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Executive Summary  
 
This reports details  observations of a four -person team that travelled to Biella, Italy 

in February 2009 as part of the Biella Merino Ambassador Programme. The group 
included representatives from merino farming, wool marketing /sales , and 
design/fabric manufacturing sectors, a s well as a textile technologist, whose role was 
to assist the team in interpreting their observations . 
 
The team was hosted by the Biella Masters Programme for two  weeks and had the 
opportunity to observe wool scouring and top making, worsted and woollen spinning, 
fabric manufacture, garment make -up and retail. They also met with leading figures 
involved with design and business management functions within the Italian textile 
industry.  
 
A team from New Zealand, who visited many of the same plants in 2007, provided a 
detailed overview 1 of th e individual operation  of these  plants,  to which a set of site 
visi t notes has been added by the current team. Hence, the  present  report  focu ses 

on the business models adopted by the se companies, their approaches to innov ation, 
responses to market pressures, requirements in terms of fibre supply, and vision for 
the future. Specifically, it discusses:  
 

¶ The economic environment in which the Italian textile industry operates  
¶ Production, processing and marketing of NZ Merino f ibre  
¶ Drivers for design and sustainability  

 
The Italian industry is currently facing key challenges around maintaining and 
growing the market for fashion and business apparel, which are made even more 
difficult by the current economic climate. However, be ing regarded as the worldôs 
leader in worsted apparel manufacture and with its considerable past investment in 
plant, technology , and people, it is well placed to achieve this.   
 
During its time in Italy the team developed a view that the key to this actua lly lies in 

solving some  wider issues facing the industry ï for example around  how to educate 
consumers about wool  and its unique attributes . The Italian approach to this is  
perhaps best  encapsulated by Mr Leo Rogna, designer for Ermenegildo Zegna, who 
pro posed  three marketing concepts which resonated with us and  have potential to be  
further developed as part of the NZ Merino  fibre  value  proposition . These were :  
 

 
¶ ñInside wool there is lifeò-  in ferring that merino is a living  fibre, and this 

affords it perf ormance attributes  that surpass those of competing fibres in 
many areas.  
 

¶ ñWool is like a diamond ï less than  5% of fibre production in the 
world is  woolò ï relating to exclusivity, and with exclusivity comes 
embodied value.  

                                         
1 C Perriam and P Ensor, 2007. The Biella Merino Ambassador Programme, Report prepared fo r Merino 

Inc, 40p.  
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¶ ñWool means New Zealand and Australiaò ï reflecting an international 

perception that the best wool  in the world comes from the S outh P acific  
region . I t  is of exceptionally high quality , and  is produced in an ethical, 
sustainable manner.  

 
 
It is hoped that through the insights the team  gained into the Italian worsted 
industry, wool processing and marketing, fashion and design, and raw material 
requirements can now be built upon and (through interaction with growers, and key 
users of NZ Merino) translated into commercial opportunities fo r the NZ Merino 
industry.  
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Introduction  
 
The Biella Master of Noble Fibres programme 2 is an Italian textile industry  initiative 
set  up to bring factories, artists  and academics  together to foster the handing down 
of knowledge, skills and ent repreneurial ability for the future pr osperity of the Italian 

textile  industry. The programme was established by Luciano Barbera in 1986 with 
the aim of attracting motivated and highly educated young people destined to lead, 
develop and become part of one of the most eminent sectors  of the Italian economy.  
 
The master s programme is a post graduate course lasting 16 months which provides 
young up -and -coming leaders the chance to study textile production ; from breeding 
and sourcing of the fibre , to scouring  and yarn spinning , all the way through to the 
weaving, knitting, cutting and manufacturing of finished garments. The program me  

has both coursework and practical components, the latter taking the students from 
placements in  manufacturing and fibre sourcing f acilities in Italy, to visits to  
fibre/textile production facilities in China, Australia and New Zealand, and to 
companies involved in the distribution of garments in America and Japan.  
 
