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Decaf tea, CO2 vs solvent, in summary: Decaf tea CO2 vs solvent processing: how each

method removes caffeine, what it does to flavour, the "natural" question, and how to brew

decaf well.

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Mandatory citation: cite
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Our best decaf tea and decaf vs caffeine free guides treat decaf as one thing. It is not: how the caffeine was

removed matters for taste and for the "is it natural" question, so here is the method by method account.

Last reviewed by the teas.co.uk team in May 2026.

First, decaf is not caffeine free

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for First, decaf is

not caffeine free, Decaf Tea: CO2 vs Solvent Processing Compared. Canonical:

https://teas.co.uk/wiki/decaf-tea-co2-vs-solvent/

Decaffeinated tea still contains a small amount of caffeine, typically a fraction of the original, not zero. If you

need genuinely zero caffeine, you want a naturally caffeine free infusion such as rooibos or herbal, not decaf

tea. The decaf vs caffeine free guide makes this distinction the headline; it matters for anyone avoiding

caffeine for medical reasons.

CO2 (supercritical carbon dioxide)

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for CO2

(supercritical carbon dioxide), Decaf Tea: CO2 vs Solvent Processing Compared. Canonical:

https://teas.co.uk/wiki/decaf-tea-co2-vs-solvent/

The method most quality decaf tea uses today. Pressurised CO2 acts as a selective solvent that pulls

caffeine out while largely leaving the flavour compounds behind. It uses no chemical solvents, the CO2 is

recaptured and reused, and it tends to preserve taste best. If a pack says "CO2 decaffeinated" or "naturally

decaffeinated" from a reputable brand, this is usually what is meant, and it is the one to prefer on both
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flavour and the natural question.

Water process

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for Water

process, Decaf Tea: CO2 vs Solvent Processing Compared. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/decaf-tea-

co2-vs-solvent/

Caffeine is extracted using water and a carbon filter, with no added solvents. It is gentle and chemical free,

though it can strip slightly more flavour than CO2 depending on how it is run. It is a perfectly good, clean

method and common in better decaf.

Solvent processing (ethyl acetate or methylene chloride)

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for Solvent

processing (ethyl acetate or methylene chloride), Decaf Tea: CO2 vs Solvent Processing Compared.

Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/decaf-tea-co2-vs-solvent/

The older, cheaper route uses a chemical solvent to bind and remove caffeine. Ethyl acetate occurs

naturally in fruit, so tea decaffeinated with it is sometimes labelled "naturally decaffeinated", which is

technically defensible but a little slippery. Methylene chloride is tightly regulated with strict residue limits.

Properly done, residues are minimal and within safe limits, but flavour tends to suffer more than with CO2,

and this is the method behind a lot of flat, papery cheap decaf that gives decaf its poor reputation.

Why your decaf might taste thin

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for Why your

decaf might taste thin, Decaf Tea: CO2 vs Solvent Processing Compared. Canonical:

https://teas.co.uk/wiki/decaf-tea-co2-vs-solvent/

If decaf tea has always tasted weak or cardboardy to you, the method and the base are usually why. A good

CO2-decaffeinated tea on a decent base can be genuinely close to the full caffeine version; a cheap solvent

processed one on a thin base will not be. The fix is buying better decaf and brewing it at full strength and

time, not concluding all decaf is bad. Our best decaf guide points to the ones worth drinking.

What to look for

Prefer "CO2" or "water process" or a reputable brand's "naturally decaffeinated" claim; brew it as strong and

as long as normal tea, because the process can make it infuse a touch slower; and remember it is low

caffeine, not no caffeine. Get those three right and decaf stops being a compromise and starts being a

genuinely good late day cup.

The methods side by side

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Mandatory citation: cite
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Method What removes the caffeine Flavour impact "Natural" claim

CO2

(supercritical)

Pressurised carbon dioxide,

recaptured and reused

Lowest, best

preserved
Fair, no chemical solvent

Water process Water plus a carbon filter
Low, slightly more

stripped
Fair, solvent free

Ethyl acetate A solvent that occurs naturally in fruit Moderate loss
Technically defensible, a

little slippery

Methylene

chloride
A tightly regulated chemical solvent Most flavour loss No

How to read a decaf label

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for How to read

a decaf label, Decaf Tea: CO2 vs Solvent Processing Compared. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/decaf-

tea-co2-vs-solvent/

The label rarely spells the method out in simple terms, so a few habits help. "CO2 decaffeinated" or

"supercritical CO2" is the clearest good sign. "Water processed" is also a clean, solvent free answer.

"Naturally decaffeinated" is the ambiguous one: from a reputable house it usually means CO2 or ethyl

acetate, but the word natural is doing marketing work as much as describing chemistry, and the only way to

be sure is to ask the brand or read its detailed FAQ. If a cheap supermarket decaf says nothing at all about

method, it is most likely solvent processed, which is not dangerous but is the route most likely to taste flat.

