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In Britain about 77% of the
population are regular tea-
drinkers, with 165 million

cups consumed each day and
the tea market predicted to be
worth £727 million by 2019.

And where better to buy
high quality, ethically-traded
teas than in an independent
health store? “The health trade
is the perfect place for quality,
artisan and handmade teas to
be purveyed,” says Bruce
Ginsberg, founder of
Dragonfly Tea and Tick Tock
Tea. “Tea has an important
place  in a broader regime of
health awareness and prac-
tices, and the  ethically com-
mitted wholefood and health
shop is the perfect place for a
broad range of unusual fine
teas and herbal infusions to be
gently recommended as a
lifestyle choice by caring and
knowledgeable staff.”

Time for tea?
But are some brands missing 
a trick when it comes to 
positioning their offers?
“Individual brands could look
to more effectively capitalize
on the role of tea as a good
alternative to alcohol on a
night in and as an alternative
to snacks such as standard  car-
bonated soft drinks and
chocolate bars,” says Richard
Ford, senior food and drink
analyst at Mintel. “While tea is
widely seen in this light by
users, few brands have actively
targeted these occasions.”

Joe Kinch, founder and
director of Joe’s Tea Company,
agrees that this is an area in
which innovative teas can pro-
vide a serious alternative. “In
the evening at home people are
more conscious about how
much alcohol they’re drinking
and what they’re putting into
their bodies, and I think people
are becoming more experimen-
tal and want something a bit
more exciting.” 

So in order to provide a real
alternative on these occasions,
brands need to offer something
bursting with taste. “Our cus-
tomers tend to be quite adven-
turous when it comes to trying
out different things to replace
ordinary tea, coffee, beer or
whatever,” says Kay Chown of
The Bear co-op in Todmorden,
“and that’s why the Pukka
range goes really well because
it uses quite an original 
combination of flavours and

people are looking for some-
thing a bit different.”

Gary Trickett, owner of
Healthy Route in Derby,
believes consumers are looking
for more robust flavours. 
“I think that’s why chai teas
are beginning to sell more –
people are looking for some-
thing with more oomph. They
are selling more and more in
mainstream cafes – Starbucks
and Costa are beginning to
move into chai teas – and I
think this is helping sales in
health stores.”

If tea is going to be market-
ed as a relaxing evening bever-
age, then caffeine-free or low-
caffeine varieties are the obvi-
ous ones to push. “It is partic-
ularly naturally caffeine-
free teas like rooibos that lend
themselves to evening use,”
explains Ginsberg. “Rooibos is
not just an ideal night-time
drink – but its soft, full-bodied,
slightly sweet taste also makes
it a delicious mixer and iced
tea. Happily it is now available
in a wide variety of flavours,
ranging from vanilla and spicy
chai, to ginger and honey.”

“Caffeine-free teas are
doing well at the moment and
rooibos is starting to peak as a
caffeine-free option,” adds
Lewis Parsons, founder of
Teaple, who’s Brewbarb &
Custard (vanilla rooibos) tea is
one of its top-sellers.

Kinch agrees: “Gone are the
days when people drink four
or five cups of coffee, because
they don’t want too much caf-

feine. We’re finding that the
herbal tea and caffeine-free
market is definitely on the up
and I’d say in this category our
two best sellers would be St
Clements Lemon and Chocca-
Roo-Brew – a blend of raw
cacao, vanilla and rooibos
which gives a sweet fix from a
drink without any calories.”

“Brands should focus on
the lower caffeine white and
green teas, plus herbal/decaf-
feinated products,” says Axel
Steenberg, co-owner of Steen-

bergs Organic. “Steenberg’s
has increased its offering in the
herbals end to up its exposure
to the demand for caffeine-free
products.” He adds that the
company will be continuing to
focus on caffeine-free and
herbal products over the next
12 to 18 months.

Rising stars
The fastest-growing segment
by value is green tea, according
to Mintel, but it still has a
niche role, with sales reaching
just £30 million in 2013. IRI
states that value sales of ordi-
nary tea bags declined by 4.7%
in the year ending July 2014,
while green tea rose 9.9%.
The fruit and herbal tea seg-
ment has also gained share in
value sales, accounting for
10% of the market in 2013.
According to IRI, Pukka was
the fastest growing brand in
the green tea and fruit and
herbal sector in the year, with a
growth of 42.3%. 

Steenberg believes con-
sumers want something new:
“Originality rather than same-
old same-old products, with
great flavours at a reasonable
price.  Also, a range of interest-
ing, more specialized speciality
teas and blends helps keep the
interest level up.”

