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SLF aims to provide a
‘transparent umbrella’
for the leather industry

Formed as recently as July fast year, and officially iaunched this Apnl/May, SLF, the
Sustainabie Leather Foundation, has already gathered an impressive list of partners,
including fashion brands, lest houses and tanneries, 1o its programme. With
ervironmental, social, and economic responsibility essential in today’s leather industry,
its aim is 10 support the stakehoiders and provide transparency for consumers. World
Leather's technical editor, Mat Abbott, discussed its plans with the foundation's
managing director Deborah Taylor

Question. What gap do you see SLF fulfilling in the but has been reticent 10 openly communicate with the
current landscape external community. SLF is committed 1o creating consumer-
Answers. There are a number ol areas where SLF plugs gaps focused inlormation - in clear concise language thal
in the cunent landscape - the first baing that, belore SLF, no averyone can understand and relate to. it also resonates with
sngle organisation had looked at the whole enveonmant, their key concams about raw materials and responsible,

socaal and governance, or ESG, remd within one oflenng that athical production of the articles they purchase.
is consislent in its application. The second area lies n our
transparent appeoach, which s both fully inclusve and
accassibie. Our SLF Transparency Dashbossd - ot 15 owr
trademark - not only gives visibility to a8 laciity's actual
credentials, but it also clearly identifies and recognises the
certifying organisation thal has awarded the crileria.

Ihis 15 absolutely the fest of its kind. There are sevaral
diffecent organisations thal &l prowide simiar types of
certiications for specialist areas, but our dashboard gives
comprahensve visibility for all in the value chain, including
end consumess. This reamoves the confusion that somelimes
exists around what all these cerification standards actualy
mean. It also avouds the need for duplication of alfort and
resowece when dealing with requests from brands and
cuslomers around sustainability risks.

Having a single referance point where all of a laclity's
information can be displayed s valuable, not just lor the
facility but also for the wvelue chain customer and and
consumer. It can also include added value details - such as
renawable ensrgy purchase, communily social schames,
elc., thal may not be an auditable elemant but nonstheless
gves additional indicators ol & company’s values and good
prachce

SLF s locusaed on ensunng that the end consurmer is
brought into the susiainability conversation within the
industry — this is another area that has bean missing until
now. Owr mdustry does quite well at taking 1o each other
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You have emphasised SLF's not-for-profit organisation
status - how important is this to achieving your goals?

It is very imporiant, especially in the curent chimate. To
build strong relationships with organisations across the
industry spectrum, we have 1o be trusied as mmpartial,
independent and not seeking lo make a peofit from the
industry. Nevertheless, il is necessary o have a soid
revenue stream 1o enable us 10 do the work we do - our
arnbatious vision can only be realised with the financial
support of the industry, but the industry can trust that the
funds will only be usad lor the work of the Foundation and
the ultimate benefit ol the leather industry. It is worth
mentioning that to be legally registered as a Foundation
we have legal obligations around financial managament to
protect the arganisation from peofitearning; lor example, we
can't *sell” the Foundaton for commercial gain. We are
also leqgally registered as a Comenunity Interest Company
and 1o do that we have o specify the community we sarve
- and of course that community is the global leather
industry

You have a wide range of founding partners - how do
they benefit from being founders?

Our flounding partners represent the group of
organisations that have undersicod thae vision of SLF
right from the stan and have been willing 1o supporl us in
this pivolal development year. It represents huge trust on
thewr part as they had no results 1o gauge success on
but they did ultimately believe i the vision and the
passion of our aims and objectives. The wide range of
partners is also a testameant 1o the value ol SLF across
the whole industry

Among tham are beands, tanness from different product
sectors, chemecal compames, machinery compansss,
innovation solution providers, lesting houses and
consultants. The differenca in their size is also an indicator of
relevance and value - we have small slart-ups nght through
to long establishaed muli-national companies. In terms of
benafils, these organisations are able 10 constructively
suppoit our development process and act as a barometer for
us in leems of progress. It really gives them credit as forward-
thinking organisations thal understand the need for
translormative change and collective action to achieve a
sustanable futwe for the leathar industry
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The Dashboand is gpen soevce jov the basic wew and parinors of SUF can
ciick on each section 1o soe the hass of assessmont and metnes relaled o
o rosul.

Similarly, with the SLF collaboration hubs — how do you
ensure an unbiased approach from members?

