Wet vs Dry Processing: The Two Original
Coffee Methods

Comparison

Option A Option B
ORIGIN
Ethiopia Yemen

FIRST CULTIVATED

Wild forests, 9c. Terraces, 15c.

PROCESSING

Natural + washed Natural only

FLAVOR

Floral, tea-like Deep, winey

KEY VARIETY

Heirloom landraces Udaini, Dawairi

Before honey processing, anaerobic fermentation, or any modern processing
variant existed, coffee was processed in just two ways: dry (also called natural)

and wet (also called washed). These two methods are the foundation of every



modern coffee processing technique. Dry processing is the older method, dating
back over 1,000 years to Ethiopian coffee cultivation. Wet processing emerged in
the 18th and 19th centuries in colonial coffee operations — first in Caribbean
French colonies, later refined in Brazil and Colombia — as a way to produce more
consistent, cleaner cups by removing the fruit before drying. The choice between
wet and dry processing today still depends on the same fundamental factors that
shaped their original development: climate, water access, labor availability,
infrastructure, and the cup character a producer wants to deliver. This article
compares the two methods in depth, the trade-offs each requires, and how Puerto

Rican coffee has built its identity on wet processing since the 19th century.

Dry Processing: The Original Method
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ethiopian coffee cherries drying patio whole fruit

Dry processing — letting whole coffee cherries dry in the sun until the fruit material can
be hulled away from the bean — is the original coffee processing method. Ethiopian
farmers have processed coffee this way for over 1,000 years, and it remains the

dominant method in Ethiopia, Yemen, and Brazil today.



Coffee evolved in the Ethiopian highlands, where dry seasons coincide with coffee
harvest. Farmers needed only to spread cherries in the sun on flat surfaces — patios,
rooftops, woven mats — to dry. No water infrastructure required. No fermentation tanks.

No depulping machines.

The traditional dry processing workflow has changed remarkably little over centuries:
pick ripe cherries by hand, sort to remove damaged ones, spread cherries evenly on a
clean drying surface, turn them multiple times daily to prevent mold, cover during rain or
dew, continue drying for 3-4 weeks until cherries reach approximately 11-12 percent
moisture content, and finally hull the dried cherries with mechanical hullers that remove

all layers in one pass.

The result is a green coffee bean that has been in contact with fermenting fruit material
for the entire 3-4 week drying period. Sugars from the mucilage and fruit slowly migrate
into the bean. Naturally occurring microbes ferment in the surrounding fruit, producing
volatile flavor compounds that the bean absorbs. The cup character that emerges is

fruit-forward, complex, and often distinctly fermented or wine-like.

Dry processing is sometimes called the natural process because nothing is added — no
water beyond what is in the cherries themselves, no inoculated cultures, no chemical

interventions.

Wet Processing: The 19th-Century Innovation






Wet processing emerged centuries after dry processing as a deliberate innovation by
colonial coffee operations seeking more consistent quality. The first systematic wet
processing operations appear in 18th-century French Caribbean colonies (Saint-
Domingue, Martinique), spread through 19th-century Latin American coffee
development, and reached industrial sophistication in late-19th-century Colombia and

Costa Rica.

The original wet process workflow: pick ripe cherries by hand; float the cherries in water
tanks where ripe heavy cherries sink and underripe ones float for removal; mechanical
depulping (a depulper machine squeezes cherries against a rotating drum, popping the
seeds out and removing skin and most fruit flesh); fermentation in tanks for 12-72 hours
where local microbes break down the mucilage; washing in clean water; drying
parchment coffee on patios for 7-21 days; storage as parchment for months; and

mechanical hulling just before export.

Wet processing produces dramatically different cup character than dry. The
fermentation in water tanks does not significantly affect bean flavor. The brief drying
period prevents the bean from absorbing fermented fruit flavors. The result is a coffee
that tastes like the underlying terroir — clean, bright, with the acidity and origin

character clearly visible.

Wet processing also dramatically improves quality consistency. The depulping and
fermentation steps allow farmers to identify and remove defective cherries. The shorter

drying period reduces spoilage risk.

The trade-offs of wet processing are real: water consumption (3-15 liters per kilogram,
though modern eco-pulpers reduce this by 80-90 percent), wastewater management
requirements, capital investment in equipment, fermentation expertise, and

concentrated harvest-time labor demands.

How Climate Deter minesthe M ethod
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coffee growing climate map dry wet processing
regions

The most fundamental factor determining which method dominates in a given region is

climate, specifically the rainfall pattern during harvest season.

Dry processing requires reliable dry weather during the 3-4 week drying period. Regions
with predictable dry harvest seasons can rely on natural drying without significant

spoilage risk.

Wet processing tolerates wetter climates because the drying period is shorter and the

beans dry without surrounding fruit material.

Puerto Rico's climate — tropical, with frequent rain and high humidity even during
harvest season — strongly favored wet processing. Drying coffee with intact fruit during
the wet Caribbean climate would risk catastrophic mold and rot losses. The Puerto
Rican coffee industry built its 19th-century European reputation on careful wet

processing in the central cordillera.

Puerto Rican Coffee Processing History
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puerto rican coffee mountain hacienda 19th century
historic

Puerto Rican coffee has been processed almost exclusively through wet methods
throughout the modern industry, with deep historical roots in the 19th-century European-

export industry that built the island's coffee reputation.

