
Nevertheless, what the government has been
saying is that the School Shoe Plan, as it has
come to be known, could tide them over, help
them keep their businesses open, with some
cash flowing, so that they can live to fight
another day.

“Companies all along the chain have had to
change their attitudes, it’s as simple as that,”
says Laura Barabas, press spokesperson for the
Argentinian Footwear Industry Association.
“We told them that what we have tried to do
here is to convince everyone to tighten their
belts a little bit and make their margins smaller.
And the objective all along has been for our
association, our member companies, to keep
working, and the same for the member
companies of parallel associations on the tanning
side.”

She feels that the change was essential, and that the
exercise may need to be repeated next year and the year
after, but makes no apology because it’s a programme
that will put shoes made from high-quality local leather
on the feet of the children of Argentina.

Job losses
At the start of November, the tanning sector in

Argentina began to ask the government for help after it
calculated that the number of job losses it had suffered
because of a downturn in global demand for finished
leather had gone through the 1,000 barrier.

A meeting took place in mid-November between the
country’s labour minister, Carlos Tomada, leatherworkers’
union, Fatica, and representatives of the meat-packing
sector. The two organisations said the government
should act to make sure no further job-losses took place.
“We will use the meeting to present our concerns over

the wave of redundancies that has taken place in our
sector as a result of the slowing down of the global
leather industry,” said Fatica official Walter Correa
before going in.

About a week later, the Argentinian government
declared that it would attempt to save its manufacturing
sector from collapse during the global economic
downturn and that the wider leather sector would be
one of the first to benefit. It was from this that the first
details of the plan to make school shoes for children
emerged.

Before the end of November, President Fernández
de Kirchner, added a new ministerial post to her
government, making Débora Georgi the country’s
first minister of production. Ms Georgi started work
right away, assuming responsibility for pushing the
leather footwear plan through.

New minister Débora Georgi held discussions with hide traders,
tanners, footwear manufacturers and retailers and convinced

them all to lower their margins.
CREDIT: ARGENTINIAN GOVERNMENT
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Export headache
As 2008 came to a close, the leather industry in

Argentina revealed that international demand for its
output had fallen by 15%, principally because of the
downturn in the US automotive industry and the lack of
demand for leather upholstery in cars. This led to a fall
in the value of Argentinian leather of almost 50%,
industry sources claimed; this caused obvious problems
for the country’s tanneries and may have been
instrumental in securing their support for the plan.

With the new year came an announcement from
Alberto Sellaro, president of the Argentinian Footwear
Industry Association, that the new school shoes were on
the way. He said: “It’s thanks to support from the
government, and hard work on the part of footwear
manufacturers, that we will be able to sell these shoes in
retail outlets across the country. The government helped
us secure leather at a special price.”

He added that the main worry the footwear sector
had were imports, especially from China, which grew by
25% in 2008, but during the discussions among tanners,
footwear manufacturers, retailers and the government,
the government is reported to have told retailers to
“forget about footwear imports” during 2009.

Tanneries add value
These measures may be enough to give some

buoyancy to the companies involved here. If not, at least
no one will be able to accuse the government of not
trying or of failing to prioritise industries that are close
to the heart of the history of manufacturing in
Argentina.

In the days before the news of the school shoes
initiative came out, President Fernández de Kirchner
officiated at the re-opening of a tannery in Chilecito in
the province of La Rioja, in the north of the country. The
facility has a troubled past, with previous owners failing
to complete the construction of an up-to-date effluent
treatment plant, leaving the government to intervene
after local people complained in 2007 that

contamination from the tannery was causing
abnormalities in new-born livestock.

Dr Fernández said she was delighted to preside over
the re-opening, not only because government and
industry efforts had helped preserve local jobs, but
because this was work that “adds value to our hides,
here in our country, meaning more and more fulfilling
work for Argentinian people to do”. The whole exercise,
she said, had renewed her understanding of what
running a country ought to mean.

She continued: “This is a business that will keep 700
workers in Chilecito in a job. They will add value,
immense value, to the finest-quality hides, which is what
we have here in Argentina. Those hides must go on from
facilities like this one, after tanning and finishing, to
other Argentinian factories to make shoes, to make
furniture, here in our country. The whole chain adds
great value and gives people jobs that require a high
level of manual labour. To recover and to preserve these
sources of jobs means more than continuing to pay
someone’s salary. This is what keeps families and
societies on the right road; this is what life is about.”
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CHILDREN OF THE WORLD
The World Footwear team raised this Argentinian
initiative at a recent seminar at the APLF exhibition
in Hong Kong in an attempt to prove that not all
the news in the global footwear industry at the
moment is bad. We suggested that if the world’s
most populous countries, including India and China,
were to make a similar move, the impact on the
shoe sector worldwide would be enormous.

Dr Zackria Sait, chairman of the Indian Finished
Leather Manufacturers and Exporters Association,
said in response that he thought the idea was a
good one but that, unfortunately, there was little
chance of launching a similar initiative in his
country. He said: “Our government would never
make the money available.”

‘‘ ’’...and it should be noted… 

A fan of Argentinian leather—President Cristina Fernández de
Kirchner runs her eye over some samples.

CREDIT: ARGENTINIAN GOVERNMENT
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