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Abstract.

The aim of the article is to analyze the emergence of Soviet state policy on shoe recycling in
the early 1930s, focusing on the Ukrainian SSR as a case study. Scientific novelty: While a growing
body of literature addresses Soviet daily life, materiality, consumption, and repair practices, the area of
shoe recycling remains underexplored at both the Union and Republican levels. Examining this niche
aspect offers insight info the complexities of Soviet economic strategies and ideological narratives
around resourcefulness, self-sufficiency and waste recycling. Research methodology: The study
draws on previously unexplored Ukrainian archival materials, statistical collections of USSR and
Soviet legislation, enabling a comprehensive and multi-dimensional analysis of the economic, social,
and political implications of shoe recycling. The article also includes a comparative analysis of shoe
recycling practices in the USSR and Germany during the 1920s and 1930s. This comparative angle
sheds light on how both countries—facing resource scarcity and aim for self-sufficiency - leveraged
recycling within their leather and footwear industries, albeit with differing ideological drivers and
practices. Conclusions: In this article, it is argued that Soviet shoe recycling was more than just a
practical response to resource scarcity; it was also ideologically motivated, aiming to demonstrate the
advantages of the socialist system. The shoe recycling policy became an essential component of a
broader waste redutilization strategy that began in the early 1920s. The so-called "shoe problem"
served as a catalyst for advancements in science, technology, and alternative materials, as well as for
the establishment of a state-led shoe repair program, a key element in the recycling process. At the
same time, the ambitious plans of the Soviet government faced implementation challenges due to
shortages in the Soviet economy.

Keywords: shoes recycling, waste recycling, USSR, Ukrainian SSR, Third Reich, Weimar
Republic.
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AHoTauis.

Memoro cmammi € aHania cmaHosrneHHs padsiHCbKOI Oep)xasHOoi nonimuku wo0do
8MOPUHHO20 8UKOpucmaHHs e3ymms Ha rnodamky 1930-x pokie Ha npuknadi YPCP. Haykoea
HOBU3Ha: y moli Yac 5K 3p0Cmac KiflbKicmb fiimepamypu, rnpucesiyeHoi padsiHCbKOMY MO8CSKOEeHHOMY
Xummi, MamepianbHOCMI, CMOXUBaHHIO ma rfpakmukamM PemMoHmy, pecalkiiHe e3ymms
3anuwaembcsi He0ocmamHb0 OOC/IOXKEHUM SIK Ha COKO3HOMY, mak i Ha pecrybriikaHCbKOMY PiGHSIX.
Bue4eHHs1 Ub020 Hiuiegoz20 acriekmy dae 3Mo2y 3p0o3yMimu CKradHicmb PadsHCbKUX €KOHOMIYHUX
cmpameeili ma ifeornoeidHUXx Hapamusige w000 8uHaxidnueocmi, camosabesnedyeHHs ma rnepepobku
gioxodis. Memodonoezisi docnidxeHHs: [JocniOxeHHs criupaembCs Ha paHiwe He O0CniOXeHi
YKpaiHCbKi apxigHi Mamepianu, cmamucmuyHi 36ipku ma 3akoHolascmeo PadsiHcbko2o Cor3y, Wo
00380519€  KOMIMIIEKCHO ma b6a2amosuMipHO aHarnisysamu eKOHOMIYHI, couyiallbHi ma nornimuyHi
Hacnioku emopuHHO20 8UKOPUCMAaHHA 83ymms. Y cmammi makox npoeedeHO MopieHsINIbHUU aHarli3
uiei npakmuku 8 CPCP ma HimeyuuHi npomszom 1920-1930-x pokie, kompuli nponuseae ceimno Ha
me, 5K obudei KpaiHu, fKi cmukarombcs 3 Odegpiyumom pecypcie | npazHynu Ao asmapkii,
guKopucmosysasiu 8mopuHHO 83ymmsi 8 WKIpsAHIl ma e3ymmesili MpoMUCc/I080CMI, xo4a U 3 pisHUMU
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ideonoaiyHUMU MomueamMu ma rnpakmukamu. BucHoeku: y uii cmammi cmeepdxXyembcs, Wo
pecalkniHe padsHCbKk020 83ymmsi 6ye He rpocmo rnpakmu4Hoto 8idnoeiddw Ha deghiyum pecypcis; a
U ideornoeiyHO emMomugosaHuUM 3axodoM, W0 Mae Ha Memi npodemMoHcmpysamu repegaau
couianicmuyHoi cucmemu. BiH cmae eaxnusum KOMMNOHEHMOM WUpWoi cmpameail 8mopuUHHO20
sukopucmaHHsi eidxodie, sika rnodyasacs ernposadxyeamucb Ha nodamky 1920-x pokie. Tak 3eaHa
«rpobrniema 63ymmsi» rOC/yXuna Kamasi3amopoM [poepecy 8 pO38UMKY Hayka, mexHoroail i
MoWyKy anbmepHamueHUX Mamepianie, a makox O0epxaeHoi rnpozpamu pemMoHmy 83ymms, SK
KI110408020 efleMeHma (1020 8MOPUHHO20 BUKOpucmaHHs. BoOHo4yac peanizauiss ambimHuX niaHie
padsHcbKo20 ypsady 3imkHynacs 3 npobremamu Yepe3 xapakmep padsiHCbKOI eKOHOMIKU degbiyumy.