The collaboration hubs are completely open and
accessible to any interested party — you don'l have to be a
paying partner of SLF 1o participate. During our first round ol
meetings in Apal and May, clear terms of relerence and a
code of conduct were presented. These hubs represent an
oppartunity 10 bring coliective expenence, experlise and
knowledge together in a pre-compelitive space, in ordar 10
consider key chalenges, rsks and opportuniies for our
industry. There is no cost or bamer 1o access and al
participants can aither contnbute 1o the discussions or st
observe and leam from others. Thare is no vested inlerest foe
any party, other than craating positive actions for the mduslry

Do you differentiate between legal and legislative
requiremeants, and self-imposed procedures - as some
countries will differ on this?

This i3 an inlaresting quesson. To have a basis upon which
10 create a standard, these must be an applcation of at least
a minimum required expectation Within that premese, it is
accepled that not all legslative requirements or acceplad
nanms will be consistent in all areas around the world. In order
o combat this, we have a couple of solutions: the first is thal
wherever possible our starling point is 1o use araady exisling
nommative standards - these could be ILO Conventions or
OECD Due Digence when we are considedng socal
aspects, or it coukd be IS0 standards when we consider
environmenial management or health & safety. The second
way we approach thes challenge is 1o maks & clear that a
laciity does not have 1o complele every section of the three
-5G modules in order 10 be registerad and listed on the SLF
lransparency Dashboard. Il an orgamesation doesn’t have a
l2qal requirernant for a cestain element and they don't wish 1o
voluntarily comply with someathing that isn't required, then
that part of their dashboard will remain *unassessed”. The
ability we have 10 apply notes 1o the dashboard that wil
explain situations like that make il unique m ils ability 10
accurately and transparently show the full picture to value
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chain customers. SLF doesn’t descriminate, nor exclude, on
the basis of abilty — but shows the context of each ndvidual
facility’s perdormance

Can you explain or expand on the inclusion of third
party audits and schemes?

Recogniton of exsting certification, srespective of the
issuer, = part ol the inclusive vision of SLE If a tlannery has
already undergone audits with I|WG, ICEC, BSI, Imenek
Oeko-Tex, SG5, CSCB or any other credible organisation
then we do nol requre them o have yet another auddt
through SLF for the same criteria. A facility can prowide us
with avidence of their audit report and certification, which
allows us to map that onto our dashboasd and avoids
duplicabon of efiort and resowce. This puts the freedom of
choice nio the hands of the facility about which cartification
organisation they would like 1o work with. For the brands and
value chain customers, thay will be able to see at a glance
that if they require ISO 14001, for example, then #t has been
achieved (wrespective of who certibed 1, as longas il s a
credible party)

As an exlension to this, we have already begun
equivalency discussions with some cadification companies
to better align part of the SLF audit standard with thae own
offerings, to further streamifine the equivalency approach in
the futwre, which will provide even greater clarity lor the end
customers over what different certification programmes
really mean

Sustainability is clearly a buzz word at the moment,
overused some might say. Do you worry that companies
might sign up and see that as “doing their bit™?

This is a great question and 1 would even go so far as 1o
say that sowme people use the word “sustainability” without
really understanding what # means. It has 1o be recognised
that truly "walking the wak" and not just "talking the tak” is a

At modules are colour coded - Grey sigeiies nof ye! staried that
assessmeont; Orange signifies f s in progress, Green signifes thal the
socton Aas been successidy 2ssessod and Red signiies 2 [ailing section

huge underalang for many compames - and will require a lot
ol enargy, commitment and resource. The pamary faclor n
oLF's delberate use of the lerm “partnes” in relermng 1o
organisations that jom SLF, 15 10 reinforce the concapt ol
workang in partnership — parinership batween SLF and the
companies thatl join, partnership between brands and thee
value chams and partnership between industry associabons
It is Fnportant that beands and retailers feel secure encugh 1o
really work actively with their suppliers even i thay are not yel
where they nead them to be. They shouldn't be alraid 10
continua working with a supply chan that isn't pedect
susiainability =n'l a slatic destination but 8 pumey ol
conlinued improvement that takes into account the panciples
ol people - planet — profit

What does the next 18 months hold in stora?

Someone sad 1o me recently “in thes midst of striving 10
get where we need io be, don't Jorgel 1o reflect on how far
you have come aready”. Ouwr first nene months have been
exciting, challenging and rewarding ;m equal measure, with
tha recent launch of our trademarked iransparency
dashboard allowing us to wisually demonstrate the value
and eflectiveness of SLF. Over tha next 18 months, we wil
build on our achsevemeants so far with the publicabion ol the
S1F Audit Standard this July, accreditabon of the standard
will follow, and we have a schaduled plan lor workshops
once travel allows. Futher IT development is already in
discussion. Remaining at the forefromt of thought leadeeship
for tha leather industry, | don’t wamnt 1o give oo much away
right now — but watch this space over the next few months
for more innovative solutions that are planned. ©
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