The 1830s-1890s golden age of Puerto Rican coffee — when Yauco Selecto and other
premium designations reached the Vatican, European royal tables, and the finest cafés
of Paris — was built on careful wet processing in mountain haciendas. The Corsican,
Mallorcan, and Spanish immigrant families who founded the haciendas brought
European wet processing knowledge and adapted it to local conditions. Mountain spring
water, gravity-fed washing channels, fermentation tanks dug into hillsides, and patio

drying on hacienda courtyards became standard infrastructure.

The 1899 Hurricane San Ciriaco devastated this infrastructure along with the coffee
trees themselves. Reconstruction in the early 20th century rebuilt washing stations and

drying patios but never restored the pre-hurricane production levels.

The 1990s-2010s specialty coffee revival has rebuilt the careful wet-processing

tradition. Small farms in Yauco, Adjuntas, Lares, Jayuya, and Maricao now operate with



care comparable to the 19th-century haciendas — selective hand-picking, careful float

sorting, controlled fermentation, attentive drying.

Pure dry processing remains rare in Puerto Rico because the wet climate during harvest

season makes it risky.

Water Useand Environmental | mpact
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coffee farm sustainability water conservation
environment

Traditional wet processing was water-intensive and produced significant wastewater

pollution. Modern innovations have reduced both substantially.

Eco-pulpers mechanically remove mucilage during the depulping step, eliminating the
need for fermentation tanks and reducing water consumption by 80-90 percent. Water
recycling in modern wet mills allows the same water to be reused multiple times.

Wastewater treatment is now legally required in many origin countries.

Honey processing emerged in the 1990s as a hybrid that compromises between wet

and dry — drier than washed but cleaner than full natural, with significantly lower water



requirements.

Decision Factorsfor Producers
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A producer choosing between methods weighs climate during harvest, water availability,
capital and infrastructure, target market preferences, labor patterns, risk tolerance, and
tradition. Climate is usually the determining factor in regions where rainfall is

unpredictable.

The Future of Processing
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modern coffee processing innovation experimental

Coffee processing has entered a period of unprecedented experimentation. Beyond the
traditional wet/dry/honey trio, modern specialty coffee features anaerobic fermentation,

carbonic maceration, lactic fermentation, thermal shock, and combination approaches.

These experimental methods produce dramatic flavor results but require substantial
expertise. They represent a small fraction of global production but command premium
prices. The fundamentals remain: every coffee on earth is still processed using either

the wet or dry method or some hybrid of the two.

Common Misunder standings



Wet processing is more modern is incorrect — the basic technique dates to the 18th
century. Dry processing is for low-quality coffee is incorrect — specialty natural coffees
rank among the world's most expensive. Wet processing always uses lots of water is

outdated — modern eco-pulpers reduce consumption by 80-90 percent.

Key Facts

e Dry processing dates back over 1,000 years; wet processing emerged in the
18th-19th centuries

e \Wet processing requires water, fermentation tanks, depulping equipment, and
parchment drying

e Dry processing requires only flat surfaces and reliable dry weather

e Wet processing produces clean, bright, terroir-forward cups

e Dry processing produces fruity, complex, sometimes fermented cups

e Climate during harvest is the primary factor determining feasibility

e Puerto Rican coffee has been predominantly wet-processed since the 19th
century

e Modern eco-pulpers reduce wet processing water consumption by 80-90

percent



https://www.youtube.com/embed/rt7KhQ3kexl

Frequently Asked Questions

Why does dry processing produce fruitier coffee?

The whole cherry stays around the bean for 3-4 weeks of drying. Sugars from the fruit
migrate into the bean and microbes ferment, producing flavor compounds the bean
absorbs.

Why is most specialty coffee wet-processed?

Specialty coffee culture historically prized clean, terroir-forward cup character. Wet

processing produces that clean expression.
Does wet processing waste water?

Traditional fermentation-tank wet processing was water-intensive. Modern eco-pulpers

reduce this dramatically.


https://www.youtube.com/embed/rt7KhQ3kexI

Can the same coffee be both wet and dry processed?

Yes. Many specialty farms split harvests across multiple processing methods to offer

different cup profiles.
Why doesn't Puerto Rico do natural processing?

Climate. The Puerto Rican coffee harvest coincides with significant rainfall. Drying

coffee with the fruit intact during this wet period would produce mold and rot losses.

Related Articles

The Golden Age of Puerto Rican Coffee (1800-1898)

Hurricane San Ciriaco and the Coffee Collapse (1899)

Yauco: Puerto Rico's Crown Coffee Region

Modern Experimental Coffee Processing: Anaerobic, Carbonic Maceration, and

Beyond
o Coffee Cupping: The SCA Protocol and How Professionals Taste Coffee

Taste Authentic Puerto Rico Coffee

The 19th-century European reputation of Puerto Rican coffee was built on careful wet
processing in mountain haciendas. PuertoRicoCoffeeShop.com ships freshly roasted

Puerto Rican coffee directly from the central cordillera.

BUY AUTHENTIC PUERTO RICO COFFEE ?

The Coffee Encyclopedia is proudly sponsored by PuertoRicoCoffeeShop.com.
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