Knroyoei croea: emopuHHe eukopucmaHHs e3ymmsi, pecalikrniHe eidxodis, CPCP, YPCR
Tpemit Petix, Beiimapcbka Pecriybnika

The Problem Statement. Ukrainian SSR, Mykolaiv. On July 16 and 17, 1930, two major
disturbances occurred in connection with the distribution of leather shoes. On the morning of July 16, a
large crowd gathered outside Store No. 16. Accusations were heard from the crowd, directed at the
store employees, who were allegedly hiding the shoes. Attempts were made to assault the store
manager’s assistant. On July 17, as early as 1 a.m., large lines began forming outside the stores...
with crowds of 600-800 people. At the opening of Store No. 16, a crowd surge occurred, prompting
the store administration to halt shoe distribution. This decision sparked public outrage. Significant
crowding also occurred in the nearby park, where Central Workers’ Cooperative employees were
compiling lists for shoe voucher distribution. The appearance of mounted police especially enraged the
crowd, particularly when one mounted officer charged at the crowd at full gallop. Shouts were heard:
“We won’t be frightened by whips; we have nothing to lose anyway, as we’re already starving,
barefoot, and in rags.” [Specsvodka Ne 35]. Such incidents were not uncommon in the USSR during
the 1920s and the first half of the 1930s, especially following the introduction of rationing for food and
industrial goods.

In addition to addressing public dissatisfaction with the supply of essential and industrial
goods, several other factors underscored the importance of sufficient leather shoe production in the
USSR. Shoes symbolized the Soviet ideal of uplifting the working class and “liberating” the peasantry
from poverty, while also reflecting the provision level for workers and supplying necessary equipment
for factory workers and soldiers to perform their duties. Adequate footwear reduces dependency on
imports and enhances mobility, productivity, and health among both urban and rural populations. The
shortage of leather shoes and the difficulty in securing sufficient raw materials for production led
Soviet leadership to launch a large-scale program for footwear reuse in the early 1930s.

The Aim of the Article. This article aims to analyze the emergence of Soviet state policy on
shoe recycling in the early 1930s, using the Ukrainian SSR as a case study. It focuses on its reasons,
peculiarities and problems of implementation. The institutionalization of this policy has not yet been the
subject of extensive academic research, either at the Union level or within individual republics.
Examining these cases will enhance the understanding of Soviet waste recycling practices prior to
World War Il and provide insights into the development of material culture and footwear consumption
patterns in early Soviet society. To contextualize the early Soviet approach, comparisons will be made
with European countries, particularly Germany during the Weimar Republic (1919-1933) and the early
years of the Third Reich (1933-1940).

The Analysis of Sources and Recent Research. In her book “Shoes in National Socialism”,
Anna Sudrow examines the development of the footwear industry in the United States, Great Britain,
and Germany from the mid-1920s to the late 1940s, linking this progression to political events and
consumption patterns. She interprets the corresponding policies as outcomes of political priorities,
ideological aims, decisions made within social structures, negotiations among social actors, and
sectoral and institutional characteristics [Sudrow 2009]. This framework is equally applicable to Soviet
footwear policy, which served not only economic purposes but also political priorities and ideological
goals - to provide the proletariat and peasantry, now the dominant classes in Soviet society, with
adequate quantity footwear made from leather or high-quality substitutes.

Currently, research on the history of footwear and waste recycling in early Soviet society is
fragmentary. Some aspects of Soviet policy on paper waste have been examined by Brigitte Pristed
[Pristed 2020]. The author of this article has analyzed the main conceptual and practical directions of
waste recycling in the Ukrainian SSR, with a particular focus on rags [Perga 2023].

Literature examining everyday life [Eaton 2004; Kiaer, C., Naiman, E. 2005; Fitzpatrick 2008;
Movchan, O. M. 2011], materiality [Golubev 2020], and consumption in early Soviet society [Gurova
2005; Vihavainen, T., Bogdanova, E. 2016; Skubii 2020] frequently references the issues surrounding
clothing and footwear supplies in the USSR, which intensified after the introduction of the rationing
system in 1928. Although this literature helps us reconstruct the context in which Soviet citizens lived
during the early decades of Soviet rule, it lacks detailed data. However, it demonstrates that both the
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state and the populace developed their own strategies to address shortages. Repair practices, which
extended the lifespan of items and household goods, are among the most thoroughly documented
solutions.