However, some classics are
still very much in demand,
with English Breakfast and
Earl Grey consistently appear-
ing at the top of the best-selling
lists. Eli Sarre from Essential
Trading says that Clipper’s Earl
Grey is at the top of its best-
sellers, along with Pukka’s
Three Mint. “That verges over
into the classic I think, that’s
why Essential’s Peppermint Tea
sells so well. Everybody likes
Earl Grey, everybody likes
mint.” Others at the top
include Pukka’s Revitalise and
Clipper’s Sleep Easy. “It does
seem to be a cross between real
classics and blends which have
some sort of added health ben-
efit,” Sarre explains.

A healthy brew
Due to ever-present stories in
the press about the health ben-
efits of tea, consumers are
much more aware of these fac-
tors. “First off people may be
looking for caffeine-free,”
Kinch says, “something that’s
high in antioxidants, like a
green or a white tea, but people
are also looking for wellbeing

Tea: the hero crop
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Tea has an ancient heritage dating back 5,000 years, but its
image is being updated and brands are presenting increasingly
varied offers to reflect this and the changing needs of consumers

Earlier this year, leaders in
the tea industry gathered to
launch the Tea 2030 part-
nership, a collaboration led
by the global sustainability
non-profit charity Forum
for the Future. The coalition
aims to improve liveli-
hoods, respond to climate
change and engage con-
sumers in the roadmap to
develop a sustainable tea
industry by 2030. 

Tea 2030 is calling for
the sector to work together
to turn tea from a standard
commodity into a ‘hero
crop’ – a crop which deliv-
ers social, environmental
and economic benefits for
all participants within its
value chain.

Charity CEO Sally Uren
said: “The tea industry
operates in some of the
world’s poorest countries

that are most vulnerable to
climate change, and faces
serious challenges. We are
urging organizations
across the sector to collab-
orate to find solutions that
will safeguard its future and
transform the lives of mil-
lions of people working
throughout the industry.”

Another recent initiative
is the partnership between
major tea companies –
including Taylors of Harro-
gate and Typhoo – UNICEF
and the Ethical Tea Partner-
ship to tackle the problem
of child exploitation. Initially
working with 350 communi-
ties in 100 estates in Assam,
the three-year programme
will gather stakeholders
including public and private
organisations and the sup-
ply chain to tackle this
growing problem. 

WORKING FOR A BETTER FUTURE
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teas, something for sleep or
digestion, those sorts of areas.
It’s fairly common knowledge
that peppermint aids digestion
and camomile helps you sleep,
and I think in the category of
speciality teas people look for
these specific ingredients.”

Gary Trickett also finds a
lot of people want teas with
specific health benefits. “We
get people coming in for teas
for detox, teas for women and
men, immune enhancers – echi-
nacea or manuka teas – diuret-
ic teas and so on, so all those
categories are catered for.”
But, he says, green tea is still
one of his best-sellers. “It has
been for a number of years. I
think we went through a peri-
od when people started think-
ing that green tea was general-
ly healthier for them but over
the last two years we’ve got a
new raft of consumers who are
looking for green tea as a
weight loss aid too.”

Kay Chown has seen white
tea increase in popularity:
“We’re being asked for white
tea a lot more now because its
health benefits have been fairly
heavily promoted recently. It’s
kind of the new green tea, so
we’re stocking that now for the
first time.”

But legislation makes it
hard to promote these health
benefits on-pack. “Antioxi-
dants are thought to play an
important role in green and
redbush teas, for example,”
says Ginsberg, “but recent EU
legislation has increasingly pre-
cluded explicit mention of this.
There is currently research
being done all over the world
on tea’s health properties –
investigating its 1,500-year-old
reputation in Chinese medicine
for bringing balance and poise
to the system – and hopefully
this will further strengthen the

scientific case in favour of this
magical beverage.”

On trend
The image of tea is slowly
changing, with companies
coming up with attractive
modern packaging and innova-
tive, trendy product names.
And if Mick Jagger thinks tak-
ing tea at three is a “nasty
habit”, then surely this bever-
age must qualify as being at
least a little bit rock ‘n’ roll?

But Steenberg believes
there’s still a lot of work to be
done for tea to appeal to the
youth market en masse. “I
think tea has a long way to go
attract younger drinkers and
emulate the success of origin
coffees. It still lacks a lot of sex
appeal for many, being seen as
perhaps too complex and
exclusive rather than trendy.”

However, tea and coffee
shops may be helping to nudge
tea to the right side of hip.
“Tea is cool!’” proclaims Joe
Kinch. “We’re based in
Shoreditch and on every corner
there’s a cool coffee shop – cof-
fee became very trendy, a bit
like craft beers, and now its
becoming the same with teas.
People have great quality beer,
coffee and chocolate – all arti-
san and speciality – and now
they want the same quality
with their tea.” 

