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WSA Polypropylene fabrics for sport    

ith a small band of producers making
great progress in Olefin yarn
technology – Borgolon, Aquafil,
Chemosvit Industrias Murta, Dreamfel
and others – it cannot be long before
this polymer makes even greater
progress in sportswear. 

Polypropylene has one unique
feature that is not often presented as a

performance asset. It is dry to the touch, even
when wet. Only wool has this characteristic by
nature and that is why we have utilised it so
much in the past for underwear and knitwear
and for general outdoor apparel use.
Polypropylene is the lightest fibre in general
use today and is dominant in the low cost
carpet market because of its high fastness,
durability and resistance to soiling. For the
performance wear developer, its low heat
transference (which means it is demonstrably
cooler in the summer and warmer in the winter
than any other fibre) and natural hydrophobia
are compelling properties.

It also carries a very convincing ecological
story. Because it has a low melting point and has
to be melted only once to convert it into a
useable high quality textile fibre, at which point
the dye is added, the energy usage is extremely
low. The fabrics only need to be washed/relaxed
with no harsh chemicals and are then low
temperature stenter dried giving a very low
ecological footprint compared with major
polluters such as cotton and wool, which are
developed predominantly with the use of large
amounts of pesticides, consume huge amounts
of energy and produce voluminous quantities of
toxic effluents. Within colour limitations,
polypropylene is also truly recyclable, even back
to textile grade fibres.

A natural fit for base layers
Base layers and next-to-skin fabrics are home

territory for polypropylene fabrics. The
ubiquitous Helly Hansen Lifa garment has long
championed the benefits of polypropylene with
great success. Evolving over the years from a
scratchy 18g rib construction to the fine gauge,
high performance hollow fibre fabrics that make
up the new range, it is surprising that other
brands have not followed more closely. The
Bonazzi Group, through Aquafil with Dryarn,
have generated much interest through their
excellent marketing and have brands such as
The North Face, Briko and Slam launching
product ranges currently. Borgolon has chosen
to specialise in hollow fibre products (Softprim)
because of the enhanced thermal performance
and lighter weight versus volume ratio offered
by fabrics made from these yarns. It is also used
by D.Fens.Tec in its extensive range of thermal
underwear. Chemosvit Fibrochem has a broad
range of products and is very active in
expanding the potential uses for polypropylene
in the marketplace. Interested parties should
check out Klimatex/Progress/Prolen. 

Because polypropylene has no thermal
memory that can be utilised (it cannot be
permanently heat set), fabrics are only available
in a fully relaxed state except where special
elastomeric fibres are utilised. The advent of
steam settable elastomers such as the Creora
Type H450 and Lycra T178c Low Heat settable
product has made some very good new fabrics
possible. A warp knit from Kanui made with
Creora H450 and polypropylene micro for
swimwear is exceptional and shows the way
forward for swimwear plains.

W

Earlier this year we looked at the renewed interest in
activewear using polypropylene and its technology
and properties. In this article we consider why
polypropylene (polyolefin) fabrics might be chosen
for sportswear garments and equipment in
preference to other more traditional synthetic
fibres such as polyamide and polyester.

Polypropylene
fabrics for sport

100% Prolen
thermal baselayer
from Progress
Sportswear.

Chemosvit Fibrochem

Polypropylene.qxd  14/11/06  5:17 pm  Page 2



An olefinic alternate
An alternative opportunity to impart stretch

that many companies are turning to now is Dow
XLA. This is an olefin-based fibre just like
polypropylene and has the same basic
characteristics except that the polymer is
modified to give high stretch. However, this is
different from traditional elastomerics. With
traditional elastomers the yarn develops much of
its power in processing and is fed into the
machine in a tension-controlled state. This
causes considerable fabric contraction in
finishing and the fabric has to be stretched and
set to finished dimensions. XLA is a latent stretch
product and is plated into the fabric in a very
much more relaxed state, therefore causing
much lower fabric contraction. This is ideal with
its sister polypropylene products as it does not
need excessive heat to finish it and cuts down on
processing costs. Several manufacturers have
capitalised on this unique combination for
sportswear fabrics. Maglificio Ripa shows its
polypropylene/XLA fabrics under the ‘Light Dry
Skin’ logo and have fabrics down to 100gms/m2.
Coming from 44g machinery the weft knit plain
jerseys for swimwear are outstanding. Jersey
Lomellina has also gone with Dryarn and XLA
for its Airfit (110g/m2) and Airskin (160g/m2)
fabrics under the ‘JLRespiro’ logo. These are
beautifully crafted fabrics with superb drape and
that very desirable dry touch. Piave Maitex has
gone the Lycra route with its fine gauge (40g)
fabrics from as low as 90g to get a swimwear
fabric with great cover and again that
characteristic dry touch. Not surprisingly it has
opted for a ‘Top Tex Dry’ logo.

LMA of Portugal has a stunning range of
fabrics including plains and stripes in interlock
and single jersey, with and without Lycra, piques,
jacquards and meshes, both in warp and weft
knit constructions. The 20g interlock stripes are

very attractive and at only 150g/m2 demonstrate
the lightness of Polypropylene compared with
other fibres.

Opportunities in bags
Load carrying is the first area where you

would expect to find polypropylene in general
use in sport, after all it has been the fibre of
choice for vegetable growers for many years and
its lightness and soil resistance in an area
specifically focused on weight versus volume
capacity make it a logical fit. According to Guy
Mathiot, who is an expert in leading edge bag
design guru), it is not yet on the radar screen for
selection as a main construction fabric. The
availability of suitably aesthetic fabrics in heavier
weight woven constructions may be one of the
prime reasons for its lack of penetration in this
market. But, if you are looking for a good hard
wearing, antisoil, lightweight (30% less than
polyamide), moisture repellent fabric, why would
you not use polypropylene?

The answer may lie in the fact that the weavers
are looking more towards tents and tarpaulins
for big volumes and not making the kind of
fabrics that luggage makers want in small
enough quantities. The fact that polypropylene is
all melt spun dyed, and carries significant
volume per colour implications in an area which
is limited to fairly small volume, does not help.

The same problem appears with outerwear.
There are a few companies utilising
polypropylene in fleeces, etc., for example
Klimatex. The thermal transportation of heat by
polypropylene is very low, as is the weight,
especially with hollow fibre versions. Therefore,
to get the same insulation, much thinner
polypropylene fabrics are required, which means
quicker drying and easier movement. So why is
it utilised so little in second layers?

The outer shell market is a little more
understandable. The bonding and membrane
market was built around the two main synthetic
fibres and polyamide particularly has been well
tried and tested for abrasion in heavy wear
conditions, particularly in walking and outdoor
wear. However, polypropylene has some very
good properties for less repetitive sports such as
sailing and riding where its natural water
repellency, light weight and antisoil properties
could deliver some distinct advantages.

Prolen, has made high performance walking
trousers from woven polypropylene utilising the
antisoil, lightweight and quick drying properties. 

Considering that polypropylene is an
underdeveloped polymer in comparison with
polyester and polyamide, who knows what will
come after Dow’s XLA. Eventually the market
will decide what level of volume polypropylene
will obtain. But it will certainly be significantly
bigger than it is today.
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The Anita range from
Klimatex comprises
integrated fabrics, in
which polypropylene is
knitted with an
absorbent layer. This
layer absorbs moisture
which then evaporates
into the surrounding
environment.

Klimatex
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