Today, there is a significant increase in research on repair practices. Soviet society is often
described as a "society of repair," although repair practices have spanned centuries and have existed
at least at the household level in all countries. Stefan Krebs and Heike Weber note that the gradual
rise of consumer and throwaway societies in the 20th century led people, especially in wealthier
regions, to place decreasing value on repair as a concept [Krebs, S., Weber, H. 2021, p.31]. However,
this notion does not apply to the Soviet Union, where, due to a scarcity economy, many items were
difficult to obtain, and authorities continually implemented experiments, improvement efforts, and
crisis-response campaigns. As Ekaterina Gerasimova and Sof'ja Chuikina write, Soviet citizens were
actively engaged in “repair projects” both as part of officially sanctioned social activity and within the
everyday economy [Gerasimova, Chuikina, S. 2009].

When examining repair through the lens of materiality, researchers generally focus on specific
repair practices, such as car repair (Tverdjukova 2018), transportation (Ruban 2020), social services
(Borysenko 2008; Yankivska 2014) etc. What has been overlooked is the emergence of the first state
programs related to footwear recycling, marking the continuation and expansion of waste recycling
policies initiated in the early 1920s.

This study aims to fill an existing scholarly gap. Its sources include previously unexplored
documents from Ukrainian archives, statistical collections from the USSR, and Soviet legislation from
the first third of the 20th century.

The Results of the Research. Leather for Soviet industry. Significant attention was given to
leather raw material procurement in the USSR, as it was used not only for footwear production but
also for export, which generated currency. Consequently, the earliest decrees of the Bolshevik
government focused on controlling leather raw material procurement. These included decrees such as
“On the requisition at stations and docks of all manufactured and manufactured goods not purchased
from warehouses stretching two days” [On the requisition at stations and docks 1917], “On Fixed
Prices for Leather” [Resolution of the Supreme Council of the National Economy and the People's
Commissariat of Food 1918], “On the Accounting of Finished Leather Imported from Abroad”
[Resolution of the Supreme Council of the National Economy. On the accounting of finished leather
2018], “On Designating as Priority Work the Procurement of Animal Raw Materials, Leather, Furs,
Goat Skin, Bristles, Hair, Wool, Horns, and Hooves” [Decree of the All-Russian Central Executive
Committee. On the recognition of shock work 1918], “On the Establishment of the Main and Provincial
Leather Industry Committees” [Resolution of the Supreme Council of the National Economy. On the
Main and Provincial Committees 1919] etc. However, they and other decrees could not solve the
problem.

Throughout the 1920s and 1930s, there was a catastrophic shortage of footwear in the USSR.
Peasant families had 0.17 pairs of leather shoes per person in 1923-24, 0.28 pairs in 1928-1929, and
0.285 pairs in 1936 [Statistical table of the Central Statistical Bureau of the USSR “Purchase of
footwear and fabrics 1953]; the families of factory workers in 1932 — 0.71 pairs, in 1933 — 0.73 pairs
[Bjudzhety semejnyh fabrichno-zavodskih rabochih SSSR 1933]. The Soviet Union lagged significantly
behind European countries in providing its population with footwear. For instance, in 1927, citizens of
Germany averaged 1.3 pairs of shoes per person, those in Great Britain averaged 1.8 pairs, and in the
United States, the figure was 2.6 pairs. Germans purchased a new pair of shoes every 6.5 months,
while Americans did so every 4.5 months. Even in 1932, during the Great Depression, each German
had an average of 0.9 pairs of leather shoes [Sudrow 2009, p.61, 132].

In the USSR during the interwar period, due to limited access to leather footwear and its
excessive cost, most of the population, not only in rural areas but also in cities, wore non-leather
shoes. In Russia, these included felt boots (valenki) with galoshes. American journalist Mendel
Osherovich described the situation regarding leather footwear in Moscow in the early 1930s as
follows: “Some wore boots with galoshes, while others wore boots without galoshes. What stands out
most are the unattractive felt boots (knee-high felt boots) that people wear. These felt boots are worn
not only by men but also by women” [Osherovich 2020, p.8]. In Ukraine, woven footwear such as bast
postoly, lapti, and khodaki were more popular in rural areas. Peasants made them from fibers, vines,
straw, or scraps of leather [Postoly, lapti, khodaky 2024]. Leather boots or shoes were a rarity, and it
was quite common for entire families to share a single pair, wearing them in turns. During the summer,
most people went barefoot. Urban residents tended to wear more leather footwear; however, the per
capita availability depended on the financial situation of the owners. Wearing shoes was always a
reflection and expression of high social status and economic well-being for their users. Most of the
early Soviet population did not possess such status; therefore, very few people owned leather shoes.

