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Introduction 

 
Lint contamination is a serious threat to U.S. cotton, both for the textile industry but also for the raw cotton side of the indus-
try. The total cost of cotton contamination is immeasurable.  In the past few years, textile mills worldwide have invested an 
estimated $200 million on equipment that will detect some of the major contaminant.  This is money just to help minimize 
the problem and does not include the revenue lost due to broken contracts, loss of business or loss of confidence of a supplier 
even though effective contamination devices.  These investments were made even though contamination detection devices 
are only partially effective. 
 
The first place in the textile process that contaminants are evident, are in the fabric inspection line after the yarns have been 
woven or knitted, scoured, bleached and dyed.  This is a costly place to find contaminants, because one contaminated bale 
will have tainted several hundred thousand pounds of cotton. Contamination is even more costly in the finished garment. In 
this case (slide) we are looking at men's shirts that would retail from $25-60.  Because of contaminants the garments are vir-
tually useless. 
 

Sources 
 
Lint contamination can find its way into cotton in many forms.  There are many suspects.  Plastic twine, module cover materials, 
plastic shopping bags, sewing twine, irrigation ditch liners, sugar and honey dew, colored apparel are all potential contaminants.  
 
Foreign fibers manifest themselves as defects that are woven or knitted inside of the fabric.   Once foreign fibers get into the 
yarn, they are made into fabric. This defect (slide) is about an inch long.  Often they are smaller, but they are surely fabrics 
that consumers will not accept.  Defects can take the form of black plastic as in this photo or in this case in the darker fabrics 
-- a white contaminant. This slide happens to be polyethylene material.  Plastic will not take the same dyes as cotton.  It’s a 
serious problem. The polyethylene can come from multiple sources. These are consistent with the material in shopping bags 
that are so littered on the roadside.  
 
Polypropylene twine used as module tie-downs represents a very serious risk.  For example, hay baling, twine used around 
the farm or gin, can destroy the merchantability of thousands of pounds of yarns and fabrics.  
 
Grease and oil in cotton not only contaminates the fibrils themselves but migrates into the surrounding yarns.  It will not be 
cleaned out during the scouring and bleaching processes. 
 
Rubber picker doffers can be a source of contaminant. Rubber particles from cotton picker doffers were a serious problem fif-
teen years ago. All of the mainline equipment manufacturers are now supplying alternative polyurethane doffers that do not 
produce slivers such as the black rubber.  Unfortunately there are still some black rubber neoprene doffers being sold into the 
market place.  
 
Plastic fibrils come in many colors; some are blue or green, consistent with what might be in the module covers.  I also have 
seen blue and green baling twice used around cotton fields. 
 
Apparel fibrils from clothing lying around the seed cotton are also a source.  They go through a cotton gin and get chopped 
up.  Nylon, acrylic, polyester, and even cotton if dyed are serious contaminants.   
 
No discussion on lint contamination would be complete without discussion of sticky cotton. Honeydew insect sugars on cot-
ton get into the textile mill and will stick on any moving surface.  Sticky cotton can virtually stop a textile mill. 
 
Overall in US cotton, plastic represents a third of the problem, apparel fiber seems to be roughly a third, sand, rust, and jute 
and so on is the remainder.  
 
We recently visited some thirty mills around the world including those in the United States, Mexico, Turkey, India, Thailand, 
Hong Kong, and Japan. One consistent message is that contamination is one of the biggest hurdles faced by the spinners and 
the down stream processors.  



Contamination results in substantial claims on spinners supplying yarn to the knitters and the weavers. Increasingly yarn buy-
ers are demanding contamination-free yarn with a guarantee. That’s a tough guarantee for many spinners because they can 
see what’s coming in cotton bales.  
 
Contamination detection equipment is not 100% effective.  It cannot recognize many of the contaminants.   Devices are put in 
on the blow room to detect contaminants in raw cotton. They also are in the yarn winding stages. Manual detection is relied 
on in many mills.  
 
Where labor is affordable, workers go through cotton bales before they are processed. This is quite labor intensive, an expen-
sive process, but it indicates as a serious nature that some mills have.  Let me say there’s no U.S. textile mill that can afford 
to do this. So they have to rely on a clean supply of cotton. The solution is prevention. Farmers and ginners should use good 
housekeeping practices in fields, modules, gins, warehouses and transportation equipment. Always be sure to use the ap-
proved bagging.  If any contaminants prove to be from the bagging, the industry has a committee who can make a change in 
the bagging specification. 
 
Police the fields for debris blowing in from highways and turning rows. Litter is an eye-sore but unfortunately is a cotton 
problem also. Clean the pickers and the stripper heads.  A plastic bag wrapped around a brush can damage an entire module. 
 
Scout for aphids and white flies.  If textile mills have an area they suspect to have sticky cotton, they simply will avoid that area. 
 
Inspect the modules not only while they are being built, but afterward.  Watch them during processing.  Some module covers 
are beyond repair. Throw them away. And make sure that a torn piece does not get into the gin to become chopped up.  It can 
contaminate hundreds of thousands of pounds of cotton once blended in the textile mill. Don’t use plastic on module tie 
downs.  Don’t use plastic on module tie downs.  Keep hay baling twine away from the gin, and away from the farm. 
 
Monitor moisture levels, anything more than 7 ½ or 8% can be a problem causing color change. Use approved packaging ma-
terials and keep those bales fully covered, work with the customers and work with the crews to use the industry resources. 
Cotton Inc., and National Cotton Council, can supply posters, brochures, and displays. We can provide industry experts for 
meeting with groups. Videos are available.  
 
In conclusion, we will continue the education process.  The US cotton industry is strategically positioned to be the absolute 
best. The fact that we machine harvest cotton is a plus with fewer people coming in contact with cotton.  We have good bag-
ging specifications and can change those if they are thought to be a problem. We have communication tools for education and 
training and with the commitment of our farmers, ginners and warehousemen that we will be the best. 
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