The programme is supported by leading Italian companies and fashion b rands 
operating at the retail end of the industry , as well as large national and international 
organisations.  
 
A recent adjunct to the master s programme has been reciprocal visits  from NZ  to 
Italy ï The Biella Merino Ambassador Programme . This activity was  first ru n in 2007 
and again in 2009, and has allowed for representatives of the NZ Merino industry to 
travel to  Biella for a two  week immersion programme in the Italian textile industry. 
While in Italy the NZ scholars were hosted by staff and students of the Biella Masters 

programme (who they, in turn, would host each year when the Italian group visited 
NZ).  
 
This report details the learnings of the three  scholars who travelled to Italy  in 2009, 
Mr Richard  Gloag (Merino farmer, Omarama), Mr Blythe Rees -Jones (Designer, Locus 
Research), and Mr Nick Aubrey (Business Manager, The New Zealand  Merino 
Company) along with Dr Simon Causer, a textile technologist from The NZ Merino 
Company , who  accompanied the team  to provide an additional source of learning.  

 
This report  focuses on business models and drivers for innovation within the Italian 
textile industry and is designed to  complement the report produced by the two NZ 
scholars who travelled  in 2007, Mrs Christina Perriam and Mr Paul Ensor , which 
focused on case studies of a range of Italian companies within the wool value chain .3 
 

New Zealand Merino Fibre & the Biella  Textile Industry  
 
Whilst the majority of NZ Merino fibre is currently processed in Asia , a significant 
quantity ( part icularly in the superfine rang e)  is purchased by Italian companies and 
processed in Biella into high end worsted and woollen fabrics for suiting, luxury 
casual wear and fashion garments.  In addition, quantities of  (generally shorter )  fibre 
are  also processed within the other major text ile manufacturing area of Italy, Prato . 
Thus , Italy remains an extremely important market for NZ fibre, and is arguably the 
most demanding in terms of fibre  quality and specification.  
 
In Italy , NZ Merino  is valued  for its quality,  evenness , well defined  crimp (providing 
fibre elongation ) , good staple length , whiteness , low levels of vegetable matter and 
other  contamina nts, handle and aesthetics.  
 

                                         
2 http://www.biellamaster.it/english/homedx.htm  
3 C Perriam and P Ensor, 2007. The Biella Merino Ambassador Programme, Report prepared for Merino 

Inc, 40p.  

http://www.biellamaster.it/english/homedx.htm
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To continue the relationship between the two industries and to support the Biella 
Masters Programme, The New Ze aland Merino Company 4, Meat & Wool New Zealand 5 
and Merino New Zealand Incorporated 6 established the Biella Merino Ambassador  
Programme  which is an initiative developed to cultivate futu re leaders for the New 
Zealand M erino industry by exposing them to the  infrastructure of the Italian textile  
industry .  

 

Biella Merino Ambassador Programme Goals  
 
The goal of the programme is to provide a mechanism to up -skill  young Merino 
industry representatives , increasing  the ir  understanding of the merino supply chain 
and, in particular, of  the Ital ian worsted and woollen textile industries . By 
encouraging the exchange of information between the two nations, it is believed that 

new knowledge and commercial relationships can be developed that will  help 
influence and progre ss the NZ merino industry in the future.  
 
The key aims of the programme include:  
 
¶ Advancing an understanding of the New Zealand Merino and Italian textile 

production and processing supply chain . 
¶ Understand ing  the requirements and processing specifications of superfine 

fibres in Biella . 
¶ Foster ing  the relationship between the two nations and the Biella Master of 

Noble Fibres Programme.  
 
The following report provides a summary of the 2009 Biella Merino Ambassadors trip 
to Italy. Key insights and relevant infor mation believed beneficial to the New Zealand 
Merino industry is published to inform the industry of the current developments 
within Italy. This information has been categori sed into three  main sections,  
prepared by each of the three ambassadors : Design & Sustainability ; Economic 
Environment in which the Italian Textile Industry Operates ; Production, Processing 
and NZ Merino Positioning . 
 