The cultural consumption traditions of the Ukrainian population in the 1920s and 1930s had
historical roots and differed from those of many European countries, where wooden footwear was
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predominantly used from the Middle Ages until the late 1930s. In Great Britain, this type of footwear
was known as sabots. In Britain, Germany, and other countries, wooden shoes were a necessity for
many social classes, including the poor and workers, although the disadvantages of wooden footwear
included the rigidity of the soles and damage to wooden flooring. Footwear with wooden soles was
often made from repurposed parts of leather shoes. Parts of old leather boots that could still be used
were nailed to new wooden soles, thereby allowing for reuse. Used military footwear was particularly
suitable for this purpose. The materials used included softwood from pine, and willow. In Germany,
there were still 6,000 manufacturers of wooden footwear in 1933 [Sudrow 2009, p.82, 80], even
though the production of leather shoes was beginning to develop actively. The durability of wooden
footwear was attributed to its low cost - four times less than that of leather shoes.

The shortage of leather footwear in the USSR was caused by several factors, including the
low capacity of the footwear industry, which, on one hand, was recovering quite slowly from the
destruction caused by World War | (1914-1919), the Civil War in Russia (1918-1922), and the
Bolshevik Revolution (1917). Thus, in 1923-1924, there were only 82 shoe enterprises across the
Soviet Union, which increased to 109 in 1924-1925 and 125 in 1925-1926 [Industry 1925]. On the
other hand, enterprises constantly faced a shortage of raw materials due to poor organization of the
procurement process. The onset of collectivization in the second half of the 1920s and the Great
Famine in Ukraine from 1932 to 1933 led to a significant reduction in the livestock population, as
people began to slaughter or consume their animals: horses decreased by 54%, cattle by 46%, cows
by 37%, and pigs by 37% [ltogi perepisi skota 1932], resulting in a contraction of the resource base for
the leather industry.

Sheila Fitzpatrick points to another reason for the shortage of leather footwear: its
inaccessibility for consumers due to the prohibition of individual labor following the rollback of the New
Economic Policy (NEP) in 1928 [Fitzpatrick 2008, p.45] which had allowed the reintroduction of
elements of capitalist relations and the expansion of the work of private entrepreneurs - cottage
industries.

Strategies of Soviet Leadership to Overcome the Leather Problem

The development of the leather-footwear industry in the USSR during the interwar period was
not only highly ideologized but also driven by a desire for autarky (self-sufficiency) aimed at creating a
self-sustaining socialist economy that could stand independently of capitalist influences. By promoting
autarky, the USSR sought not only to build economic independence but also to assert its ideological
distinctiveness - the first socialist state in the world aimed to demonstrate its advantages, including
consumption. A crucial component of this was ensuring the population with access to leather footwear.

The totalitarian political regime that began to take shape in the late 1920s relied on a
command-administrative economy characterized by planning, which influenced the methods of
development across many sectors, including leather-footwear.

To address the supply issue of footwear, the Soviet government implemented several
strategies: the production of new leather shoes, the use of leather substitutes for this purpose, and the
repair of footwear to extend its wear time, thereby reducing demand from the population. These
strategies encompassed a wide range of organizational, financial, and technological measures that
were part of a rationalization campaign affecting all almost areas of early Soviet society in the late
1920s.

To reduce the shortage of raw leather materials, Soviet authorities introduced the following
measures:

a) Stimulating the development of livestock farming.

b) Harvesting secondary types of raw materials, such as dogs, pigs, camel, and
seal skins.

c) Rationalizing the collection, storage, sorting, and transportation processes.

d) Economizing and rationalizing the use of leather raw materials, as well as
utilizing waste and substitutes.

e) Developing a more practical and simplified range of footwear, which was
expected to significantly reduce leather consumption.

To eliminate the need for importing leather tanning agents, the construction of tanning-
extraction factories using domestic raw materials was planned, along with the application of sulfate-
cellulose extracts and various synthetic tanning agents [First Five-year plan 1928]. The increase in the
yield of leather raw materials was to be achieved not only through the growth and consolidation of
livestock but also through the rationalization of their removal, conservation, storage, sorting, and
standardization. Plans included the construction of basic raw material warehouses for accumulating
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products, concentrating, and specializing production, mechanizing processes, reducing internal
transportation within factories, and introducing flow and conveyor systems in production.

The task of expanding the raw material base was to be accomplished using various surrogates
and recycling elements employed abroad, such as rubber soles and heels, leather cardboard for
backs, bridge scraps for re-gluing and for haberdashery, beech and maple for heel blocks, as well as
the utilization of leather from old footwear.

Influence of “shoes problem” on the development of technologies

The leather shortage had a significant impact on the development of science and technology,
highlighting the role of footwear in early Soviet society. Soviet scientists and practitioners conducted
research to improve the quality of leather raw materials and refine technological processes in the
footwear industry, with the goal of extending the lifespan of shoes. At the Plekhanov Institute of
National Economy in Moscow, a leather laboratory and testing station were established under the All-
Union Leather Syndicate. These facilities primarily focused on commodity studies related to
standardization and process improvements in production, as well as methodological work and
experimentation in leather tanning techniques.

