
How Leather Is Made: The Real Story Behind 
Leather Production 

 

Most people choose leather products based on color, style, and price. But the most 
important factor is often overlooked. How was the leather made? The production process 
determines whether a leather item will last decades or fall apart in a few years. It affects 
durability, breathability, comfort, grain texture, aging quality, thickness performance, 
sustainability, and even long-term environmental impact. 

This guide explains the complete leather-making process and what separates premium 
leather from lower-grade alternatives. 

The leather production process affects everything, from fiber strength and pore structure to 
surface grain texture, breathability, protein stability, carbon footprint, and end-of-life 
biodegradability. Based on over 15 years of hands-on experience at Excellent Leather Shop, 
this guide explains how hide becomes a finished product, from raw material to a premium 
briefcase or purse luggage, satchels and leather jackets. 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Leather_production_processes
https://excellentleathershop.com/


 

Raw Hide & Sourcing 

Leather begins as raw hides, usually from cows, sourced as a by-product of the meat 
industry. While cowhide accounts for around 70% of global production, goat, pig, and sheep 
hides offer distinctive grain textures and pore structures suited for specialized handbags 
and sandals. 

 



Because hides are a by-product, leather utilizes material that would otherwise enter waste 
streams. When processed responsibly, leather supports a circular material model rather 
than creating new petroleum-based raw inputs like synthetic alternatives. 

The initial quality of the hide directly impacts strength, feel, thickness yield, and visual 
character. High-density fiber structure results in stronger, more tear-resistant leather. 
Equally important is the natural pore structure — tighter, evenly distributed pores indicate 
a healthier hide and produce smoother, more refined full-grain leather. 

Hide thickness also varies naturally depending on the animal and body section. After 
processing, leather is measured in millimeters: 

●​ 0.8–1.2mm for gloves and lightweight jackets​
 

●​ 1.2–1.6mm for handbags and structured outerwear​
 

●​ 1.8–2.0mm+ for boots, belts, and rugged briefcases​
 

Thickness directly affects durability, structure retention, and product lifespan, which in turn 
influences environmental impact over time. 

Responsible sourcing and ethical supply chains are increasingly important to 
sustainability-conscious buyers. 

Cleaning & Beamhouse Preparation 

Before tanning, hides undergo beamhouse preparation to remove dirt, fats, and hair. This 
stage prepares the internal collagen protein matrix for stabilization. 

Proper preparation ensures tanning agents interact effectively with the hide’s protein 
structure. When managed responsibly with water treatment systems and controlled 
chemical dosing, this stage minimizes environmental discharge while preserving fiber 
integrity. 

Modern tanneries increasingly invest in closed-loop water systems and chemical recovery 
technologies to reduce both water usage and overall carbon intensity per square meter of 
leather produced. 

Tanning: Turning Hide into Leather 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tanning_%28leather%29#Beamhouse_operations


Tanning stabilizes collagen proteins, transforming perishable hide into durable leather 
through protein cross-linking. Tannins or chromium salts bind to collagen fibers, preventing 
decomposition and increasing tensile strength. 

Vegetable Tanning 

Uses plant-based tannins to create natural cross-links. It produces firm, structured leather 
with visible grain and pore character. Because it relies on botanical extracts, vegetable 
tanning is often positioned as a more traditional and lower-impact option, although it 
requires longer processing time and higher water usage. 

 

Chrome Tanning 

Uses chromium salts to create flexible cross-links quickly. Modern chrome tanning, when 
properly managed, includes chromium recovery systems that reuse up to 95% of chromium 
salts, reducing environmental discharge. 

Chrome-Free & Alternative Tanning Innovations 

In recent years, chrome-free methods have gained attention. These include: 

●​ Aldehyde tanning (often used in automotive and baby-safe leathers)​
 

●​ Synthetic tannins (syntans) designed to reduce heavy metal usage​
 

●​ Hybrid vegetable-synthetic blends​
 

●​ Metal-free tanning systems​
 

These innovations aim to lower toxicity risks, simplify wastewater treatment, and respond to 
regulatory and consumer demand for reduced chemical impact. 

The choice of tanning method affects not only performance and flexibility but also 
environmental footprint and end-of-life behavior. 

Biodegradability & Material Lifespan 

One often overlooked factor is biodegradability. 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tanning_(leather)


Because leather is collagen-based (a natural protein structure), it can biodegrade under the 
right environmental conditions, particularly when minimally coated and vegetable tanned. 
Synthetic materials such as PU or PVC-based “vegan leather” are petroleum-derived 
plastics that can persist in landfills for decades, breaking down into microplastics rather 
than organic matter. 

However, biodegradability depends on finishing. Heavy polymer coatings can slow natural 
decomposition. Premium leather with restrained finishing maintains more of its organic 
character. 

More importantly, durability plays a critical role. A well-made 2.0mm boot that lasts 20 years 
has a very different lifecycle impact than a synthetic alternative replaced every two to three 
years. 

Carbon Footprint Considerations 

Leather’s carbon footprint is complex and often misunderstood. 

Because hides are by-products of livestock agriculture, the majority of livestock emissions 
are allocated to the meat and dairy industries, not leather alone. However, tanning, 
transportation, and finishing processes still contribute measurable CO₂ emissions. 

Modern LWG-certified tanneries reduce carbon intensity through: 

●​ Renewable energy adoption​
 

●​ Heat recovery systems​
 

●​ Chrome recycling​
 

●​ Water recycling and reduced effluent discharge​
 

When comparing lifecycle impact, durability becomes a major factor. A long-lasting leather 
jacket worn for 15–20 years may generate lower lifetime CO₂ impact than multiple 
replacements of lower-quality synthetic garments. 

Sustainability is not only about production emissions. It is about longevity and replacement 
frequency. 

