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“Fermentation” is a tricky and potentially misleading term in the context of specialty coffee production. While it is under-
standable that many coffee enthusiasts have drawn parallels between the use of fermentation in coffee processing and, 
say, fermentation techniques in winemaking, the function and impact of fermentation in coffee is really quite different from 
the central role that it plays in the production of wine and other fermented beverages such as beer and kombucha. With 
that said, while coffee is not a fermented beverage, spontaneous fermentation involving natural yeasts and bacteria certain-
ly plays an important role in coffee processing around the world. A relatively new and interesting field of inquiry in the 
specialty coffee industry involves the use of selected (as opposed to naturally occurring) strains of yeasts in coffee 
processing. Proponents of these approaches claim that controlling fermentation in this way introduces unprecedented 
consistency and potentially offers producers the opportunity to emphasize certain desirable flavor qualities in their coffees 
through the strategic manipulation of fermentation. This particular lot, produced by our partners from Long Miles Coffee in 
Burundi, provides an opportunity to taste the result of an initial experiment with yeast inoculated processing. 

Let’s take a step back and review the role of fermentation in “traditional” coffee processing. As many of us will already be 
aware, the roasted coffee “beans” that we know and love originate as the seeds of small cranberry-sized fruits that are often 
collectively referred to as coffee “cherry”. At harvest, coffee pickers collect ripe cherry in large sacks and the fruit is deliv-
ered to a mill where “processing” (the necessary steps that transform fresh picked cherry to exportable, ready-to-roast 
“green coffee”) begins. One of the most commonly employed approaches to coffee processing is referred to as “washed” 
or “wet” processing. While the specifics of this approach vary widely from country to country and farm to farm, in the vast 
majority of situations the washed process includes a fermentation stage. The role of fermentation in this context is to help 
loosen the sticky layer of mucilage that remains on the surface of the coffee seed after its fruit has been removed by a 
pulping machine. Yeasts and bacteria in the air, on the fruit, or in the water if the freshly pulped coffee is soaking in a tank, 
play a key role in breaking down the sugars in the coffee’s mucilage. With a little time and agitation, the mucilage can be 
completely removed and a handful of formerly sticky coffee seeds begin to feel smooth like river pebbles. Once it reaches 
this stage, the coffee is ready to be dried. So, when we talk about fermentation in coffee processing, we are not specifically 
stating that the coffee is itself fermented (this would likely imply that something has gone terribly wrong!), but more that 
microbes have been employed to “demucilaginate” freshly pulped coffee so that it can be successfully dried, milled, export-
ed, roasted, ground, brewed, and enjoyed! To sum up, fermentation in coffee processing occurs at a stage that is much 
further removed from the finished product and its impact is less clearly correlated with the flavors we enjoy in coffee than is 
the case with wine, beer, or kombucha. 

The “CIMA” in the name of this lot refers to LALCAFÉ CIMA™ Yeast, a strain that was developed by Scott Laboratories and is 
marketed to producers as a tool to improve consistency, reduce risk, and enhance desirable sensory qualities in their 

coffees. The idea is that by inoculating the fermentation tank with a specifically selected yeast such as the CIMA product, 
the selected yeast will overwhelm any naturally occurring yeasts, thereby reducing the potential risks or inconsistencies of 
less controlled microbial activity. For this experimental lot from Long Miles, CIMA yeast was “activated” by agitating it in 
lukewarm water for 4-5 hours before the coffee was passed through the pulper. Once the coffee was pulped, it was placed 
in the fermentation tank with the inoculated yeast solution and covered with a tarp. The coffee completed an 18 hour 
fermentation at which point the coffee was “footed”, meaning that a group of workers stomped on the coffee for 15-20 
minutes to fully remove the mucilage. Following the “footing” stage, the coffee was graded and rinsed in clean water, soaked 
for an additional 4-6 hours and then ultimately slow-dried on raised beds for 15-21 days. 

At Passenger, we feel it is far too early to make broad pronouncements regarding the potential, and the potential drawbacks, 
of yeast inoculated coffee processing. If, over time, the use of selected yeast strains is demonstrated to reliably contribute 
to better outcomes for producers with the consequence that they are able to receive consistently better prices for their 
coffee, then we would of course support broader adoption of these techniques. And there will certainly be interesting 
implications if further experimentation (and a great deal more tasting) leads to the conclusion that the manipulation of 
yeasts in coffee processing truly allows producers to design and manipulate the flavor profiles of their coffees in unprece-
dented new ways. For now, this delicious Long Miles CIMA lot provides a window on an area of research that may yet 
become a revolutionary trend in our industry.
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Black tea, browning sugars, and fresh green pear on the nose introduce a balanced and deeply 
sweet cup offering gentle flavors of apple and stone fruit and a pleasantly juicy raspberry acidity. 
A refreshing black tea quality re-emerges on the aftertaste as the coffee cools.

IN THE CUP

While the use of selected yeast strains in specialty coffee processing is still at a relatively 
nascent stage, this delicious experimental lot from our partners at Long Miles Coffee 
demonstrates that this approach can certainly be employed with excellent results.
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