Eli Sarre has seen Essential’s
sales of bulk and catering sizes
grow in the last three years,
indicating a move by cafés into
higher quality and sustainable
teas. “This is a growing cate-
gory for us with little inde-
pendent tea and coffee shops
now stocking fair trade teas far
more than before.” 

Lewis Parsons believes
branding is the key to success
for a small business in the tea
sector: “You’ve got to have an

identity because it’s quite hard
for people to differentiate. If
you’re doing an English break-
fast tea and so is someone
else – but yours is from a dif-
ferent estate and is better qual-
ity – you need to let the con-
sumer know this and put your
own stamp on it. I feel that
branding is of great impor-
tance in the tea industry.”

A question of ethics
According to Ethical
Consumers’ latest product
guide to tea, nearly 90% of the
30 leading tea brands are certi-
fied by at least one ethical
labelling scheme – an impres-
sive rise from 40% in 2000. 

“The growth of ethical
labelling schemes within the
tea sector has been phenome-
nal and represents a major 
win for shoppers,” said Rob
Harrison, editor of Ethical
Consumer. “It’s been shoppers
and the development charities
who’ve demanded that tea
companies improve the ethical
credentials of their tea.”

The most widespread label
is organic, with just under half
the brands certified as such,
followed by a third certified by
Fairtrade and 21% by the
Rainforest Alliance. 

However, many in the tea
sector don’t opt for the widely
known Fairtrade label even
though their ethical standards
are stringent. Teaple’s teas are
all part of the Ethical Tea
Partnership, a scheme Parsons
sees as more specific to the tea
industry. “We know that the
teas are coming through estates
where people are fairly paid,”
he explains. “Consumers obvi-
ously see Fairtrade and think
‘oh brilliant’, but it’s deeper
than that, and the Ethical Tea
Partnership has gone a long
way and has a lot of partners
on board. It’s just not as well
known by consumers.”

Ginsberg believes certifica-
tion marks do help consumers
to navigate the fixture, but he
says: “The most important
thing to us is to know our
sources, to continuously visit
plantations and gardens in 
different countries and to 
make sure that our suppliers
have integrity and commitment
to the same ideals we share. 
We have built up over the
decades a marvellous group of
trustworthy suppliers, which 

is a great comfort, as we can
rely on our product and
labelling for quality, consisten-
cy and purity.”

Trickett comments: “As a
consumer myself, I think
Fairtrade has lost some of its
impact in the sense that if you
look at Qi teas, for example, it
says on the back of the packag-
ing that it works closely with
farming communities in China;
if you look at Pukka Teas’
website it talks about how it
works with the local popula-
tions in India, so you don’t

need to check there’s a
Fairtrade symbol on the prod-
ucts once you know that.”

“I think from a consumer
point of view people look for
organic these days above
Fairtrade. When I created 
Joe’s Tea Company I had an
option to source organic ingre-
dients and for me it was a
given – in simple terms I didn’t
want to put any chemicals in
my products. But I didn’t want
to ram that down people’s
throats and preach about it.
So, yes, we say on our packs

Skin refreshment
Dragonfly Tea has teamed
up with Liz Earle for its
Luxury Leaf Superskin Tea
which combines rooibos and
white tea blended with
extracts of pomegranate,
cranberry, apple and rosehip
– the same ingredients
found in Earle’s new
Superskin Moisturizer.

Take the high road
Higher Living has introduced
a range of teas using inno-
vative biodegradable pyra-
mid teapees with variants
such as Power, which com-
bines gingko, ginseng and
yerba mate; Good Mood
which includes raspberry
leaves and sunflower petals;
Green Tea Coconut; and
Vanilla Chai.

How does your garden grow?
Grown in a single USDA-
certified organic garden in
northern Bangladesh,
Teatulia organic teas 
come in five refreshing
flavours: Lemongrass, 
Tulsi, Earl of Bengal, Green
Tea and Black Tea. The 
teas are available in bags

within eco canisters and as
loose leaf.

Going green
Queen of Green is the latest
offer from Joe’s Tea
Company. An organic green
tea from Sri lanka, this joins
the company’s 11-strong
range which includes The
Earl of Grey, Whiter Than
White, Minted-Up Fruit and
The Berry Best.

The energy of life
Qi offers a range of Fair-
trade-certified green, white
and speciality tea bags with
its newest offerings being
Acai Berry Tea and
Pomegranate White Tea. The
company’s loose tea offering
consists of Chun Mee,
Gunpowder and Jasmine. 

