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JUTE SUITS DEMAND FOR NATURAL

small footwear components company from

Calcutta felt it had hit the big time at the start of

this year. APL Polyfab had been in discussion with
Texon International—known industry-wide for its insoling,
box toe puff and counter materials, non-woven linings,
safety toe caps, midsoles and factory consumables—for
some time. In February, the two companies announced an
agreement under which Texon will take responsibility for
developing and bringing to the world market an APL
Polyfab product, Renotex.

Because it's a natural product, made from jute and
natural latex, the Indian company insists that Renotex is
ideal for use in insoles. Its performance in flex life, porosity,
tensile and stitch tear-strength, moisture management,
anti-slip, anti-static, insulation and ‘mouldability’ is, APL
argues, at the highest level, and Texon took the message
on board.

On making the joint-marketing announcement, Stan
Lamb, Texon's chief operating officer, said that his company
wanted to play its part in “environmental protection”. He



...technically speaking... ’ ,

MANUFACTURING & MATERIALS INNOVATION

Leather was once the universal material for insoles.
Then, at the end of the 19th century came
leatherboard. This was cheaper due to the fact that
90% of the raw material used was waste leather
trimmings and shavings from tanneries and shoe
factories. It was also more uniform in substance and
performance. Leatherboard was widely used in
cheaper shoes until just after World War Il when
cellulose board was developed by the then newly
formed Texon. This used 100% pure cellulose from
wood pulp and became the industry standard for
almost all types of footwear due to its clean
appearance and extremely good dimensional
stability regardless of humidity. Insoles cut from
leatherboard would frequently distort under
prolonged storage.

The increasing popularity of the strobel-stitched
construction for sports shoes created a demand for
insoles with high stitch tear strength. The
development of needle-punched non-woven by
Texon in 1970 proved to be the answer. Whereas
cellulose board involved cutting down trees, these
non-wovens were oil-dependent in that they mostly
used polyester fibres as the main raw material. So,
with some predicting oil to reach $200 a barrel in

the near future, this latest innovation by Texon and
APL Polyfab is well-timed.

Renotex also ticks all the necessary performance
boxes for a modern insole as well as being made
from jute fibres which is an easily renewable
natural material. There are four versions available
in a number of thicknesses:

saturated with latex to make a
flexible insole

Renotex R:

Renotex RE: as R but with approx. 80%

recycled fibres

saturated with resin for
mouldable footbeds

Renotex P:

Renotex PE:  as P but using approx. 80%

recycled fibres

As can be seen from the footbed image in the main
text, the one downside is its appearance and it
would be essential to completely cover a moulded
footbed or insert a full-length insock into a normal
shoe. As the latter is becoming an increasingly
popular way to improve foot comfort, this is less of
a drawback than it might once have been.

added: “This is very important in a world under stress and I
know that our customers have similar sentiments. This
alliance with APL Polyfab and the promotion of natural
fibres is a logical step along this path.”

For his part, Mani Almal, managing director of APL
Polyfab, explains that, after 35 years as a supplier to the
industry, this is the first time he has used jute as a footwear
component, but that it is an idea he has been working on for
the whole of this decade. He says: “I had this futuristic idea
in 2000 to focus on natural products. Footwear is directly
linked to the human body and whatever you touch should
have more natural materials in it. This is an idea that is
gaining momentum.”

His vision led him to picture not just feet, but legs—
people’s legs—and heads entirely wrapped in syntheti
material, and he didn't like it. “Oh I know fashion and safety
in the case of, say, a crash helmet are important,” he says,
“but what is the cost to humanity and to the environment?”
He says he wonders how the health and safety authorities
can allow accredited safety shoes to have polyurethane
soles (“all those carpets, all that static shock”), for example.

Nevertheless, he acknowledges that using only natural
materials for footwear insoles would quickly create a supply
problem as resources—even the widely produced (second
only to cotton) and relatively cheap jute—are finite. That's
why Renotex is a composite material, made from more than
one natural substance; Mr Almal feels this represents a
more balanced approach.

Another of his complaints about many synthetic
materials, particularly in shoes, is their propensity to retain
heat and sweat. Renotex’s natural components make it
much more breathable and more capable of fast de-
absorption of moisture, both of which increase the wearer’s
comfort. “The product also has excellent strength,” Mr
Almal continues. “You cannot tear it. And even after it has
been in deep water it doesn't lose its properties the way
paper-based products do. The natural materials in the
composite have excellent scope for bonding and there is no
danger of delamination, partly because of the natural
qualities of the materials but also because of what we are
able to engineer into the composite.”

It consists of roughly 50% natural latex from plantations
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in Kerala, in the south of India, and 50% jute from Calcutta.
The jute content includes woven jute fabric interlocked with
non-woven jute fibre to add strength. The patents for the
idea are still pending; he bemoans the “very slow” patents
process in India and points out that he received a patent for
it from Pakistan four years ago.

He hopes that the agreement with Texon International
will lead to further development of the product as well as
marketing of the original
manufacturers—including some leading brand names—
around the world.

“I believe in taking this to the market,” Mani Almal says.
“But you need to have enough patience and power to hold
on, waiting for the market to respond; you have to be able
to take the pain until commercial success comes.” He is in
no doubt that the new partnership will equip him to do that.

And looking even further ahead, APL Polyfab is already
working on new products for the footwear components
market, with natural materials—including cork, copper and
cotton—featuring prominently again. The managing

Renotex to footwear

director insists that, as long as you get the balance right,
natural materials are in plentiful supply.

“Natural materials always mean extra cost,” he says.
“That is one of the first things I tell people when I sit down
to talk to them about this. But this is our only focus now and
that is not going to change.” 3
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There is a finite supply of even widely available and
relatively cheap natural resources such as jute. For this
reason, APL Polyfab chose to use the fibre in a
composite for its Renotex product.

Renotex footbeds. CREDIT: RENOTEX
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