
leather in our National lives 

Leather is ageless and matchless. Leather 1s unique and 
ubiquitous, serving a multitude of human needs, both in 
times of war and peace, from. times immemorial 

Who discovered fire? Who d~scovered leather? It  
is hard to say. The cavemen used the s k ~ n  to cove* his 
body; the jungleman for his bow and arrow and as leatber 
telegraph; the desertman for h.rs cases of wine and water 
and for his tent and the modern ma11 uses ~t to a wide 
variety of purposes. 

Why is leather so unique? Look a t  a live animal. 
The ski11 acts as a tent to cover the body, bones, blood etc. 
and gives the body a shape; as an un~brella against rain 
not allowing water to get ~ J I ;  but a t  the same tlme permit- 
ting perspirat~on and sweat to get out; as a shjeld against 
atmospheric conditions-wind, water, fire and micro- 
organisms; as a transm~tter to feel, touch and as a sensitive 
thermostat to control body temperature. Skin breathes- 
porous, permeable to air and water vapour with a large 
surface area and reservoir capacity. It is resistant to wear, 
tear, abrasion, grease, soiling, stress, strain and flexural 
fatigue; ~kinrepairsitselfagalnst wounds,cuts and diseases. 
When the animal 1s dead, the skin is removed and the job 
of the tanner is to convert it into leather and retain the 
original properties of skin with added desirable charac- 
teristics. 

What makes skin or leather so unique'! 

LeatE,cr meets industry's needs, for example, industrial 
belting; textile and jute leathers, piclang bands, pickers 
hydraulic and pneumatic leather, packings, diaphragms, 
washers, railway dust shields, razor boning leathers, in- 
dv.stria1 gloves, gauntlets, leather aprons, etc. 

Sport lovers recognise leather in football, volley ball, 
cricket, h.ockey ball covers, wicket-keeping gloves, grip 
leather and guts for tennis and badmintcn racqtlete. 

To medical men, leather is a llfe saver-wcoly sheep 
skins as bed-pads to prevent bed sores fcr invalid pat~ents;  
orthopaedic leather for the lland~capped ; special protective 
wear for nurses. nliners and others for occupational health 
and collagen sutl~res, pads and powders for surgical 
operations. 

To th.e artist and interior decorator, 1eath.er is a muc.h 
liked medium. Leather is used for upholstery, wall bang- 
ings, dividers; furnish.ing, fabrics, book-binding covers, 
book marks; toys, ash. trays, glass holders, Ieathcr puppets, 
paintings and leather jewellery. 

Speciality items like chamois leather is used for clean- 
ing and polishing jewellery, lenses; au~omohlles and fi1- 
teration of aviatlon petrol. 

In daiiy life, leather finds a place in sandals, shoes, 
ties, watch strap, purse, hand bag, belts and gloves and the 
like. 

Skin o r  leather is nature's own fabric with a three 
dimensional matrix of interwoven collagen fibre bundles. Whatever the foibles of fashion. leather will change 
The fibre itself is made up o f f  brios which in  turn are made its appearance to match the mood the moment. The 

of simple aminoacids. The chemical composition, the varsatality and adaptability is leather's greatest strength. 
heliacal structure of collagen fibre and the three dimens- 
sional network contribute largely to the unique properties The role of leathe1 in every walk of life is thus clear. 
of leather. 

Leather is ancient and yet modern. Tlze caveman used 
it to cover his naked body. Even today, leather jacket and 
pants are the 'iin'thing and very popular amongst the young 
alld ihe old. Leather clothing has become a luxury 
item and prestige symbol. Jndia exports fur coats, leather 
garments, garment and gloving leathers. 

For  defence. Ieather was used to make leatber Narges 
for *avigating rivers; for spearshafts, bow's, arrows, 
shields, armour for the body and bead; today, leather is 
used for army boots, harness, clothing, gloving, belts, 

pouches. washers for armoured ~ebicles  etc. 

Now let us examine how important is leather in the 
nation's life. 