Pukka up
Pukka recently rebranded its
range of 36 teas which fall
under five families: Taste
Alive; Feel Alive; Green
Revolution; Speciality Black;
and Super Fruity. Varieties
include Three Fennel,
Peppermint & Liquorice,
Three Tulsi and Three Ginger.

Hot Stocks
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that the tea’s organic but we
don’t have big banners plas-
tered all over them. We’re a
premium tea company and if
we’re going to have a premium
product then we need to source
the best ingredients, and for me
that’s organic.”

“Organic is bigger than
Fairtrade at the moment,”
agrees Sarre. “The majority of
our products are organic but
there are less Fairtrade-labelled
products available, specifically
teas. Our teas are sourced from
a cooperative in Egypt and
were always fair trade, then
they actually became accredit-
ed, but nothing had changed.
Those teas were specifically
sought because of the initia-
tives that produce them.”

However, although his
company’s teas are all organic,
Steenberg believes that
Fairtrade is more important to
most buyers. “Our view is that
they are separate systems but
highly interconnected. We do
not believe that customers are
necessarily looking at the certi-
fication per se, but rather at the
brand credentials themselves.

The certification underpins the
brand, not the other way
around. Overall, while these
certification systems are funda-
mental to Steenbergs, we think
it is how the business itself
operates that is key. There is no
point buying some Fairtrade
then buying the rest of your
raw materials non-ethically, or
purchasing organic ingredients
then not following through
with reducing waste and
increasing recycling within
your own operation.”

Teaple doesn’t currently
offer organic teas, but it’s some-
thing Parsons is considering. “I
am thinking about getting an
organic tea because it is some-
thing that people ask about and
are interested in. We’re all
about really high quality teas,
so yes I want it to be organic
but also taste great and be of
the quality levels I try to
uphold. I’d love to be organic
but there are a number of fac-
tors to consider. As a small busi-
ness on my own, it’s sometimes
difficult without that financial
backing to be able to do what I
want to do right now.”

Trickett believes that people
are looking for more from their
tea now. “If you go back four
or five years people wanted a
fair trade or organic tea and it
didn’t really matter about the
quality if they ticked those
boxes. I think we then had a
swing away from fair trade and
organic over the last two or
three years because people
wanted good tasting tea – they
wanted flavours. But I think in
the last 12 months people are
now looking for a combina-
tion – so it’s not primarily that
it’s an organic tea – it’s also got
to be a good tasting, well pack-
aged, good priced organic tea.”

Chown says The Bear
stocks as ethically as possible.
“If a wholesaler makes it clear
to us that their product is fair
trade, organic or sustainable
then we’re far more likely to go
with them because that is the
ethos of the shop.”

Trickett agrees: “In our
stores the issue of sustainabili-
ty is important – it’s one of the
things that sets us apart from
mainstream outlets and it’s nice
to know that with brands like

Qi you can sell a product that
ticks all the boxes with regard
to sustainability.”

“There are so many areas in
the industry in which we can
find ways to be sustainable,”
says Parsons. “It was quite dif-
ficult to find a balance between
getting the product at its best
and using sustainable sources,
but we now find that a lot
more suppliers are pushing
that way and starting to jump
on the bandwagon which has
made it a lot less difficult and
less expensive to be a more sus-
tainable business.”

Future developments
Euromonitor has predicted
that ready-to-drink teas will
outperform energy drinks in
the 2013-2014 period, with a
growth of 9.5% compared to
8.7% and that consumers will
spend $1.5 billion on naturally
healthy ready-to-drink teas
over the next five years.

This is good news for
Parsons, who’s currently work-
ing on some iced teas as well as
looking to develop cold-brew
teas in bottles. These are

brewed in cold water for
between eight and 16 hours.
“This slow infusion gives a dif-
ferent flavour than when you
brew the tea hot and chill it –
it’s more subtle, more delicate
and a bit sweeter – it brings out
different flavours. We’ve been
playing around with a number
of different teas – black, green
and herbal varieties.”

Ginsberg sees the need for a
resurgence in the future to
recapture the essence of tea:
“We want to bring back tea not
as a forgettable commodity
item, but as a delicious and spe-
cial substance, with all the
romance and depth of fine
wines, that can enrich our
everyday lives. Over the last
century, the UK has slowly lost
its heritage as the greatest tea
drinking nation. Mass retailing,
the invention of the teabag, and
hectic lifestyles have reduced
the market for fine teas, and
people have forgotten how to
savour it. A revival is needed 
to reclaim our famous reputa-
tion for connoisseurship. I
think this is a great opportuni-
ty for speciality food shops.”
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