
 

 
 

Case Study: Scottish Leather Group 
What is leather? 
Leather is a material made from the skin of animals, birds, reptiles or fish through a process 
called tanning, which preserves the skin or hide, and stops it from decaying or rotting, so it 
can be used to make long-lasting clothing, furniture or other products.  
 
The Scottish Leather Group (SLG) is one of Scotland’s largest companies in the textile 
sector and it is the largest company making leather in the UK.  The company employs over 
700 people and sells leather products across the world, to makers of cars, airplanes, boats, 
furniture, fashion and beauty products and even pet treats.  

If you have been on an airplane, you may have sat on Scottish leather! 
 

Long ago, leather was made using knives, water, salt, urine, dung or animal brains and tree 
bark.  Making leather was an extremely smelly business!  The tanned hides were used for 
clothing, shoes, armour, water carriers, boats or shelters.  At SLG, making leather has gone 
from being craft-based (hand-made) to engineering-based (made by machine). Different 
chemicals are used for jobs previously done by urine and dung.  All parts of the hide are 
used, even waste which goes to the SLG Thermal Energy Plant and is used to make steam 
for use in the leather making process.  Acids, alkalis and enzymes are added to the hide at 
different stages to make the hide smoother, more flexible, durable or easier to work with. 

Raw hides are sent by meat factories to SLG and come mainly from cows farmed in Scotland 
and England. In the tannery section, giant drums the size of oil tankers containing different 
chemicals, clean salt, flesh and fat from the skins, and remove the hair from the hide.  Hides 
are then tanned with mineral salts or by an organic (chrome-free) method.  Machines split 
each hide into two layers, the top grain layer is the highest quality and stronger and the 
bottom layer is softer and normally used for suede or split leather. Collagen is removed from 
the hide and is usually sold for collagen-based food and beauty products. 

Examples of collagen-based foods are sausage skins and some jelly sweets 
Colour 
Hides are wet-dyed base colours such as black, brown, navy or red, then dried and 
stretched. They are passed through staking or milling machines which pound or twist the 
leather to make it softer.  The Colour Kitchen is where specific colours are mixed. SLG can 
create any colour leather the customer wants but this takes time and a lot of care, especially 
when working with a natural material like leather.  The colours are sprayed or applied by 
machine to the hides.  A spectrophotometer in the Colour Pod checks samples of leather 
at different stages to make sure the colour is correct.  The leather may then be embossed, 
punched with a pattern, or coated with a special finish before passing to the cutting section. 

Marks on the hide can come from insect bites, cows scratching along barbed wire, and wrinkles caused by old age 

Cut 
A computer checks each hide for marks and weak spots and works out the best layout for the 
pattern pieces to avoid these imperfections.  Each car interior needs many pieces of leather 
cut correctly. Giant ‘cookie’ cutters are placed on the hide and a machine presses these 
down with a force of 100 tonnes per square inch.  Each piece is then skived (shaved) around 
edges by machine to the correct thickness so it is easy to sew, and numbered by laser so 
pieces don’t get mixed up! Pieces are checked at every stage to make sure there are no 
marks or faults.  The perfect pieces of soft, smooth, coloured leather are then carefully 
packed and sent off to the customer where they may be used to decorate the inside of some 
of the world’s most luxurious buildings, planes, trains or automobiles. 
 

There are many different job roles in textiles, leather & fashion in Scotland and each person’s 
skills are important to create the highest quality products.  Visit www.textileskills.com to 
discover more about careers in textiles and the skills you could learn. 
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