Retanning, Dyeing & Fatliquoring 

 

https://excellentleathershop.com/product-category/mens-leather-jackets/
https://excellentleathershop.com/product-category/mens-leather-jackets/


After primary tanning, leather is refined through retanning, dyeing, and fatliquoring. 

Proper chemical management during this stage significantly affects wastewater output 
and environmental performance. Many modern tanneries now use low-VOC dyes, improved 
oil formulations, and controlled discharge systems to reduce ecological impact. 

Balanced fatliquoring preserves flexibility and breathability without overloading the fiber 
structure. Responsible formulation ensures performance without unnecessary chemical 
excess. 

Milling, Drying & Finishing 

Finishing defines aesthetics and influences environmental behavior. 

●​ Aniline Finish – Minimal coating, preserving natural grain, breathability, and greater 
biodegradability.​
 

●​ Semi-Aniline Finish – Light protective layer.​
 

●​ Corrected Grain – Heavier finishing, potentially reducing natural airflow and organic 
decomposition rate.​
 

●​ Suede/Nubuck – Mechanically finished surface with minimal top coating. 

Heavily polymer-coated leathers may have reduced breathability and slower 
biodegradation. Premium leather typically favors restrained finishing that preserves both 
performance and material authenticity. 

Sustainable Leather Production 

The leather industry continues advancing eco-conscious practices. LWG-certified tanneries 
reduce water usage by up to 60% through closed-loop recycling systems, chrome recovery, 
and reduced chemical discharge. 

Key sustainability improvements include: 

●​ Chrome-free and metal-free tanning systems​
 

●​ Aldehyde and synthetic tannin alternatives​
 

●​ Wastewater purification and sludge management​
 

 



●​ Carbon reduction initiatives in processing facilities​
 

●​ Increased transparency in supply chains​
 

Because leather is a by-product, it utilizes existing raw material streams. When 
manufactured responsibly and built to last, leather goods support durability-based 
sustainability rather than disposable consumption. 

The Bigger Picture: Durability vs. Disposal 

Sustainability is not a single metric. It includes: 

●​ Production emissions​
 

●​ Chemical management​
 

●​ Water consumption​
 

●​ Product lifespan​
 

●​ End-of-life behavior​
 

A durable full-grain briefcase made from properly cross-linked 1.8mm leather can last 
decades and, under appropriate conditions, biodegrade more naturally than 
petroleum-based synthetics. In contrast, plastic-based alternatives may persist long after 
their short functional life ends. 

Long-term performance remains one of leather’s strongest sustainability advantages. 

Final Thoughts 

The best leather products share one thing: intentional craftsmanship at every stage. From 
hide selection to finishing, each step affects durability, comfort, and lifespan.  

Premium leather comes from skilled tanneries among the top leather producers in the 
world, where decades of expertise and modern sustainability practices combine to create 
materials that last. Understanding this production process helps buyers recognize quality 
markers, fiber density, proper tanning, restrained finishing that separate investment pieces 
from disposable products. 

 

https://excellentleathershop.com/blog/biggest-leather-producer-in-the-world/
https://excellentleathershop.com/blog/biggest-leather-producer-in-the-world/


Now that you understand how leather is made, you can confidently choose goods built to 
endure, age beautifully, and minimize long-term environmental impact. 

Frequently Asked Questions 

Q: How long does it take to turn a hide into leather?​
 Turning a raw hide into finished leather typically takes several weeks, depending on the 
tanning process used. Vegetable tanning can take up to 30–60 days, while chrome tanning 
is faster, often completed within a few days, followed by finishing and conditioning within 
the broader leather production stages. 

Q: Where do hides come from in leather production?​
 Hides used in leather manufacturing are mainly by-products of the meat industry, 
including cattle, sheep, and goats. These animal skins are sourced from regulated farms 
and processed in tanneries to ensure quality, sustainability, and traceable premium leather 
production standards. 

Q: Does leather production involve harmful chemicals?​
 Some modern tanning methods, especially chrome tanning, use chemical agents, but 
reputable tanneries follow strict environmental and safety standards. Many manufacturers 
now adopt eco-friendly tanning processes and waste treatment systems to reduce 
environmental impact in the overall leather manufacturing process. 

Q: What determines the quality of leather during production?​
 Leather quality depends on the grade of the raw hide, tanning technique, finishing process, 
and craftsmanship. Fiber density, minimal scarring, proper curing, and skilled artisan 
leather making directly influence durability, texture, and long-term performance. 

Q: What is rawhide and how is it different from leather?​
 Rawhide is untreated animal skin that has been cleaned and dried but not tanned. Leather, 
on the other hand, undergoes a tanning process that stabilizes the fibers, completing the 
hide to leather transformation and making it durable, flexible, and resistant to decay. 

Q: What is the difference between Aniline, Semi Aniline And Pigmented leather? 

Aniline leather is dyed all the way through and left natural, so you can see the real grain and 
marks. It feels soft and high-end but needs more care. Semi-aniline has a light top coat for 
extra protection while still looking natural. Pigmented leather has a heavier finish, making it 
more durable and uniform in color. 

 

 

 


	How Leather Is Made: The Real Story Behind Leather Production 
	Raw Hide & Sourcing 
	Cleaning & Beamhouse Preparation 
	Tanning: Turning Hide into Leather 
	Vegetable Tanning 
	 
	Chrome Tanning 
	Chrome-Free & Alternative Tanning Innovations 

	Biodegradability & Material Lifespan 
	Carbon Footprint Considerations 
	Retanning, Dyeing & Fatliquoring 
	Milling, Drying & Finishing 
	Sustainable Leather Production 
	The Bigger Picture: Durability vs. Disposal 
	Final Thoughts 
	Frequently Asked Questions 


