Kia leads automotive shift with mushroom-based, leather-free EV interiors
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The automotive industry is witnessing a significant shift toward sustainability, particularly in the realm of electric vehicles (EVs). Recent innovations hint that the next frontier may lie in the adoption of non-plastic, leather-free interiors, championed by an unexpected champion — mushrooms. This significant development not only addresses environmental concerns but also embraces advancements in material science that could redefine vehicle manufacturing.
Leather has long been a contentious topic for animal rights activists, in addition to contributing to environmental degradation through livestock farming. Concurrently, traditional plastic interiors raise substantial concerns, as their lifecycle often ends in landfills, exacerbating the growing issue of waste. The burgeoning interest in mycelium — the root structure of mushrooms — as a viable alternative is reshaping this landscape.
Kia, in its latest concept SUV, the EV2, is at the forefront of this movement, integrating sustainable mycelium-based materials into its design. This vehicle showcases a streamlined dashboard and door panels constructed from Simplifyber Fybron, a cellulose compound derived from renewable sources such as wood, paper, and recycled textiles. This innovative approach significantly reduces reliance on traditional plastics, blending environmental consciousness with aesthetic appeal. 
The concept vehicle incorporates not only mycelium-infused polyurethane but also a unique mycelium material formed by binding mycelium cells with cellulose sourced from agricultural waste. This dual-use effectively adds insulation to components like door armrests while minimising the carbon footprint typically associated with automotive manufacturing. Kia posits that by replacing standard synthetic materials, the overall weight of vehicles can be significantly reduced, thereby bolstering fuel efficiency — a goal crucial for any modern EV.
Kia's focus on sustainability is complemented by partnerships with companies like Bcomp, which developed ampliTex, a flax-fibre composite material used in structural components of the EV2. This collaboration aims to replace conventional materials with those that are not only lightweight but also fully recyclable, fostering a circular economy in automotive design. Over 180 samples were tested to ensure that the final materials met Kia's stringent standards for durability, aesthetics, and sustainability.
Incorporating biodegradable materials into the vehicle's design further enhances this eco-friendly ethos. These components, cultivated and precisely coloured to suit Kia's specifications, demonstrate how mycelium and hemp can replace synthetic, environmentally harmful materials. Moreover, the use of sustainable materials such as flax fibres and recycled textiles signifies a concerted effort to push forward a greener automotive future.
Kia's commitment to environmentally responsible design also addresses consumer demand for quality and sustainability. The brand's Colour, Materials, and Finish (CMF) team has meticulously developed a harmonious visual identity for the EV2, completing a cohesive interior that aligns with contemporary design trends. 
As the EV industry evolves, embracing innovative materials like mycelium could signify a turning point in how automotive interiors are conceptualised and produced. With companies like Kia leading the charge, the future of automotive design seems increasingly intertwined with sustainability, paving the way for a new era of vehicles that not only meet consumer expectations for performance but also uphold a commitment to environmental stewardship.
As the automotive landscape continues to embrace advanced, sustainable materials, it is clear that the journey towards a greener future is not merely an aspiration, but an achievable reality, underscored by the remarkable innovations stemming from the natural world.
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