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Fairtrade tea, in summary: The Fairtrade mark is a real, audited, partial good: a minimum

price and a community premium, not a full guarantee.

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

Fairtrade tea pays a guaranteed minimum price to producers, plus a "premium" that the producer

cooperative invests in community projects. The system has flaws, critics raise legitimate concerns about

overhead and how reliably the premium reaches workers, but Fairtrade certified tea is meaningfully better for

tea growing communities than commodity priced bulk tea. This is the working overview.

What Fairtrade actually is

Fairtrade is a certification system run by Fairtrade International (FLO) and licensed in the UK by the

Fairtrade Foundation. The system covers many commodities, coffee, cocoa, sugar, bananas, and tea is one

of the major categories.

For tea producers, Fairtrade guarantees:

A minimum price. Paid to the cooperative regardless of market conditions. Acts as a safety net when

commodity prices fall.

A Fairtrade Premium. An additional sum (typically $0.50/kg for tea) paid to the cooperative on top of

the price. The cooperative democratically decides how to invest the premium, usually in community

projects (schools, healthcare, infrastructure, equipment).

Long term trade relationships. Encouraged but not strictly mandated.

Pre financing. Buyers must provide partial pre financing if cooperatives request it.

Standards on labour conditions. Including no child labour, freedom of association, basic worker

protections.

What "Fairtrade Premium" funds

Real examples from Fairtrade tea producing cooperatives:

Schools and education programs in tea estate communities

Healthcare facilities and mobile clinics

Clean water infrastructure
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Worker housing improvements

Agricultural training and equipment

Microcredit programs for community members

Cooperatives publish reports on how the premium is spent. The democratic governance is one of the

system's strongest features.

The critique

Fairtrade has real limitations:

Premium amount is modest. $0.50/kg of tea is meaningful but not transformative when retail tea

sells for £10-20/kg.

Certification overhead. Producers pay for certification, not all small producers can afford it.

Plantation vs smallholder split. Most Fairtrade tea comes from plantations (large estates), not

smallholders. Plantation workers benefit less directly than smallholder cooperative members.

"Fairwashing" concerns. Major tea brands sometimes Fairtrade certify only a small portion of their

range while branding the whole company as "ethical."

Premium not always reaching workers. Some studies have raised concerns about how much

premium reaches the front line workers vs cooperative management.

Fairtrade is a real improvement over commodity priced tea but not a complete answer to ethical sourcing.

Fairtrade tea brands worth knowing

Clipper

UK pioneer of Fairtrade tea. The full Clipper range is Fairtrade certified, organic, and uses

unbleached/plastic free bags. Probably the most consistently ethical mainstream UK tea brand.

Pukka

Most Pukka herbal teas use Fairtrade or similar ethical sourcing certifications. Organic across the range.

More Pukka here.

Cafédirect

UK Fairtrade specialist (also coffee). Tea range includes Fairtrade English Breakfast and herbal infusions.

Co op (UK supermarket)

The Co op was the first UK supermarket to switch its own brand tea range to 100% Fairtrade. All Co op

branded tea is Fairtrade certified.

Marks & Spencer

Most M&S tea is Fairtrade certified.

Yorkshire Tea
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Not Fairtrade certified, but operates its own "Rainforest Alliance" certification scheme and direct trade

relationships. The "Yorkshire Tea Plant a Tree" scheme funds reforestation in tea growing regions. Different

ethical model; not directly comparable to Fairtrade.

Twinings

Some lines are Fairtrade certified; many are not. Twinings operates its own "Sourced with Care"

programme. Mixed ethical positioning.

Beyond Fairtrade: other ethical certifications

Rainforest Alliance. Environmental + social certification. Less rigorous on price floors than Fairtrade;

more focus on biodiversity and farm management. Yorkshire Tea, Lipton.

UTZ Certified. Now merged with Rainforest Alliance.

Soil Association Organic. Organic farming certification, environmental focus, not directly social.

Demeter Biodynamic. Stricter than organic. Some specialist teas.

Direct Trade. Brand specific arrangements where the tea brand buys direct from the producer at

agreed prices. Yorkshire Tea, some Pukka lines.

What buying Fairtrade tea actually does

Buying a £3 box of Fairtrade certified Clipper English Breakfast vs a £2.50 box of non Fairtrade Tetley:

Adds ~50p to the manufacturer's cost

Of which a portion (varies by product) reaches the producer cooperative as Fairtrade Premium

Funds community projects democratically chosen by cooperative members

Supports the broader market signal that ethical sourcing matters

The individual contribution is small. The cumulative market effect, millions of UK consumers choosing

Fairtrade, has shifted industry practice meaningfully over the past 20 years.

Should you buy Fairtrade tea?

Clear answer: yes, if you can afford the small premium. Fairtrade has its faults, but it's a meaningful

improvement over commodity sourcing. The premium goes to communities that need it; the certification

keeps producers clear about labour conditions; the market signal supports continued ethical sourcing

pressure on big tea brands.

The teas.co.uk approach

We stock a mix, Fairtrade certified brands (Clipper, Pukka, some Twinings), brands with their own ethical

sourcing models (Yorkshire Tea, Hyson), and specialty origin teas where direct trade matters more than

certification. We don't refuse to stock non Fairtrade tea, but we make sourcing transparency part of how we

describe brands. Ethical sourcing is a spectrum, not a binary.

FAQ
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What is Fairtrade tea? Tea certified to meet Fairtrade International standards, guaranteed minimum prices,

additional Fairtrade Premium for cooperative led community projects, basic labour standards.

Is Fairtrade tea more expensive? Slightly, typically 10-20% premium over commodity equivalents. The

price difference funds the Fairtrade Premium.

Best Fairtrade tea brand UK? Clipper for mainstream Fairtrade across the range. Pukka for organic herbal

Fairtrade. Cafédirect for Fairtrade specialist.

Is Yorkshire Tea Fairtrade? No, Yorkshire uses Rainforest Alliance certification and direct trade

relationships instead.

Does Fairtrade actually work? Imperfectly but meaningfully. The system has real limitations but is better

than commodity priced tea for producer communities.

Curator's note: Fairtrade falls short in places, but it's a real step toward making the global tea industry less

exploitative. The 20p extra on a box of Clipper vs Tetley adds up to meaningful sums when millions of UK

customers choose it. Worth supporting. Lee, teas.co.uk, Tunbridge Wells.

What the Fairtrade mark does, at a glance

Question The answer

What it guarantees A minimum price floor and a community premium

What the premium funds Collective projects voted by the producer group

What it does not do Set every worker wage or audit everything end to end

The fair critique Partial, certification-cost burden, not a full fix

Still worth buying? Usually a meaningful improvement over nothing

Reference noted

Fairtrade Foundation: Tea

Choose Fairtrade and ethically-sourced options across the full tea shop (free UK shipping over £35).

FROM THE CURATOR

teas · Begin with a cheap Fairtrade box until something stops you. Most rich teas reward

patience, not budget.

Ethical sourcing reading

Ethical tea sourcing

Clipper, Fairtrade and unbleached bags

Best tea brands UK

https://www.fairtrade.net/uk-en.html
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/wiki/ethical-tea-sourcing/
/wiki/clipper-fairtrade-story/
/wiki/best-tea-brands-uk/
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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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