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Rising feed prices have led to some US farmers offering calves to slaughterhouses for free.

The beginning and the end
of the leather industry

onsolidation in the tanning sector
‘ in the United States continued in

2007, confirming the country’s
status in the modern-day leather sector as
important—hugely important—but only
at the beginning and end of the supply
chain.

No one can touch the US for footwear
consumption. Even if 45% of the 2.4
billion pairs of shoes US consumers buy
annually fall into the ‘athletic’ category,
and contain little or no leather, the non-
sports footwear market in the country was
worth almost $30 billion in 2006,
according to figures compiled by analyst
firm the NPD Group.

The appetite among  high-end
consumers for bags and other leather
accessories is also unrelenting. Hermes
plans to open or renovate 40 stores this
year, with the US as the number one target
market. Local luxury brand Coach, like its
European counterparts, has been achieving
double-digit growth.

Towards the end of last year, PPR, the
group that owns several of those European
brands (including Gucci, Yves St Laurent

and Bottega Veneta), said specifically that
it could foresee no slowdown in its appeal
to high-end US consumers, even in these
generally tough retail times.

A view from the farm

At the other end of the production chain,
the US has an equally crucial role to play.

On farms across the country there are 97
million beef cattle alive at the moment. In
the normal scheme of things, a third of
these each year, mostly before reaching the
age of 30 months, will go to slaughter and
into the food chain. Interestingly, more
recent developments have led to an
increase in the number of calves coming
for slaughter; feed is becoming more
expensive as more and more crops in the
US go towards producing bio-fuel rather
than food (more on this later).

However you look at it, the US beef
industry produces a huge number of hides
every year, and with fewer and fewer
domestic tanneries to take them off traders’
hands, most of these high-quality hides go
for export. According to Kelly Meine,
president of the Union Hide Company in

California, the final figure for US hide
exports for last year will be 27 million,
slightly higher than the year before.

The most popular destination for these is
now China, although Mr Meine offers a
reminder that Chinese dominance of the
market is a relatively recent phenomenon.
It’s easy to forget that Korea was the highest
consumer of US hides until 1995 and that
Taiwan was also of great importance
around the same time.

“Things may be slacking in those
countries now,” he says, “but the fact is
that a lot of Korean factories have
simply relocated to China. Taiwanese
entrepreneurs have done a similar thing. At
the moment we export hides to Thailand
and Vietnam, but the purchasing control
remains in Taiwan.” Japan was also a big
market for US hides until this century; he
points out that “only the very top quality”
goes there now.

India interests Kelly Meine greatly. Its a
country that has the know-how, he says,
and now just needs to increase the volume
of high-quality hides it gives its tanneries to
work with.
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