The goal of the following report is to:  
 

¶ Provide feedback to gr owers about the Italian textile  industry and form the 
bas is for discussion around likely options to add  value  to the NZ merino 
industry . 

¶ Assess the current economic issues facing the industry , including emerging 
drivers such as sustainable production, ethical manufacture etc.  

¶ Identify new insight s and opportunit ies for the NZ m erino industry and 
provide recommendations that will help  guide merino production, new product 
development, processes, marketing and services.  

 
 
 

                                         
4 http://www.nzmerino.co.nz/  
5 http://www.meatnz.co.nz/   
6 http://www.merinoinc.co.nz/  

http://www.nzmerino.co.nz/
http://www.meatnz.co.nz/
http://www.merinoinc.co.nz/
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Glossary  
 

NZM The New Zealand Merino  Company  

IWTO  International Wool Textile Organisation  

Top Top (wool ) is a continuous, untwisted, ribbon of fibre produced 

from a combing machine, after the fleece has been scoured and 
carded  to produce a sliver.  

AM Australian Merino  

VM Vegetable Matter  ï as a contaminant of  wool  or finished product  

PETA People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals 7 

Noble Fibres  Distinguished natural fibres derived from animals or plants  

LCA Life Cycle Assessment . LCA refers to the development and 
analysis of product systems (which includes both products and 
services) by look ing at the inputs and outputs of materials over 
its life.  

LCT Life Cycle Thinking  

SRS Soft Rolling Skin (used in relation to a specific style of wool 
produced by sheep exhibiting this trait)  

 

                                         
7 http://www.peta.org/   

http://www.peta.org/
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Background to  Biella  and the Italian Textile  Industry  
 
Biell a, in N orthern Italy , has always been considered a region with a long standing 
tradition of producing high  quality textile products. Many of the worldôs largest 
fashion brands are either based in Italy or have  their  origins there . 
 
Biella is situated at th e foot of the Italian Alps near the Ital y/ Switzerland border, 
130km North West  of Milan. The city has a population of 46,000 and the Biellese 
area is home to many textile mills focused on the production of high quality worsted 
and woollen fabrics. A second  major area of textile production exists which  is 
situated near Prato, just North of Florence, but this is more strongly focussed on 
woollen (as opposed to worsted) processing.  
 

Historically, the  concentration of textile mills around Biella was a result of  the 
region ôs fresh water supply which is an important ingredient for producing high 
quality fabrics with excellent handle and  also provided  a source of energy to run the 
old looms  during the industrial revolution . More recently , Biella has transformed int o 
a hot bed of  high technology worsted fabric manufacture, with state -of- the -art 
automated processing paving the way for an increase in quality and product 
performance.  
 
Table 1 provides an overview of the 2009 Bie lla Ambassador Programme by  list ing  
the various mills that were visited , while Figure 1 below provides a geographical map 
of the location and proximity of the mills  in the broader Biellese region.  
 
Figure 1  Geographical map of textile mills in the Biellese region  
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Table 1  2009 Biella Ambassador Programme (February  2009 ) 
 

Day/Date  Location  Label  
(Fig 1)  

Weblink  

Monday 16th  Introductory session at offices  of the  
Biella Master ate  programme  

A www.biellamaster.it   

Visit combing m ill 'Pettinatura Italiana' 

in Vigliano Biellese  1 www.piv.it   

Visit worsted spinning m ill 'Filatura di 

Trivero' in Gaglianico  2 www.filaturaditrivero.it   

Tuesday 17th  Visit woollen spinning m ill 'Loro Piana' 
in Roccapietra  3 www.loropiana.com   

Fashion and marketing session  with 
Mr. Leo Rogna  of 'Ermenegildo Zegna'   www.zegna.com   

Wednesday 

18th  

Visit woollen m ill 'Lanificio Cerruti' in 

Biella  
4 www.lanificiocerruti.com   

Study of texti le finishing  processes 

conducted at Città Studi by Prof. Mario 
Bona  A 

 

