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The transformation of the footwear industry towards sustainability is still in its
infancy. There are pioneers who started dealing with the topic professionally
years ago and are continuously reducing their carbon footprint. The Italian
mountaineering shoe brand AKU is one of them.

In this interview Giulio Piccin, CSR & product manager at Aku, explains why
sustainability is a tricky topic for the footwear industry, why he is afraid of
labels, all about how Aku measures its carbon footprint, and what drives
design at AKU.

Giulio Piccin, Product and CSR Manager: We have to think about reducing our footprint



Exactly ten years ago, AKU realized that it was already doing something right in the
area of sustainability. At that time, the non-profit consumer organization Stiftung
Warentest  – well known in Germany – chose Aku’s Trekker Light GTX shoe model
as the winner in a product test. Among other reasons, because particularly few
chemical pollutants were found in the analysis of the materials. This was the starting
signal for the company to become even more involved with the topic.

With the goal of continuously reducing its own carbon footprint, AKU has put a lot of
effort into making the entire process – from materials to production to transport and
disposal – transparent and measurable in recent years. AKU has reached the point
where it can calculate the carbon footprint for each product and make better
decisions based on that. In addition, 75 percent of the leather Aku uses today comes
from tanneries certified by the LWG (Leather Working Group), and 100 percent of the
leather for European production comes from Italy.

Anyone can read about the company’s current commitments and future goals in the
Responsibility Report, first published in 2021. However, this should not hide the fact
that there is still a lot to be done, says Giulio Piccin, AKU’s CSR & product
manager. In the interview below he explains the progress already made, where AKU
has still to find solutions, and why he prefers to talk about responsibility rather than
sustainability.

Footwear industry is under less pressure than the
apparel industry

Compared to the fashion industry, the footwear industry is relatively quiet
when it comes to sustainability. Why is that?

Giulio Piccin: I think footwear has been kind of forgotten. At least, the footwear
industry is not under as much pressure as the apparel industry. But of course, that
doesn’t mean that the footwear industry can neglect the topic.

I think personally, and even more so as a company in the outdoor industry, we have
to think about how we can reduce our footprint and maybe even have a positive
impact on the climate crisis.

There aren’t many shoe manufacturers to look to for inspiration. How did you
approach the topic of sustainability?

Our commitment to sustainability started exactly ten years ago. First, we had to
understand the topic and started collecting information and data. At that time, we still



used the term “sustainability,” but over time we learned that we are not sustainable
and won’t be anytime soon. The reason: We make products, we use energy, we
create waste and we sell a product that can’t be recycled. That can’t be sustainable.

So what can you do? Either you stop the business immediately or you start working
on changing things.

That’s why we prefer to talk about responsibility, not sustainability. Our sustainability
report, which we published for the first time in 2021, is called Responsibility Report.
Other companies might not have such a big problem with that, but that’s how we
understand our task.

Assessing AKU’s carbon footprint

You started collecting data to be able to assess and reduce the carbon
footprint. What did you learn from that?

We started systematically measuring the carbon footprint of our products in 2018.
The first thing we learned is that there are different ways to do this. We decided on a
science-based way according to ISO standards.

Next, we learned that leather has a huge carbon footprint! And we learned that data
can sometimes cause confusion.

But the great thing is, by using data we can compare exactly which material
compositions have which impacts. If you use recycled microfiber instead of leather
for the upper, that reduces CO2 emissions dramatically. We’ve compared one of our
styles made with leather upper and lining to one with recycled microfiber upper and
recycled Gore-Tex lining and the reduction of the carbon footprint is about 50
percent.

The data is telling us the way to go. The message might sound like this: Stop using
leather and instead use recycled microfiber. So we have now developed a collection
made of recycled microfiber, and it has been well received in the market.

What do you mean when you say that “data can cause confusion”?

Microfiber may be better in one area, but worse in another, and that may not be
reflected in the data. For example, the release of microfibers in the environment
during its production and use.



With leather, too, you have to look closely at the data. If we look at the issue in
reality, it has to be said that leather can be considered as a waste product of the
meat industry. No cows are bred for leather. If the shoe industry stops using leather,
the leather would still exist, but it would be waste. But that’s not factored in. In other
words, whether leather is processed further or has to be disposed of as waste, the
carbon footprint is almost the same.

What consequences have you drawn from this? After all, you still process
leather.

We have decided not to give up leather. We source the leather as responsibly as
possible and use it in the most efficient way. We buy leather from LWG (Leather
Working Group) certified tanneries that work above the legal standards, and we
continue to push that. Now 75 percent of our leathers are LWG certified leathers. We
also try to use recycled leather shoes, which of course has a much lower impact.
That comes primarily from waste from tanneries, but it can’t be used as an upper.