Furthermore, a special sole committee and a scientific and technical council were created
within the Syndicate. This initiative stemmed from the fact that, during the 1920s and 1930s, leather
waste was repurposed for soles, which raised production costs. Technologists sought to reduce
footwear production expenses while improving quality. As a result, extensive research was conducted
on alternative materials, including rubber, which was eventually used for soles. However, rubber
production was still in its early stages, and there was a shortage of this material, further complicating
efforts to improve footwear quality.

Moreover, leather laboratories began to be established in footwear industry enterprises to
ensure scientific control over technological processes. In 1918, there were six such laboratories; by
1923, their number had increased to 19; in 1925, there were 38; and by 1927, there were 50. Special
expeditions from the institute conducted studies on tanning agents, examining plants that contained
15-20% of these agents, such as the Altai badyan and the Black Sea mimosa [Leather Industry Testing
Station 1927].

In Ukraine, the Research Institute of the Leather Industry was established in 1932 under the
Ministry of Light Industry of the Ukrainian SSR. The main areas of research focused on addressing
problems related to expanding the raw material base, producing substitutes, recycling waste,
reconstructing technological processes, controlling production, improving product quality, and
exploring various tanning agents [TsDAVO, F.572, Op.1. Ref.1489. Arc.1]. Research in the field of
tanning agents and the construction of tanning-extract plants using domestic raw materials, as well as
the application of sulfate-cellulose extracts and various synthetic tanning agents, were intended to
lead to the cessation of tanning agent exports during the second five-year plan [First Five-year plan
1928].

Starting in the early 1930s, the USSR initiated extensive research into the use of fish skins
(such as pike perch, zander, and cod) and marine mammal skins (including seals, sea lions, and
dolphins) as alternatives to cattle hides. In Ukraine, seals were harvested from the Caspian Sea, and
dolphins were captured in the Black Sea for these purposes. The processing of Black Sea dolphin
skins occurred at a factory in Simferopol. The second factory was opened in Russian Murmansk.
Additionally, researchers experimented with the inner membranes of animals, such as stomach linings,
pericardium, and intestines, as well as the skins of domesticated birds, like geese (Ustjuchenkov,
1933).

In Germany, the development of science and technology in the leather industry took a different
direction. Adam Tuz writes that the significance of the Nazi era for Germany lay not in the creation of
fundamental innovations, but in the widespread implementation and development of innovative
technologies [Sudrow 2009, p.197]. Launched in 1936, the Four-Year Plan aimed for the widespread
integration of chemistry across all sectors of industrial production, driven largely by the expansion of
the military industry. Research primarily focused on material synthesis. In this context, the
development of plastic and synthetic rubber production stands out. From that year onward, there was
a surge in the development of material substitutes, leading to the establishment of a leather substitute
industry. Initially, this industry combined enterprises producing both leather and rubber, but it later
expanded to include producers of wood and textiles [Sudrow 2009, p.318].

The comprehensive measures for rationalization described above were intended to
significantly reduce the leather consumption norm for shoe production, which was much higher in the
USSR than abroad, and to lower the production costs across the leather and footwear industries by
31.5% by the end of the second Five-Year Plan, including 22% for leather and 38% for footwear.
Soviet experts believed that by the end of the first Five-Year Plan in 1932/33, these measures would
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enable the production of 125 to 145 million pairs of shoes, and through shoe repairs, an additional 150
to 175 million pairs [First Five-year plan 1928].

Recycling of Footwear

The 1920s, often referred to as the "Roaring Twenties," are characterized by the rapid growth
of consumer society in capitalist countries. During this period, the leather industry flourished, leading
to the emergence of a diverse range of products and the establishment of various footwear brands.
Sociological research focused on shoe characteristics that influenced purchasing decisions, and the
rise of chain stores facilitated product standardization [Sudrow 2009]. In contrast, the Soviet Union
experienced markedly different trends.

The acute shortage of consumer goods, particularly new leather footwear, compelled Soviet
regulatory authorities not only to implement measures for developing the raw material base and
constructing state-owned footwear enterprises but also to seek effective ways to utilize old leather
products. This led to the initiation of a policy for the secondary use of footwear. It began with
Resolution No. 726 of the USSR People’s Commissariat for Supply on June 20, 1931, "On the
Organization of the Collection of Worn Footwear," [TsDAVO, F.4137. Op.1. Ref.36. Ark.111] which
initiated widespread collection of used shoes for the purpose of repair and restoration.