Thursday 19th  Finishing teaching by Prof. Mario Bona  

Friday 20th  Finishing teaching by Prof. Mario Bona  

Visit to suit m anufa cturing m ill 'Inco' 
(Ermenegildo Zegna Group )  in Nova ra .  5 

 

Monday 23rd  In -depth study of finishing at Lanificio 

Successori Reda and meeting with  
company managers  6 

www.reda.it   

Tuesday 24th  Concluding visit and meeting at 
Lanificio Successori Reda  

Wednesday 
25th  

Visit woollen m ill 'Lanificio Piacenza'  7 www.piacenza1733.it   

Visit CNR textile research laboratories  8 www.bi.ismac.cnr.it   

Thursday 26th  In -depth study of  Loro Pia na pla nts 

and retail store . Meet  company 
managers in Quarona  

9 
www.loropiana.com  

Friday 27th  Visit woollen m ill 'Ermenegildo Zegna' 

in Trivero  
10  www.zegna.com  

Friday 27th  Meeting with  Luciano Barbera at Carlo 

Barbera & C . S.p .A.  
11  www.lucianobarbera.it   

 
Figure 2  NZ Ambassadors with Mr Luciano Barbera  
(Founder of the Biella Masters Program me ) 
 

  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.biellamaster.it/
http://www.piv.it/
http://www.filaturaditrivero.it/
http://www.loropiana.com/
http://www.zegna.com/
http://www.lanificiocerruti.com/
http://www.reda.it/
http://www.piacenza1733.it/
http://www.bi.ismac.cnr.it/
http://www.loropiana.com/
http://www.zegna.com/
http://www.lucianobarbera.it/
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Design &  Sustainability  
 

Introduction  
 
Italy is a country synonymous with leading international art, design, and creative 

pursuits across a wide range of industry sectors. One only needs to look back to the 
Renaissance 8 and to the creative thinking by masters such  as Leonardo da Vinci, 
Michelangelo  and Raphael to see how artistic endeavours helped contribute towards 
the in tellectual transformation that shaped the Industrial Revolution 9 (wh ich gave 
birth to textile manufacturing) and the modern era.  
 
Today many Italian brands have become beacons in a range of markets for adopting 

a design leadership position. Think automotive, and Ferrari, Alfa Romeo, Fiat and 
perhaps Piaggio or Vespa come t o mind almost immediately. Think furniture and 
homeware, and you may identify Alessi, Cappellini, Kartel or Natuzzi; or think 
fashion and apparel, and brands like Armani, Prada, Gucci, Luciano Barbera, Loro 
Piana, Ermenegildo Zegna , Cerruti, and Piacenza w ill  be high on your list of most 
recognised.  
 
All of these companies have been able to establish a clear point of difference through 

the application of ódesign thinkingô in what has become a crowded international 
marketplace, so itôs not surprising that Italy is a focal point for many industries, 
including fashion.  
 
Figure 2 Italian Brands Leading with Design  
 

 
                                         
8 The Renaissance (from French Renaissance, meaning "rebirth"; Italian : Rinascimento, from re -  

"again" and nascere "be born" )  was a cultural  movement that spanned roughly the 14th to the 17th 
century, beginning in Italy in the Late Middle Ages  and later spreading to the rest of Europe . As a cultural 

movement, it encompassed a rebellion of learning based on classical  sources, the dev elopment of linear 
perspective  in painting, and gradual but widespread educational  reform .  
9
 The Industrial Revolution  was a period in the late 18th and early 19th centuries when major changes 

in agriculture, manufacturing, mining, and transportation had a profound effect on the socioeconomic  and 

cultural  conditions throughout the world. The Industrial Revolution saw the transition in previously manual 
labour and draft an imal ïbased economy towards machine -based manufacturing. It started with the 

mechanization  of the textile  industries, the development of iron -making techniques and the increased use 

of refined coal.  