Indian leather-industry is age old. References to it 
are fou~zd in Rigveda: Even today practically every vjl- 
lage has a tanner-cobbler. By age long experience, ob- 
servation, common sense and skil!~, t l ~ e  Indian tanner has 
developed tech1~iques and products whlch have won world's 
acclainl. In the past,concentration of specific skills in 
different regions was seen. A g a  was assoclaled with 
foot wear : KanpUr with heavy leathers, harness, saddlery, 
etc.: 5~l lnndur  for sports goods, Bombay for leather goods, 
Chamha and Kolllapllr for chappals. teather puppets from 



Mysore and P lldhra . leather toys from * ndore. dast India 
vegetable tanned leather f-3r P X ~ O  t from Mad-as and fancy 
leathers from Calcll ta, etc. However this position has 
been last uhanglng. 

India is the slngre largest livestock holder In the world 
holding around 180 million cattle, 57 million buffaioes, 
67 million goats and 44 million sheep and with all annual 
prodwtion of 100 million pieces of hides and sicins. Cow 
hides are obtained mainly from fallen dead animais and 
the quality is poor. However, the Indian goat and red 
hafry sheep skins are unequalled for their quality and go 
into the making of high cost glace kid and garment lealllers. 

The industry exists in cotrage, smdl, medium ana 
large scale sectors. "here are 20 mechanised organised 
tanneries with a total investment of around one billion 
rupees accounting for only 15-20 per cent of the total Ica- 
ther production. 

The investment in medium and small scale/cotiage 
sectors is estimated to  be around 1.5 billion rupees acccu1:t 
ing for over 80% of leather production. Sirnilally. fcot 
wear and leather goods are produced nlcstly in small 
scale sector. In 1947, the country produced only 60 mi!- 
lion pairs of leather footwear and in 1,911, over 200 mil- 
lion paits and on  to^ of this, 100 rnillio11 of plastic and 
rubber footwear were produced. Yet,  he annual per 
capita consumption of footwear is only 0.55 pairs a s  con- 
trasted to 2-5 pairs in advanced countries. 

The leather industry provides gainful employment to 
over one million people. The value of leathm and allied 
industries today is estimated to be around 350C million 
rumes a year. Of this amount, the ?port earnirgs in 
1972-73 and 1973-74 accounts for 1880 million rdpees. 
In 1973, India exported leather to the tune of Rs. 1500 mil- 
lion: finished leather 200 million, footwear 100 million 
and leather goods 50 million ~UDeeS. It  has become the 
second or t k r d  largest foreigneexchange earner of the 
country. 

The stage is now set for reducjag the export of leather 
and exportillg only the finished leather products. In such 
a case the unit value will increase a.nd exrorts may hit a 
4000 million rupees peak by the end of the Five Year Plan. 

Along with leather industry concurrent grcwth is also 
seen in the fields of machine and marerials manufacture. 
A wide variety of auxiliary materials have gone int? making 
of leathers like unhairing and tanning agents, oil products, 
pigments, resins, finishes are being produced in India. In 
the rccent past machine manufacturers have been active 
for  indigenous production of machinery for leather, foot 
wear and leather goods manufacture. 

In zddition, a variety of by-products from. the leather 
industry find use. For example, ferriliser and fcdder from 
waste hair and blood; leather board from leather scrap, 
sausage casings, sutures, catguts: wcol and hair for felt, 
carpets, drug industry. fleshings and trimmings for glue 
and gelatine etc. 

b a t h e r  thus contributes greatly to the nation" in- 
dustrial and economic development. There is yet another 
importaqt dimension to this industry-namely, social 
development. 

Leather industry for long has been craft-bzsed, dis- 
persed. t~aditional and embedded with inertia, prejudice 
and stigma. Living and working condit ic~~s are poor, 
production levels and ability to withstand colnpetiticn are 
low, and workers in the past have been denied the light of 
e d ~ c a t i o ~ ,  and the lead of intelligentia. 