It is worth noting that in the USSR, this state program started earlier than in Germany, where it
was initiated by the Nazi regime as part of its efforts to achieve autarky. Beginning in 1934, due to a
shortage of raw hides, many manufacturers began to consider skin waste as a raw material and
transformed it into leather substitutes. The secondary processing of footwear was included in the Four-
Year Plan that started in 1936, but the large-scale process only began in 1940, when the first batch of
20 million units was put into production. Old footwear was primarily used as leather uppers for shoes
with wooden soles to produce urgently needed work shoes [Sudrow 2009, p.598].

In the USSR, the collection of old footwear and leather waste was entrusted to industrial
cooperatives represented by the All-Ukrainian Central Union of Consumer Societies (“Vukoopspilka”).
The collected footwear was to be transferred to 14 industrial unions across Ukraine [TsDAVO, F.2347.
Op.1. Ref.26. Ark.110], which were responsible for delivering it to seven sorting and cutting centers.
These centers, organized by the industrial unions on an urgent basis, were tasked with dismantling the
footwear and preparing the necessary components for workshops focused on shoe restoration
[TsDAVO, F.2347. Op.1. Ref.26. Ark.84]. The most suitable raw materials were then supplied to shoe
factories under the Leather Trust, which was overseen by the People's Commissariat of Light Industry
of Ukraine.

In 1930, 612 repair and restoration workshops were established in Ukraine, increasing to
4,100 by 1931. In the fourth quarter of 1930, 966,000 pairs of shoes were repaired, while in the same
quarter of 1932, the number rose to 6.345 million pairs, indicating a sixfold increase [TsDAVO, F.572,
Op.1, Ref.110. Ark.8].

All collection points and workshops organized the receipt of old leather footwear, classified into
the following categories:

1. Military Footwear (soldier’s boots, hospital shoes, and various leather horse

harnesses, such as saddles, bridles, and other leather scraps; valued at 75-750 rubles per ton).

2. Industrial Footwear (special footwear, leather gloves, horse harnesses, leather aprons
and sleeves, camel leather belts, rubberized items, rubber tires, and boot supports; valued at 65-600
rubles per ton).

3. Civic Footwear (various shoes and parts donated by the population; valued at 65-450
rubles per ton).

4. Miscellaneous Waste Footwear (collected from dumps and trash, of very poor quality,
used as patches for repairing other shoes; valued at 20 rubles per ton) [TsDAVO, F.2347. Op.1.
Ref.25. Ark.1].

The recycling process was aimed at maximum utilization with minimal waste. Old footwear
was sorted into three quality categories: 1) suitable for repair or restoration; 2) suitable for use as
repair materials; and 3) unsuitable for repair or restoration, which were sent to chemical industry
enterprises to produce glue and bone meal. All waste generated during the restoration of old footwear
was collected by “Vukoopshkira” (a department of “Vukoopspilka” responsible for leather collection),
which, along with unsuitable footwear from the "miscellaneous waste footwear" category, delivered it
to chemical industry enterprises [TsDAVO, F.2347. Op.1. Ref.31. Ark.55].
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A typical directive from the leadership of the industrial cooperatives to their institutions read as
follows: “All incoming old leather footwear should be brought into a liquid state right there in the
workshops. If they are suitable for repair, repair them, if they are suitable for restoration, restore them,
if they are suitable for use as mending material, steam them, and all parts that can be used to repair
the toes, tongues, handles, jamb, patches, unions, as well as parts that can be used to repair insoles,
backs, boots, and parts of the shafts, use them in production on site. What is left after sorting is only
suitable for sugar and chemicals and should be temporarily stored until the following instructions
[TsDAVO, F.2347. Op.1. Ref.26. Ark.84-85].

The procurement targets were high. For instance, in 1931, the plan for the procurement of
footwear throughout the USSR was 14,500 tons, and it was to be collected during the second half of
the year, i.e. in 6 months. The republics were to procure the following amount: The RSFSR - 1,090
tons, Ukrainian SSR - 2,730 tons, Belarussian SSR - 430 tons, the Transcaucasian SSR- 640 tons, the
Uzbek SSR - 450 tons, the Turkmen SSR and Tajik SSR - 80 tons each [Handbook of Recycling
Materials, p.62-62].

In 1932, the All-Union People's Commissariat of Light Industry set a footwear procurement
plan for Ukraine, aiming for a threefold increase to 7 million pairs of shoes. For instance, the Kharkiv
region was to collect 1.2 million pairs, Kyiv region - 1.5 million pairs, Odessa region - 500 thousand
pairs, Dnipro region - 900 thousand pairs, Vinnytsia region - 500 thousand pairs, Donbas region- 1300
thousand pairs [TsDAVO, F.2347. Op.1. Ref.32. Ark.55].

To establish an effective national footwear repair system, a network of both mobile and
permanent repair and tailoring workshops was created and supplied with the necessary leather for
repairs. The leather was allocated at an approximate ratio of 1% to 2 pairs of used shoes for every
new pair. To meet the demand for repair leather, worn footwear was collected, along with substitutes
like rubber for repairing soles and heels [First Five-year plan 1928].