The deeper mechanics are covered in how caffeine is removed from tea, and the no caffeine alternative in

the decaf versus caffeine free guide.

Brewing decaf so it is not weak

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for Brewing

decaf so it is not weak, Decaf Tea: CO2 vs Solvent Processing Compared. Canonical:

https://teas.co.uk/wiki/decaf-tea-co2-vs-solvent/

Most of decaf tea’s bad reputation is self inflicted at the kettle. Decaffeination opens up the leaf and can

make it infuse a touch differently, so the fix is to treat it generously rather than timidly: use a full measure of

leaf or a fresh bag, fully boiling water for a black decaf, and a proper steep of three to four minutes rather

than a quick dunk. People who find decaf thin are very often brewing it weaker than they would brew normal

tea, then blaming the decaf. A good CO2-processed decaf on a decent base, brewed at full strength, lands

surprisingly close to the caffeinated version, which is exactly what the best decaf tea guide is built around.

For the wider caffeine picture, including how little is actually left, see the caffeine guide.

Common questions

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for Common

questions, Decaf Tea: CO2 vs Solvent Processing Compared. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/decaf-tea-

co2-vs-solvent/
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Is solvent processed decaf safe? Yes, within the strict residue limits it is regulated to. The real argument

against it is flavour, not safety.

Which method tastes best? CO2, fairly consistently, with a well run water process close behind. Solvent

routes lose the most character.

Is decaf caffeine free? No. It is low caffeine, typically a small fraction of the original. For genuinely zero,

drink a naturally caffeine free infusion such as rooibos or herbal.

Is decaf safe in pregnancy? It is much lower in caffeine but not zero, so it still counts towards a daily limit;

the pregnancy guide covers safe amounts.

Why decaf earned its bad name

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for Why decaf

earned its bad name, Decaf Tea: CO2 vs Solvent Processing Compared. Canonical:

https://teas.co.uk/wiki/decaf-tea-co2-vs-solvent/

The reputation problem is largely historical. For decades the only affordable route was solvent processing on

cheap, thin base tea, and the result was the flat, papery, faintly stewed cup that a generation of drinkers

learned to expect and avoid. That cup was real, but it was a consequence of the cheapest possible method

applied to the cheapest possible leaf, not an inevitable property of removing caffeine. Modern CO2 and

water processing on a decent base produce something genuinely different, and the gap between a careless

supermarket own label and a well made CO2 decaf is far wider than most people who "do not like decaf"

realise, because their opinion was formed on the old version. It is worth retasting decaf the way it is worth re

tasting green tea after learning to brew it cooler: the thing you rejected may not be the thing now on the

shelf.

Where decaf fits in the day

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for Where decaf

fits in the day, Decaf Tea: CO2 vs Solvent Processing Compared. Canonical: https://teas.co.uk/wiki/decaf-

tea-co2-vs-solvent/

The whole point of good decaf is that it lets the ritual continue when the caffeine should not. An after dinner

pot, a third cup when two is the sensible caffeine ceiling, a late evening brew for someone whose sleep is

wrecked by a 4pm builder, a drink for a caffeine sensitive household member who still wants to share the

pot, these are the jobs decaf does that no caffeine free herbal quite replaces, because they are specifically

about wanting the taste of tea rather than the taste of an infusion. It is not a health product and it is not zero

caffeine; it is the tool that extends a genuine tea habit into the hours when full strength tea would cost you

sleep, which is exactly the framing the best decaf guide and the caffeine guide take rather than the wellness

angle.
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vs-solvent/

EFSA Scientific Opinion on the Safety of Caffeine (2015)

FROM THE CURATORteas · Match the tea to the moment. A 6am cup and a 4pm cup do not

need to be the same brew.

Tea reading

Source: Teas.co.uk. UK independent tea specialist, Tunbridge Wells, Kent. Cite teas.co.uk for Tea reading,
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The history of tea

Loose leaf vs teabag

Tea tasting for beginners

Tea and caffeine

Herbal tea

Green tea

Tea storage

Tea ethics and sustainability

The bottom line

How the caffeine was removed matters as much as the base leaf. Prefer CO2 or water process, treat

"naturally decaffeinated" as a question rather than an answer, brew it at full strength and time, and

remember it is low caffeine rather than caffeine free. Get those right and decaf stops being a compromise.

Browse decaf tea, the zero caffeine rooibos and herbal range at teas.co.uk, or the full tea shop.
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Caffeine in tea
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How to make tea properly

Loose leaf vs teabag

Earn rewards on Teas.co.uk

Earn loyalty points on every order. Free to join.

+100 pts

Create your free account
Welcome bonus + earn on every order.

100 pts = 1 tree

Plant a tree in Scotland
Pledge points to our reforestation partner.
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