Sustainability status of the leather industry

Where does the leather industry stand in terms of sustainability? How much
influence do you have on tanneries?

We encourage and push our suppliers to move in [a responsible] direction. It may not
work in the first year, but today almost all tanneries here in Italy are moving in this
direction. Responsible production also saves costs, because waste, wastewater, and
energy can be saved. Tanneries’ wastewater costs depend on the amount of
wastewater and the type of chemicals in it. So tanneries have an interest in
optimizing their processes.

We are located in Montebelluna, just one hour away from one of the major leather
districts in Italy. We know our suppliers very well.

Our tannery Dani is a good example. Dani has developed a new tanning process
that starts at the slaughterhouse. Dani buys only fresh hides that do not need to be
salted for preservation. The hides are transported by refrigerated trucks to the
tannery. The advantage is that no salt has to be washed out. Residues of meat on
the hides can also be further processed by other industries – if they are mixed with
salt, the meat is waste.

A lot is also happening in the chemical processes, so we also work with metal-free
and chrome-free tanning processes that require less energy and other resources.



How much more expensive is this leather? Can this leather ever be
mass-produced?

Dani leather is more expensive than standard leather and may not be available in
large volumes. But one day – why not?

But simply getting the certification from the LWG can be done without much increase
in cost. It’s just exhausting. You have to do audits, manage paperwork, change
processes. Once all that is accomplished, everything else is easy.

Are you experimenting with leather alternatives?

Yes, we’ve looked at that. But none of the materials made from mushrooms,
pineapples, etc., achieve the same longevity as leather. If you take care of leather
properly and don’t put it in the oven to dry, for example, it will last for many years. We
have customers from the hunting sector who wear their shoes for 15 years.

Sustainability and performance beat design

How do you take the issue of sustainability into account in design? What are
the conflicting goals?

We are very careful in the way we position stitching lines on the product, as we
would like to avoid exposed areas that might compromise durability. We always have
to find a balance between our impact and the efficiency of our products. We are in a
market with functional products. Our products have to perform. Take recycled rubber,
for example. The performance of recycled rubber is worse than new rubber. It
doesn’t have the same grip and durability. So we can’t use it in mountaineering lines,
because our goal is to make functional products that last as long as possible.

You have to know that 80 percent of the CO2 footprint is based on the materials we
use. Our task is to find the right material for the right activity. Specifically, for the
2024 collection, we tried to change our sole construction so that we could use
recycled materials without compromising function.

Do you also consider the issue of repairability in the design?

Most shoes can be resoled, and other repairs are also possible. We have our own
production facilities, so that’s possible.



The next big challenge will be recycling. We have already looked into this but have
not found a system that works yet. Unfortunately, shoes are made of many different
materials – leather, textiles, metal, foam, rubber, etc. – which are sewn or glued
together to make them last. Separating that back from each other is a complex task.
Recycling only the sole is possible, but recycling the upper is difficult.

Why isn’t there a sustainability label for more sustainable shoes yet? Would
you be in favor of that?

I’m very afraid of labels. All of a sudden, you’re moving into greenwashing territory.
Also, the whole discussion about climate neutrality is misleading, because even if
you buy credits, you’re still emitting. We are perhaps a bit stricter than others.
Instead, we try to be transparent and also publish the origin of the raw materials for
each of our products on our website, so that everyone can get a clear picture.



Retailers: REI is pushing for improvements in
sustainability

How important is sustainability for retailers now? Are there regional
differences?

I see more retailers looking at the issue. In Italy, there may not be as many yet, but in
Germany and Northern Europe, sustainability is playing a bigger role. And, of course,
at REI in the U.S.A.. REI puts an extraordinary amount of emphasis on sustainable
products and pushes everyone to be better.

Where do you see further levers for even more sustainable production in the
future?

Production efficiency, that’s where we can really make a difference. We have four
factories – one in Italy, two in Serbia and one in Romania. And, of course, I hope for
even better materials, because they are mainly responsible for the impact.

What would you need or wish for in order to produce more responsibly?

I would like to see a good recycling system for shoes, but we can’t build that
ourselves. There are billions of shoes out there that are all waste. If we had a
recycling system, it could define the parameters for how to design and construct
shoes so that they are recyclable. That would be helpful.

And I would like to see a change in how the carbon footprint of leather is calculated!
Because it’s also true for tanneries. Around 86 percent of the leather’s emissions are
generated in animal farming, breeding and slaughtering. Only 14 percent of the
emissions are generated by the tanneries.