In parallel with the repair shops, ateliers for individual tailoring of clothing and footwear were
opened. However, this process was rather slow. As of mid-April 1932, the responsible institutions —
National Commissariat of Light Industry of Ukrainian SSR, unions “Unionleather” and “State garment
industry” and Industrial cooperation - had not fulfiled the Central Committee's task of opening
workshops for tailoring shoes to individual orders, and only 265 out of 385 were opened, most of them
idle due to lack of raw materials [On the implementation of the Central Committee resolution on the
development of a network of workshops 1932].

The procurement of footwear was carried out in both urban and rural areas. People could
independently turn in shoes at collection points run by procurement organizations, which were
required to display procurement prices and information on incentivizing exchanges for goods.
Additionally, collections were organized through direct household visits and partnerships with housing
associations and cooperatives, which mobilized janitors and a network of collective and individual
collectors. Efforts focused on high-yield collection sites, such as businesses, marketplaces, and
dumps. Procurement organizations were also encouraged to establish kiosks at markets to facilitate
drop-offs.

A motivational system was also developed for those turning in shoes. Those who agreed to
donate shoes for recycling could have other pairs repaired without waiting in line or without tickets and
could also receive refurbished shoes without waiting [TsDAVO, F.2347. Op.1. Ref.25. Ark.71a].
Collectors were required to establish special stockpiles of consumer goods (such as haberdashery) to
incentivize footwear donors and to provide bonuses to procurement workers for meeting and
exceeding collection targets [TsDAVO, F.2347. Op.1. Ref.22. Ark.71]. To facilitate the collection of
footwear from the population, Soviet authorities turned to a proven incentive system from the late
1920s, offering scarce goods as rewards to residents in rural areas.

Footwear collection in Germany during the Weimar Republic and the Third Reich unfolded in a
starkly different manner. Before 1933, this process was limited in scale and carried out by individual
shoe companies through their workshops and collection points. In the Third Reich, households and the
possessions of individuals persecuted by the Nazi regime became primary sources of collected
footwear. Numerous testimonies from forced laborers describe sorting shoes stripped of labels bearing
the names of their owners at various processing centers established by companies producing leather
fibers. These were the shoes of millions of prisoners who perished in concentration camps across
Europe. The Nazi regime mobilized not only numerous party organizations affiliated with the NSDAP
but also schools, which were converted into secondary raw material collection points [Sudrow 2009,
p.600].

Challenges in Collecting Old Footwear
In the USSR, the collection of old footwear faced numerous obstacles, as documented in
various “Vukoopspilka” archival records indicating unmet quotas. For instance, in the spring of 1932,
the Berdychiv Interdistrict Industrial Union sent a letter to “Utulunion” complaining that it had not
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received a single kilogram of old footwear from the “Vukoopspilka” system or the Interdistrict
Consumer Unions, despite existing agreements. The representative noted that “most district consumer
unions ignore the need for footwear collection, and some refuse due to the complete absence of such
footwear for sale within the system.” In Berdychiv, three workshops with thirty-six shoemakers were
set up under the cooperatives to restore old footwear. However, due to a lack of materials, these
workshops were shut down [TsDAVO, F.2347. Op.1. Ref.26. Ark.148].

It can be assumed that the population was reluctant to turn in their old footwear due to the
high cost and difficulty of acquiring new shoes, as well as the low price offered for old ones. Worn-out
footwear was accepted at a rate of just 2 kopecks per kilogram [Shitc 1990]. At the same time, the cost
of new leather shoes was prohibitively high. In 1931, shoes in regular stores cost 11-12 rubles (though
they were often unavailable), while in commercial stores, the price ranged from 30 to 40 rubles
[Fitzpatrick 2008, p.72]. However, even this expensive footwear was in short supply. Meanwhile, the
average salary of Soviet citizens was small. For instance, workers in the recycling collection system
earn between 120 and 150 rubles per month in 1930 [TsDAVO of Ukraine, Fund 2923].

A similar situation occurred in Germany, where old footwear was accepted at low prices -
ranging from 5 to 15 reichsmarks - while new shoes cost around 60 reichsmarks. Additionally, the
shoes available on the market were often of poor quality [Sudrow 2009, p.600-601]. In this context, the
attitudes of the Soviet and German populations towards government initiatives were similar, reflecting
the comparable circumstances regarding the quality, quantity, and pricing of old versus new footwear.

Due to the high cost of new shoes in the Soviet Union, the practice of restoring footwear was
more common. However, this service was also expensive — to change a single pair of soles and heels
cost around 4 rubles [TsDAVO, F.572. Op.1. Ref.110. Ark.10], making it difficult for many people to
afford either new shoes or repairs. A witness account from the 1930s illustrates this reality: “One
person shared how he had been wearing a pair of shoes for five years, showing how he had patched
them up by sewing one piece to another” [Osherovich 2020, p.39].

