A Hard Fight for Soft Wool

Europe Tries to Ease China’s Grip on Cashmere

By John Tagliabue
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RADDA IN CHIANTI, Italy —
Mora Kravis grabs a goat by the
horn and ruffles its coarse hair,

A MNew York native who has
lived in the soft hills of ltaly's
premier wine growing region for
24 years, Ms, Kravis is breeding
the kind of omery goais that pro-
duce what looms spin inlo cash-
mere wool, a mainstay of [taly's
fashion industry.

Her operation, nestled between
Florence and Sienz, is tiny. On the
Tuscan hills around her home,
about 40 goats and kids romp. At
the end of the season, the comb-
ings of each yield about 11 ounces,
hardly enough to keep the huge
Euwropean lextile industry, which
consumes about 60 percent of the
world's annual cashmere produc-
tion, runming for very long.

But her farm is inleresting be-
cause it is a sign of how Europe's
textile makers are fighting te pro-
tect the cashmere business, Europe
raises  wvirtually no  goats  for
cashmerne and. for generations has
purchased what it needs princip-
ally from China, whose Inner Mon-
golian goat herds are the world's
chief source of the soft down.

As China has advanced eco-
nomically, Ms, Kravis said that
people in the business believed
that China was doing with its
cashmere “what the Arabs did
with oil.”" Rather than sell the
crude wool freely to the Euro-

'g."t'l.l'i:i.. who spin and weave it into
wl

JKK) sweaters  and  costly
scarves, coats and gloves, Beijing
I5 increasingly pulling pressure on
European manufacturers, mainly
in ltaly and Scotland, to transfer
their textile technology, and the
added value it affords, ta China.

“We are in the grip of the
Chinese,"' says Carlo Piacenza,
whose family runs Piacenza SpA,
a leading cashmere manufacturer
that is now spinning some yams
there,

So three years apgn the European
Union began the European Fine
Fiber Network to promoie the pro-
duction of luxury fibers such as
cashmere, In the case of cashmere,
governmenlt planners belicve, the
goats will not only supply wool,
but also creafte work in farming
regions whose traditional crops are
wiped out by automated agribusi-
NEss.

Poruguese furmers are also ex-

rimenting with cashmere, and

innish farmers with angora rab-

hils; 4 Swiss businessman, Josel
Kuonen, imports alpaca to the
country’s alpine pastures.

Colin Plumbe, the managing di-
rector of Todd & Duncan, & major
dyer and spinner of cashmere in
Kinross, Scotland, said that doing
business. with the Chinese was
risky. *Nobaody likesto be tied to a
single source,”” he said,

Yet, he added, though the in-
dustry “'has been interested for
decades™ n developing  home-
grown altenatives to suppliers
like China, “‘now t's probably
trne oosiy i1 has lost interest,”

Ideally, cashmere-bearing goats
thrive in extreme cold climates,
which promotes growth ol the soft
down that 15 their protection, and
dry climates, which keeps out oil
in the down. Experiments of the
last 20 to 30 years, he explained,
had yielded goats suitable to Euro-
pean climates, but bearing unsuit-
able cashmere, or goats with good
quality cashmere that could not
stand the climate.

aa the big producers invest in
China. Besides Mr. Piacenza's
spinning operations here, is Loro
Fianad SpA, a major Italian weaver,
which last year formed u joint ven-
ture in Ouier Mongaolia, another
cashmere region.




