works, the splitter is built to machine tool

tolerances and demands a high standard of engineering care if it
is to perform correctly. Many engineers entering the leather
industry from outside never really grasp this point, and will apply
the standards (or lack of them) that they have always known to
all of the work they are asked to do. In the past this has led to
distinct groupings in the maintenance department, with some
workmen restricted to heavy work and some specialising in
precision work. Unfortunately, the move towards de-manning to
absolute base levels has meant that this luxury can no longer be
afforded—the tannery technician must now be multi-skilled and
equally at home with all the machinery in the tannery from
fleshing through to finishing. 

A dirty job

The greatest obstacle that the leather industry has in recruiting
and keeping skilled engineering staff is the working conditions,
particularly in the wet end. It is a strange fact that while many
people will quite happily work in unpleasant and dirty
conditions in heavy engineering, they find themselves quite
unable to work where the dirt, mess and smells are of animal
origin. Even the most modern, automated tanneries initially have
to deal with dung, blood, fat and hair as well as the powerful
chemicals required to clean and tan hides and skins. In the
beamhouse, the technician will at best have to work in wet and
smelly conditions, and usually a whole lot worse. It is therefore
small wonder that many potential recruits will take a look around
then say, “Thanks, but no thanks!” and head for the electronics
factory up the road. In-house training  of engineering staff can
counter this—a young person coming straight from school to the
tannery has no opportunity to compare conditions with other
industry sectors, and is more prepared to accept an unpleasant
working environment if that is all they have known. This may be
cynical but it is true, and those of us who have stayed the course
know that after a while even the smell of dung and sulphide
merges into the background.

Those who embark on an in-house training programme for
engineering staff will usually find great support from local
further education colleges, as most developed countries are now
at last addressing the shortfall in technical training. Financial
assistance to help with the cost of training may well be available
to the sponsoring company and, for those tanneries seeking to
brand themselves as high quality producers based on traditional
values there can be considerable promotional returns in
publicising in-house training schemes. Training a young person
nowadays will inevitably mean that they will initially have to ➤
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spend considerable time on intensive college training, but this
can and should be broken up with periods of work in the tannery
itself. There is no point in sponsoring someone through a year of
college training only to find that they cannot work on the
effluent plant without feeling nauseous. I would advocate a few
weeks of closely supervised familiarisation time around the
tannery before any college training even starts.

The power of co-operation

Finally, let us turn to the one aspect of training tannery
engineering technicians that so often gets missed. I believe that it
is essential that engineering technicians should be given proper,
formal training in the craft of leather production itself. All too
often I have seen the situation where a leather technician
understands exactly what needs to be done to the leather but has
no idea how the machine is actually supposed to do it, while the
engineering technician knows exactly how the machine works
but with no proper idea of the effect that it is supposed to
achieve. Problem solving in such circumstances requires co-
operation, but the two are speaking two different languages. I
would advocate that any training scheme for tannery engineers
must incorporate basic instruction in how leather is produced if
full value is to be obtained from the investment. Normally this
will need to be provided by one of the specialist leather schools,
but could easily be done on a distance-learning basis alongside
basic engineering training. The more the trainee understands of

the process of leather production, the more involved they are
likely to feel in the success of the company, whatever level of
engineering proficiency they achieve, and the more valuable they
are then likely to become to the company. Engineering training
has already knocked down the old formal barriers between
electrical and mechanical tradesmen, but the barrier between
leather technicians and tannery engineers is still high and wide.
Who knows, perhaps it is time to start knocking it down?
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Vacuum dryers
The reliable Finvac vacuum dryers with 1, 2, 3, 4 or 5 
drying tables are available in different table sizes from
small laboratory model up to 3 x 7 metres.

The unique synthetic screen system in the vacuum head
combined with the effective vertical condenser provides
for perfect drying even at low temperatures.

FINVAC OY
P.O. Box 94, 34801 Virrat, Finland

Tel: +358 3 4728 000, Fax: +358 3 4728 040,
finvac@finvac.fi
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