It is worth noting that while the availability of footwear per capita was greater in Western
countries, their excessive cost also made repair practices widespread and similarly expensive. In the
Weimar Republic, for example, about one-third of total expenditure on footwear was allocated to
repairs, with two-thirds going towards new purchases [Sudrow 2009, p.66]. Repairs were typically
conducted at night to ensure that shoes could be worn again in the morning.

Amidst the scarcity of old leather shoes, Ukrainian cooperatives and workshops that
purchased them often engaged in abuses. Apparently, this was one of the survival strategies of
enterprises. For instance, the branch of the Interdistrict industrial union in Vinnytsia would send shoes
that were unsuitable for refurbishment - lacking components like heels and insoles - to sorting bases,
while keeping the more usable pairs for their own needs, trading them, or selling them to individual
artisans [TsDAVO, F.2347. Op.1. Ref.26. Ark.144, 146].

In a letter to a representative from "Ukrpromleather," it was stated that, "despite the resolutions
regarding the submission of old, worn-out shoes and other leather products for restoration by state
enterprises, these enterprises have not yet delivered any products... In most cases, we are collecting
shoes in poor condition... At one point, we contacted the trust [“Ukrleathertrust”], which suggested that
its subordinate enterprises collect shoes for us. However, instead of submitting them, these
enterprises set up repair workshops using old shoes and leather products for their own purposes. We
consider this abnormal, as they are cutting the tops for patches while leaving the unusable remains
idle" [TsDAVO, F.2347. Op.1. Ref.26. Ark.72].

Challenges in shoe repairs posed significant difficulties for workers across various industrial
sectors. On May 8, 1931, the Soviet government issued a resolution from the Council of People's
Commissars titled "On Supplying Workers with Workwear and Special Types of Clothing and
Footwear" [On the supply of workers with industrial clothing 1931]. However, this initiative was not
executed due to a shortage of raw materials. In March 1932, industrial unions in Mariupol, Berdyansk,
Henichesk, and Mykolaiv were unable to repair fishermen's shoes during the spring fishing season
because of a shortage of quality leather. The Poltava Interdistrict Industrial Union disrupted the sowing
season in the region due to a lack of leather materials for repairing footwear and harnesses in rural
areas. A similar situation occurred in Donbas region, where a special government resolution was
issued to ensure the availability of materials for shoe repairs ahead of the sowing season [TsDAVO,
F.572. Op.1. Ref.110. Ark.16-17].

In the Weimar Republic, the lack of footwear was considered a significant issue, as leather
shoes were mandatory for attending school. As a result, many unemployed parents were unable to
send their children to school due to the absence of suitable footwear [Sudrow 2009, p.71]. Although
the Soviet Union did not have such requirements, many children, particularly in rural areas, also faced
barriers to education because of a lack of shoes, especially during the colder months. The Third Reich
also experienced a pressing need for shoes for various workers. For instance, in January 1942, the
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Imperial Leather Industry Administration informed the Minister of Economy that, despite receiving
850,000 pairs of shoes, there was still a shortfall of 300,000 pairs [Sudrow 2009, p.601].

By 1940, the USSR had reached the benchmark of one pair of shoes per resident, with a total
production of 40.8 million pairs for a population of 41.3 million [Main indicators of development of the
national economy of the union republics 1967]. At this point, standardization of footwear had been
established, and unified pricing was implemented. The collection of shoes was included in the
nomenclature of organizations responsible for waste collection. By 1950, the per capita shoe
production in the USSR had increased to 1.13 pairs of shoes [1917-1967, Standard of Living, Health
Care, Population]. However, the quality of the footwear remained low [Minutes of the meeting of the
pricing council 1933], and the variety available was limited.

Conclusion:

Between the two World Wars, large-scale state programs for recycling footwear were
implemented primarily in countries pursuing autarky and facing raw material shortages, most notably
the USSR and Nazi Germany. However, the measures adopted and the scientific and technological
advancements in this area varied significantly, shaped by each country's local context and political
regimes.

The case of Soviet Ukraine highlights the specificities of this process within the USSR. The
state footwear recycling program of the early 1930s was a temporary solution to saturate the Soviet
market with shoes until the footwear industry could meet demand. However, it was implemented within
the constraints of a command-administrative economy, and the Soviet leadership’s ambitious plans
were hindered by a lack of sufficient raw materials and old footwear, which was limited in the context
of a scarcity-driven economy. After World War |l, as the market became saturated with new shoes, the
collection of old footwear ceased, and the focus shifted to its repair. The infrastructure of repair
workshops, established in the 1930s, evolved within the broader consumer service industry. The
1930s footwear recycling efforts reflect the deep integration of recycling principles into the Soviet
economy, at least at the level of intentions and attempts.
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