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Technology

Vegetable tanning of leather, often referred to as the first 
form of tanning, has remained unchanged for centuries. 
Natural tannins, obtained from tree barks and wood as 

well as leaves and nuts through a simple process of aqueous 
extraction, were the historical tanning agents. These leathers 
were first produced through pit tanning, where hides were 
suspended in pits of ever-increasing tannin concentration 
until such time as the process was deemed complete – with 
an often-quoted timescale of “a year and a day”.  

More efficient processes came about with the 

industrialisation of the process, utilising belt-driven drums to 
speed up the tanning reactions, but this was essentially still 
using the same extracts that had been available previously. It 
is fair to say that nowadays the extraction of tannin is more 
advanced, but it is still essentially a process of leaching out 
the substance from the plant-based materials. With the I’M 
TAN project (LIFE20 ENV/IT/000759), Silvateam are looking 
to modify the natural tannins to impart extra properties, whilst 
improving circularity throughout the whole supply and 
production chain.  

LIFE I’m Tan Project – traditional 
tannins get a modern day make-over

Leading tannins manufacturer Silvateam is working with a series of partners in Italy to adjust 
the ways in which natural tannins are usually prepared for use in leather making. The 
European Union funded LIFE I’M TAN project aims to develop modified natural tannins 
(CMNTs), from chestnut and quebracho, to achieve lower chemical hazards, sustainable 
costs, reduced waste, and improved circularity compared to conventional tanning 
processes. World Leather interviewed Silvateam to learn more about the project.
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LIFE I’m Tan Project – traditional tannins get a modern day make-over 

What is the concept of the project? 
Vegetable tanning has always made 

wonderful leathers, from traditional sole, belts 
and harness through to the finer fashion 
styles of vachetta leather. The issue with 
vegetable tanned leathers is performance. 
Historically, for these reasons, natural 
tannins were replaced with substitution 
syntans which now have other implications, 
associated with some contained substances 
like free formaldehyde and bisphenols. 
These substances have been recently 
shown to be harmful, so it is the right time to 
focus on upgraded vegetable tannins. 
Using advanced, revolutionary 
modifications of natural tannins, we can 
improve performance, colour and even 
wastewater treatment issues ultimately by 
removing the non-tanning molecules, which 
can be diverted to other industrial 
applications. Recently there is high interest 
in materials with high biocarbon content. For 
this purpose, tannins are the perfect choice 
for tanning as they contain only ‘young 
carbon’ produced by plants, not deriving from 
fossil carbon. 

  
Many different grades of vegetable tannins are currently 
available; why is this so different? 

The current choice of the most suitable tannin is made by 
carefully selecting the raw materials. For lighter colours we 
can use tara or gall nuts, for example, or to produce heavy 
and sole leathers it is preferable to select chestnut. However, 
this project is focused on specific modifications that will give 
a different chemistry to the tannins. Moreover, research has 
shown that tannins contain certain compounds which are 
responsible for colour but not for the tanning process, so 
these can be removed. 

 
Who started the project and how far into it are you? 

Silvateam initiated the project back in September 2021. We 
already had some knowledge of what we were doing but to 
pass from lab scale (TRL 5) up to pilot scale (TRL 8), prior to 
commercialisation, we needed to bring in partners to assist 
us. So far, we are still in the laboratory stages. We will start to 
produce some small lab scale leather samples soon. We are 
spending a lot of time conducting analysis and 
characterisation of the process to be scaled up to the pilot 
scale. Benchmarking has been a very large part of the early 
stages. Trying to produce and fully analyse as many different 
leathers as possible to replicate those from our tannery 
partner, and to also understand their environmental impact 
with wastewater analysis, have been the main activities so far. 
By setting these benchmarks, we can measure our success 
against real productions. We have regular partner meetings 
to report feedback but due to some of the recent global 
issues we are a little behind where we expected to be. 

 
Who are the partners and what are their roles? 

One of the partners is Crossing – a spin off company from 
the University of Venice. Their aim is to optimise the chemical 
modifications that we hope to achieve in the project and 
moving from lab scale to pilot scale will be their function, 

alongside our assistance and help from other 
project partners. CRCF (Centro Ricerche per la 

Chimica Fine) is the research partner, making 
production in bigger scale (prototype), while 
Aquarno is involved for the wastewater 
treatment side. Our tannery partner is 
Conceria INCAS. They are based near Santa 
Croce sull’Arno in Castelfranco di Sotto and 

have expertise in vegetable tanning. 
 

From the benchmarking process, are you 
looking to replicate and replace all 
tannages with the CMNTs? 
   Not at all. From the process we are going 
through, we are not just looking to provide a 
new tannage but to also improve current 

technologies and processes. This project is not 
anti-chrome, anti-aldehydes or anti-syntans: 
its goal is to give tanners an option to make 
their usual leathers more sustainably.  

 
How does this project fit with the Ecotan 
project that you have been promoting? 

This new project will be a booster to the 
Ecotan system. The Ecotan technology 

includes tannins and syntans whereas this LIFE 
project aims to provide increased performance from 

the tannins, whilst improving the environmental footprint of 
the entire chain. 

 
Removing some of the lower weight non-tannins, do 
you expect to see any drastic changes to the 
resultant leathers? 

Removing the non-tanning substances should not impact 
the leather quality. Nevertheless, we realise that some 
compromises might be needed. Certainly, with the 
restrictions on bisphenols present in syntans, the soft white 
leathers that brands love become almost impossible to 
create but we hope to provide the industry with a new 
product to use for this. Chrome tanning is over one hundred 
years old, and most of the best syntans, although slightly 
modified, now are fifty or so years old. We, therefore, need 
time to assess and evaluate but, so far, we’ve made great 
progress in such a short time. 

 
The project claims a 60% saving on water consumption; 
can you provide more detail on this? 

The reduced water consumption comes mainly from the 
possibility to recycle the tanning bath. Traditional drum 
tannages do not allow this as there are residual non-
tannins, such as salts and sugars, that will be increased too 
much in the following bath. Our aim, by removing these 
non-tannins, is to make sure that this build-up will not occur, 
ensuring the recyclability of the bath, therefore reducing the 
consumption of water. 

 
Will the CMNTs be aimed at a specific sector?  

Any sector performing drum tanning. We work with all 
sectors from leather goods to automotive. What we will offer 
are tannins that, thanks to industrial modifications, will help 
tanners to produce leathers with higher performance, lower 
environmental impact and higher biobased content 
compared to the benchmark tanning process.  

Spray dried powders of chestnut (above) 
and quebracho (below) tannin extracts.


