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I have already written about fly lines on a couple of occasions but as I mentioned last month there is 

plenty more that can be written about this subject. Recently I went into my local tackle store to look 

for a new fly line. Even though they had a wall full of fly lines I still couldn’t find what I wanted. I 

could have settled for something they had in stock but I knew what I wanted and I knew none of the 

lines on display would do the job. Fortunately, I have learnt enough about fly lines over the years to 

know that there are plenty of lines out there to choose from. 

 

Do you know how many fly lines there are? I don’t but having done a Google search I can tell you 

there are over 60 and that does not include all the no-name brands from China and beyond. Although 

there are so many brands on the market there are only a handful of manufacturers who make these 

lines. I can only find 6 major manufacturers of fly lines in the world (again, excluding China). If you 

do the maths you can see that many different brands come out of the same factory. 

 

 

Not only are there a multitude of 

fly line brands, each company 

sells many different lines under 

their banner. Take RIO for 

example. Considered to be one of 

the biggest manufacturers of fly 

lines they sell lines for freshwater, 

saltwater, switch and spey casting. 

If you check their range you end 

up with a total of 90 different lines 

to choose from. 

 

This month I want to look at some basic decisions you have to make when buying a fly line. I am not 

intending to recommend any particular brand or suggest which line would be best for you. I just want 

to point out five basic things about fly lines that you need to consider when buying a new line. Once 

you have made your mind up about these you are ready to start sorting through the many brands and 

options you have available to you.  

 

The first decision is about price. How much money are you prepared to pay 

for a fly line? No name lines sell for considerably less than those with a 



brand name. The difference can be as much as $100 between a cheap line and a top of the range line 

made by one of the big manufacturers. Is the difference worth that much? Well, yes and no.  If you 

only have a couple of lines and you don’t want to be replacing them very often there is value in going 

with a brand name. The big brands give you quality manufacturing and the latest technology in 

finishes to improve slickness and durability.   

 

Most importantly you get the results of research and development programs that give you refined 

tapers and extras like welded loops and line identification systems. You get what you pay for and 

when you buy a brand name you know the line is going to perform as the manufacturer states. 

 

Cheap lines can come out of factory in China or be the mill ends or seconds 

from a large manufacturer. They are often shorter and have small 

imperfections and don’t offer the fancy packaging of the top lines. The quality 

can be almost as good as the brand name and if you are prepared to take a 

chance you can get good value from one of these lines. You won’t get the 

assurance that comes with top of the range lines nor will you get the added 

treatments and extras. If you go through a lot of lines or have a lot of rods 

these cheap lines are worth considering. 

 

Somewhere between the top of the 

range and the no names are the mid –

priced lines. These lines are usually 

made by a large manufacturer to a 

particular standard. Using names such 

as Headstart, Mainstream, Fairplay the 

big manufacturers sell these lines for the 

beginner or novice. The quality is still 

there but the ingredients and extras have been reduced to cut costs. Also 

fitting in the mid price category are the boutique lines made by a large 

manufacturer for a particular specialized market. Barrio lines fit this 

category where you can buy a number of different tapers designed to meet a variety of styles of 

casting and fishing situations.  For the beginner or experienced angler who knows exactly what they 

want these lines can be good value where two can be bought for the price of one of the top range 

lines. 

 

 

Stretch or non-stretch is the next big question you need to ask when 

buying a fly line. Most fly lines stretch. This is because of the material 

in the core which will stretch and the PVC coating on the line. 

Polyvinylchloride with added plasticizers stretches sometimes as much 

as 25%. This is a good thing when you are handling the line or playing 

a fish. The great majority of fly 

lines use PVC and therefore the 

great majority of fly fishers use 

a line that stretches. 

 

 

However, there is a school of thought that says fly lines 

should not stretch. Like braid versus nylon in the spinning 

world there is a case for lines that don’t stretch and give you 



more feel, better hook set and longer casts. Airflo have long thought this way and use a non stretch 

plastic (polyurethane) to coat their fly lines. Polyurethane also has the added benefits of being 

resistant to DEET, harder wearing and less prone to cracking. RIO is also moving in the same 

direction with the introduction of low stretch cores (while retaining their PVC coating) in their 

InTouch range of lines. Both manufacturers tout the benefits of overall control, instantaneous hook 

setting, mending control, and durability. If you haven’t tried one of the non stretch lines you should. 

Your opinion on stretch or non stretch will be a major factor in deciding which new fly line to buy. 

 

 

I bet many fly fishers thought they would never see the day when 

colour could play such a major role in their decision when buying a 

new line. Look around and you will see fly lines come in every 

colour of the rainbow, some even with multiple colours. The first 

issue you have to consider is whether you want a line which will 

blend in with its surroundings or something which will stand out. 

My own preference is for a camouflage line which hopefully fish 

will find difficult to see. But for many people something bright has 

its advantages. Being able to see the line while you are casting will 

make for more accurate casts. Being able to see the line on the 

water will help make better drifts and detect takes. Then there are 

lines where colour is used to designate the optimum amount of line to have out of the end of the rod 

for casting. Some lines even have a third colour to designate the start of the running line. And of 

course you can choose a line with a head or tip which is dull to aid camouflage or bright to aid bite 

detection. In this day and age you can even have a coloured fly line to match the colour of your fly 

rod and reel. Thinking about the colour of your fly line is an important consideration when you go to 

buy a new line. It can make a difference to your success. 

 

Probably the most important point to consider when looking for a fly 

line concerns the taper. The most obvious decision relates to whether 

you should buy a double taper or weight forward line. The answer to 

that is pretty straight forward. Most people have their preference and 

will stick with that no matter what. When you look beyond double 

tapers and weight forwards you find things have become much more 

complex.  One of the reasons you pay top dollars for the big name 

brands is the research and development that has gone into creating a 

specific taper for each line. Most of the big companies employ well 

know fly fishers to advise on tapers for their lines. You can have a taper 

that is designed for particular fish species, presentation, power, distance 

or for a multitude of different scenarios. When you are buying a new line think about where and how 

you will be using it and consider a taper that will enhance what you want to do. The top of the range 

fly lines will show you their taper specifications and suggest how it is designed to help your fishing. 

One of the reasons big manufacturers make so many lines is so they can provide a variety of tapers 

for a variety of 

situations. When you 

choose a fly line based 

on taper you have truly 

thought about the 

importance of a good 

fly line. 

 



 

My last point to consider is line texture. One of the trends in modern fly lines 

has been to add ridges, ripples and bumps to fly lines to reduce friction on the 

guides and allow the line to shoot further.   Scientific Anglers was the first to 

do this with their Sharkskin lines. Since then a few other manufacturers have 

hopped on the bandwagon and produced their versions of textured lines. The 

idea hasn’t really taken off and most fly fishers cite concerns about wear on 

the rod guides, noise and line burn as the reason they stick with their non-

textured lines. The jury is still out on these issues but, if you want a line that 

will shoot a little further, suffer less coiling and last longer they are worth 

considering. Just don’t expect to get one of these at a bargain basement price. 

 

 

 

There are many other things you can take into account when you buy a fly line. Reputation, warranty, 

availability, familiarity, and brand loyalty all can be considered. But if you want to sort through the 

hundreds of choices available I suggest you start with my five basic considerations; price, stretch or 

non-stretch, colour, taper and texture. Of course if your first decision is to buy a cheap line you 

probably don’t have to worry too much about the others as you are not going to get those options in 

the lower end of the price range.  
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