One way 9f looking at it is to close down these un- 
economic units and start modern mechanised tanneries. 
~ u t  that would mean displacing the tiaditlonal skilled 
~ o r k e r s .  The best way would be 10 uiilrse these inbuilt 
tradifional skills, courjling the modern management and 
marketing methods, 10 get better relurns to "re prcducts 
and to the workeis. Fortunately leather, footwear and 
leather ware industries are amenable for dcve1ol;ment as 
a labour intensive, 'farming' out or as an 'assembly"in- 
dustry. L central modern organisation and manage- 
ment can set up common facility centres for the cottage 
tanner to get nis lot tanned and finizhd. Further with an 
integated approach, cottage, srrall and lzsge scale sectors 
could well co-opelate cne acting as a feeder unit to the 
other. Similarly the centre may have a designer, master 
c ~ l t t ~ r  to cut components, sufply these coinponents to the 
cottage worker to siitch or stick: collcct the footwear o r  
leatherware for quality ccntrcl r? arkimg and markctixng. 
This way the unemployed and under-cnpToyed arid iradl- 
ticnal skills could be fully utili~ed 2nd yet be competitive 
in international markets. 

Yet another aspect is the stigma attached to this in- 
dustry because of the eauents and bad cdcur associated 
with leather making. IS science and tecl-aolcgy were any 
good suitable metlzods should be f ~ ~ i l ~ d  for treatment, 
disposal or utilization of efn~ents. Also appropriate and 
simpler tools and techniques cotkid be irltroduced to im- 
prove the working conditioi~s and ecor~omic returns of the 
cottage tanner. (The young going to schools may 
not return to the industry and tlie older generation with 
skillson their finger tips could be given gainful employment) 

Some very successful results have been obtained in this 
direction bringing science to the very doors of cottage 
workers by the untiring efforts of Central Leather Research 
Institute. Small Industries, service Institutes, village i r  
dustries Corporation and others. 

Howev~r, we still import to a small extent speciality A radical change is quite visible in the Indian leatht r 
chemical\ anu sophisticated equipment and machinery to Industry. Setting up co-cperative finishing units, c o m m o ~  
the tune of around 100 million rupees a year. facitity servlce centres, functional leather indtrstrial eb- 



tates; leather and footwear corporations; setting up of 
modern leather and footwear factorres In tb.e public, pri- 
vate and joint sectors : the traditional tanner switclling 
over to finishing leathers-are all in the right direction. 

In the leather world, two trends clea~iy emerge: First, 
the demand for leather is ever increasing and second, the 
leather industry is moving from advanced to developing 
countries-close to natural resources. On both counts, 
India is at  an advantage. Apart from world markets, a 
large internal market exists. If only one pair of sandals 
is given to every person in hldia, we need la double the 
industry's capacity today. 

Syllthetic materials have made several in-roads to 
siibstitute leather, but basically synthetics have become 
supplements and not substitutes. Also it is good to reaiise 
the raw-materia.1 for leather is a by-product of the meat 
ind~tstry and unless a better altenlalive use is found for raw 
skins, leather industry will continue to flourish. 

India has intcrnal and exterxal markets. A large 
skills, science, tech-nology amd 

leather maustry has thus a 
clear and brig 

"ram times immemorial leather has been serving and 
continues to serve a rnultrtude of human needs. LeatJ er 
has unique propelties derived from its natural three climen- 
sional network. Lcatjler finds a pride of place in evtry 
walk of life and every day life. Xt is a vaiuable in~labtly 
fetching much needed foreign ~xcfiaage and giving gaiilfiil 
employment to a large number of people. It bas large 
internal and external markets. The leather indusfry is 
labour intensive and the age old experience ar,d traditicrial 
skills could be well utilized. Here is an  i~ldystl y that gives 
an opportunity for total develcpment and growth - 
namely, industrial economic and social development. 

Leather is nature's own fabric. Leather is ageless 
and 1natcJ7.less. 

There js nothing like 1eatlh.e~-is there? 

Professor Y. Nayudamma is Secretary to the Govern- I 
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