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NONWOVENS SATISFY SUSTAINABLE VALUE CHAIN DEMANDS THROUGH INNOVATION
The hygiene sector remains the nonwovens industry’s largest customer in terms of volume, according to a report published by EDANA, the international association serving the nonwovens and related industries. Producers are under pressure to manufacture thinner and more customised products whilst respecting higher sustainability demands from authorities, retailers and end-users. At INDEX 11, the World’s Leading Nonwovens exhibition which will be held in Geneva from 12th – 15th April 2011, the newest developments and advanced nonwovens technologies will be showcased, offering viable solutions to the hygiene and cleaning industries. 
Retailers focusing on sustainability
While eco-friendly diapers always have existed, the focus and demand for environmentally-sustainable products continues to grow. As a result, nonwoven producers continue to dedicate significant resources towards improving the sustainability of their products throughout their complete life-cycle, in an effort to reduce their carbon footprint.  The use of bio-based raw materials instead of polymers derived from petrochemicals is one of the possible options in this direction.  Different possibilities for making top sheets biodegradable or compostable are being evaluated by the main players in the sector. “The fact that retailers are starting to set goals regarding sustainability is a new phenomenon for our business,” said Pieter Meijer, Sales Director, McAirlaids, a producer specialising in the manufacture of airlaid nonwovens. “However, the nonwovens industry has risen to the challenge by offering products which are more sustainable throughout the whole value chain, from raw materials to the finished products”, he added.
Customisation and ultra-thin products
Nonwovens have supported many of the recent developments in the hygiene sector. Some of the latest generation of diapers offer a completely fluffless core which has led to a 20 percent slimmer and a more efficient diaper than was achievable previously.  The new design improves the diaper’s performance in certain key environmental indicators, such as global warming potential, since fewer raw materials are used in its production. 
Nonwovens are also meeting the demand for more discreet adult incontinence products, suitable for the differing needs of an ageing population. The market for incontinence and feminine hygiene products is characterised by high customisation. Features such as coloured products with varying types of decoration, more garment-like material and better “tailored-to-fit” types of underwear, are becoming more important in the search for the perfect product for each customer. Products are becoming similar in comfort and appearance to conventional undergarments. 
“In order to help customers achieve the end results of better fit and comfort in hygiene products, suppliers must be watching the dynamics in the market and then react quickly with new innovations to help their customers differentiate”, said Courtney Korselt, Global Communications and Insight Manager Nonwovens/Tape & Label, Bostik - one of the nonwovens industry’s largest adhesive and sealant suppliers.
This same level of high-customisation is also a trend observed in the wipes market. There is an avalanche of new niche products on the market, ranging from saline nose wipes to environmentally-friendly wipes for cleaning children’s’ toys.
“The demand for increased sustainability in products in the hygiene sector (either perceived or measured) is one of the drivers encouraging producers to seek even more innovative solutions,” explained Pierre Wiertz, General Manager for EDANA, the international association representing the nonwovens and related industries and sponsor of the event. “INDEX 11 is a showcase for the latest and most creative nonwoven products in the hygiene and cleaning industries, and provides a unique meeting point for professionals from a broad range of user-industries wishing to expand their business opportunities. The INDEX 11 Awards have also been expanded, from their initial focus on innovation to cover excellence in sustainable products and processes.” he added.
INDEX 11 will be the 10th consecutive edition of the exhibition to be held in Geneva and will be accompanied by a compelling programme of activities, including special events, interactive workshops and education sessions.
For R&D experts, product designers and buyers, scientists and production specialists, INDEX 11 provides ample opportunity to attend product presentations, speeches, interactive workshops and informal receptions to exchange information and expand business opportunities. Almost 450 exhibitors have already confirmed their attendance, covering an impressive 50’000m2 of exhibition space. More than 12’500 visitors are expected from over 100 countries at this leading international showcase, which takes place in Geneva every three years.
Nonwovens are uniquely-engineered materials with a fabric-like structure which are used in a wide variety of applications; traditionally in the medical, hygiene and personal care products industries and increasingly in applications within the automotive, construction, home furnishings, filtration and packaging industries. They may be a limited-life, single-use fabric or a durable fabric, providing specific functions such as absorbency, liquid repellency, resilience, stretch, softness, strength, flame-retardancy, washability, cushioning, filtering, bacterial barrier and sterility.
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