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Asia’s Coffee Revolution

Has coffee replaced tea as Taiwan’s drink of choice?  If you look around the streets of Taipei, it would certainly seem so.  On nearly every block you’ll find a coffee shop brewing Western-style coffee.  Many teahouses have also joined in the craze, adding coffee drinks to their menus.  Some teahouses have even been replaced altogether by new coffee shops.  This trend extends far beyond Taipei’s city limits as well.  The number of coffee shops--and coffee lovers--is increasing all across East Asia.

Of course, Asians didn’t acquire a taste for coffee overnight.  Students studying in the West were the first to embrace coffee drinking.  As they returned to their home countries, they brought their Western taste for coffee back with them.

Starbucks began selling coffee in Asia nearly a decade ago.  It opened its first store in Japan in 1996.  Starbucks set its sights on Taiwan next.  It began selling coffee here in 1998.  Since then, dozens of other coffee chains have begun cashing in on Asia’s new coffee culture.

For now, Asia’s coffee drinkers are mostly young, educated city dwellers.  Older people, especially those in rural areas, cling faithfully to their tea-drinking traditions.  And millions of other Asians still can’t afford coffee--especially the gourmet kind.  In China, for example, a Starbucks latte costs what most people make in a day.

Is Asia’s coffee craze just another passing fad?  Only time will tell.  But in Asia’s cities, at least, it looks more and more like a long-term cultural shift. 
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