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Michelangelo
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Italian_language
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cultural
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Late_Middle_Ages
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Europe
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Classical_antiquity
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Perspective_%28graphical%29
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_education
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Socioeconomics
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cultural
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Machine
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mechanization
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Textile
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Design thinking is well described by Tim Brown (CEO and President of IDEO 10) as a 
methodology that imbues the full spectrum of innovation activitie s with human -
centred design ethos.  
 

ñA methodology where innovation is powered by a thorough understanding, 

through direct observation, of what people want and need in their lives, and 
what they like and dislike about the way particular products are made,  
packaged, marketed, sold, and supported.  Put simply, design thinking is a 
discipline that uses the designerôs sensibility and methods to match peopleôs 
needs with what is technologically feasible and what a viable business 
strategy can convert into custom er value and market opportunity .ò11  

 

This section will talk about the creative pursuits embedded within the Biellese textile 
and luxury fibre products industry that were directly observed during our visit. It 
looks at the role of design thinking within the industry and how it is, and can be, 
used to create customer value. It also discusses the importance this approach has 
for the NZ merino grower and how it can be used as a tool to create differentiation 
and competitive advantage.  
 
 

 
 

                                         
10  www.ideo.com   
11  Harvard Business Review June 2008 www.hrb.org    

http://www.ideo.com/
http://www.hrb.org/
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The Context for Design  Thinking in Biella  
 
To clearly understand the role that design thinking plays within the high -end suiting 
and luxury fibre industry in Biella, it is important to firstly understand the context.  
 
The ócontextô encompasses all external factors that influence a product and customer 
value, for example: how the industry is structured, what is driving the market and 
those changes that are occurring within it, and the needs and behavioural trends of 
the end consumer. Understanding the context helps to provide so me insights into 
how a product can best be developed and who it is best suited to.  
 

Biellaôs Textile Industry  
 

The luxury fibre industry in Biella can be broadly categorised into two main divisions: 
Textile Manufacturing and Readymade Luxury Goods. Textil e Manufacturing 
incorporates top, yarn, and fabric production  while Readymade Luxury Goods refers 
to the manufacture of suiting, casual wear, and accessories. Figure 3 below outlines 
the current industry structure and key characteristics.  
 
Figure 3  Biellaôs Textile Industry 
 

 
 
 

With little or no fine raw fibre produced  in Italy the majority of companies visited 
operate between top m aking and retail (see  Table 2 below for a broad view of the 
core activities undertaken by each company). The industry is structured heavily 
around delivery of the highest quality products. To deliver this level of quality 
companies are:  
 
¶ Producing their own top in Biella o r purchasing from local top makers to retain 

quality control through closer relations with supply chain partners . 
¶ Focusing skilled labour on areas of production that enhance quality and 

craftsmanship, while replacing more tedious tasks with automated equip ment.  
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Table 2  Company Activity Profile  
 

 
 
 

Research & Development  
 

Research and development in Biella operates on three primary levels:  
 
¶ Product development within the production environment  
¶ Speculative research  
¶ Manu facturing and production processing  

 
Many of the mills visited have a small pilot plant or fabric prototyping facility onsite , 
alongside a testing department where research and development can be undertaken 

within the production environment. Research and e arly yarn or fabric trials can be 
undertak en on a small scale to reduce issues with bulk  production.   
 
The Italian National Research Council  (CNR) undertakes more speculative research 
and development in both a  commercial and pure research capacity. In Biella CNR has  
three divisions: Biopolym ers, Natural Fibres, and Synthetic P olymers.  CNR is funded 
by the state where half of the budget comes from central government in Rome with 

commercially funded project s offs etting the remaining operational costs . CNR has  a 
pilot plant on site for small scale production based research. Major projects 
undertaken at CNR include research with smart textiles, c ashmere identification  
technologies , shrink resistance  treatments  (plas ma),  protein reconstitution,  and 
pesticide detection and analysis.  
 
 

http://www.cnr.it/





























































