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Retting - ASTM definition 

Áñin flax, the process of partial 

biological or chemical decomposition 

of pectins and other components which 

bind the fiber, fiber bundles, and the 

non-fiber structures, thereby 

facilitating removal of bast fibers from 

stemsò 



Under-retting - ASTM definition 

Áñin flax, indicates that decomposition 

is insufficient to allow fiber bundles to 

be easily removed from the non-

fibrous parts of the stemò 



Over-retting - ASTM definition 

Áñin flax, indicates that decomposition 

has caused excessive deterioration of 

bast fibersò 



Retting - laymanôs definition 

Áñin flax, the rotting of flax to the point 

where fibers can be easily extracted 

from the stem but not to the point 

where the fibers are very weakò 



Flax Fiber 

ÁWhere is it in the plant? 

 

ÁWhy canôt we just pull it out? 



A Cross Section of a Flax Stem 

ÁEp - epidermis 

ÁC - cortex 

ÁBF - bast fibers 

ÁP - phloem 

ÁX - xylem 

ÁPi - pith 

(lumen) 

 

 



A section of the Outer Edge  

of a Flax Stem 



Retting 

Áis one of the key ways to add value to 

flax straw because it increases the yield 

and decrease the cost of producing 

clean fiber 

 

Ádissolves or decomposes the 

substances that bind and surround the 

cellulosic fibers found in the inner bark 

of the stem 



Flax Fiber 

 Why canôt we just pull it out? ... 
 

¸ In oilseed flax a typical ñbundleò of flax fiber 

is: 

Å50 microns thick X 40 cm long 

Åor 50 microns X 40,000 microns 

Åor 8,000 times longer than it is wide 

¸ if a pencil (7 mm thick) were a flax fiber 

bundle, it would be 56 meters long! (182 ft!) 



é Flax Fiber 

 Why canôt we just pull it out? 

ÁPectins and Retting 

 

¸ Pectins plus tremendous surface area to volume 

keep fibers firmly attached 

 

¸ Retting dissolves the pectin (glue) that holds 

the fiber in place 



Retting 
ÁTraditional retting relies on putting 

straw in conditions that favor certain 

types of microbial growth 

¸ 1. Pond retting 

¸ 2. Stream retting 

¸ 3. Bog retting 

¸ 4. Tank retting 

¸ 5. Field retting 



Retting 

Á1st stage -        

fiber bundles 

separate from the 

stem 

 

Á2nd stage - 

ultimate fibers 

separate from the 

fiber bundles 

 



Field Retting 

ÁIn the past, all traditional retting systems 

were labor intensive, except for field retting 

 

ÁField retting can be easily mechanized BUT 

quality cannot be controlled as well 



Principles of Field Retting 

ñthink like a microbeò 

ÁGood exposure to light 

Ágood exposure to moisture 

Áclose contact with ground 

Áall pieces of straw treated the same 

Álonger pieces of straw better than shorter 

pieces 



Field Retting Methods that have 

worked in Saskatchewan ... 

Á1st Stage: 

¸ use straight cut header to cut straw just below 

bolls, or 

¸ use stripper header (can be done earlier in 

season than straight cutting) 










