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By Diana Jendoubi

Justin Metcalf presenting at the 30th Asian International Coffee Conference in Ho Chi
Minh City, on December 3, 2025.
Photo credit: Diana Jendoubi

Redefining ASEAN Coffee:
Q&A With Justin Metcalf

Justin Metcalf is the director and chief education officer at the ASEAN Coffee Institute and
owner of Aurigin Coffee Roasters. In December, Metcalf presented at the 2025 Asian Interna-
tional Coffee Conference in Ho Chi Minh City, where he met with STIiR Coffee and Tea Media
to discuss the positive impact of the ASEAN Coffee Appreciation Protocol, the importance of
spotlighting lesser-known varietals, and the dynamic ASEAN specialty coffee market.

STiR Coffee and Tea Media: Wy is it essential for members of the Association of Southeast
Asian Nations (ASEAN) to have their own coffee appreciation protocol?

Metcalf: The biggest reason we developed the ASEAN Coffee Appreciation Protocol
(ACAP) is that ASEAN coffees have been evaluated for far too long through systems
that were never designed with our region in mind.

Most traditional cupping frameworks were built around high-grown arabica from
the West. While they are excellent for that purpose, they don’t fully capture the diver-
sity of flavors, species, and processing methods that define coffee in ASEAN.

STiR: What gets missed when cupping ASEAN coffees with standard Western cupping methods?

Metcalf: When you apply those Western cupping systems directly to ASEAN coffees,
several things get overlooked.

First, our flavor language is different. Coffees from Indonesia, Malaysia, Vietnam,
the Philippines, Thailand, and across the region often express notes like jackfruit, longan,
palm sugar, tamarind, hibiscus, dark botanicals, guava, and fermented tropical fruit.

These are completely normal for our terroirs and species, but they don’t fit neatly
into the traditional arabica descriptors such as citrus, berty, ot stone fruit. As a result,
the coffees can be misunderstood or undervalued simply because the language isn’t
designed to describe them.

Second, we work with a broader
spectrum of coffee species. Robusta, li-
berica, and excelsa play a major role in
ASEAN?’s coffee identity, yet they don’t
align well with the evaluation criteria cre-
ated for washed arabica. Judging these
coffees through a strictly arabica-based
framework is a bit like judging a durian
using an apple-tasting rubric — you miss
everything that makes it special.

Third, our processing traditions cre-
ate unique sensory outcomes that Western
protocols often categorize as faults. Wet-
hulling, high-humidity naturals, extended
fermentations, and traditional drying prac-
tices produce flavor expressions that are
regionally authentic but can fall outside
the expectations of Western cuppers.

Finally, Western cupping often sepa-
rates flavor from culture, and in ASEAN,
coffee is deeply tied to how people ac-
tually grow, roast, brew, and consume it.
When you remove the cultural context,
you lose a significant part of the story.

ACAP was created to address these
gaps. It provides a structured, science-
aligned appreciation system that finally
reflects the true identity of ASEAN cof-
fees. It gives our farmers, processors,
roasters, and baristas a shared sensory
language and, importantly, enables the
international market to understand and
value our coffees more accurately.
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Producers, roasters, and brewers at World
of Coffee Jakarta in May 2025 showcased
the unique flavors and complex aromatics
of liberica.
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Version 2

The ASEAN Coffee Flavour Sphere reflects specific flavors commonly found in coffees across the
Asia-Pacific and helps producers, roasters, baristas, and coffee buyers better understand and
appreciate the unique flavors of ASEAN nations.
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STiR: The 2025 Borneo Coffee Symposium in Kuching hosted the world’s first Liberica Brewing Championships.
Why should the rest of the world start appreciating and celebrating unique varietals like liberica and excelsa?

Metcalf: My recent liberica symposium in Kuching, along with the first-ever Liberica Brewing
Championships, was a milestone moment for me personally and ASEAN coffee.

For the first time, liberica and excelsa weren’t treated as curiosities or secondary species —
they were given a dedicated platform that recognized their cultural, agricultural, and sensory im-
portance.

30 STiR coffee and tea | 2025 Quarter 4 Winter (Dec/Jan/Feb)

What became clear dur-
ing the symposium is that
the global coffee industry has
only just begun to understand
the potential of these species.
There are several reasons why
the rest of the world should
start paying serious attention
to liberica and excelsa.

Both offer flavor profiles
that simply don’t exist any-
where else in coffee. When
approached with the right
mindset — and evaluated
using tools like ACAP and
Scentible — they reveal deep
tropical expressions: jackfruit,
longan, tamarind, guava, hi-
biscus, cacao husk, spice leaf,
resin, and more.

These aren’t “off” flavors;
they are legitimate sensory
signatures that reflect unique
genetics and terroir — in a
world where specialty coffee
is constantly searching for
novelty and diversity, liberica
and excelsa bring something
genuinely new to the table.

They are also a part of cof-
fee’s climate future. Many of
the presentations in Kuching
highlighted the species’ natu-
ral tolerance to heat, humidi-
ty, pests, and irregular rainfall.
While arabica struggles in a
warming climate, liberica and
excelsa have shown the abil-
ity to thrive in the very condi-
tions that are becoming more
common across coffee-grow-
ing regions. Ignoring these
species now would mean
overlooking a major opportu-
nity to diversify and safeguard
global coffee production.

In places like Sarawak,
Johort, Southern Luzon, and
parts of Indonesia and Viet-
nam, these coffees are em-
bedded in community iden-
tity, carrying deep cultural and
historical significance. They
represent heritage farming
systems, local roasting tra-
ditions, and regional pride.
The symposium in Kuching
showed us just how important
these species are to rural live-
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The city of Kuching, capital of Sarawak state in Malaysia on the island of Borneo, hosted
the inaugural Liberica Team Brewing Competition.
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lihoods and how celebrating them can elevate the voices of producers who have rarely
been included in specialty conversations.

Liberica and excelsa don’t behave like arabica — agronomically, sensorially, or
culturally — challenging the idea that specialty coffee must always conform to an ar-
abica-centric framework, which is precisely why they deserve recognition. By opening
the door to more species, we give the industry room to evolve: different brewing ap-
proaches, new sensory languages, and broader definitions of quality.

This was also why the Liberica Brewing Championships were so significant. It
wasn’t just a competition — it was a statement that these coffees deserve their own
space, their own criteria and their own celebration. Watching competitors adapt their
brewing techniques to highlight the unusual structure of liberica showed just how
much potential exists when you stop trying to make these coffees behave like arabica
and instead allow them to shine in their own way.

Finally, ASEAN is leading the world in this space. No other region has the species
diversity, the cultural heritage, the market demand, and now, with ACAP, the Flavour
Sphere, Cpin, and Scentible — the structured tools to support these coffees in a cred-
ible and consistent way.

In short, liberica and excelsa are not fringe species. They are expressive, resilient,
and culturally meaningful coffees that have long been ovetlooked simply because the
frameworks to understand them didn’t exist. Now that those frameworks are emerging,
it’s time for the global industry to recognize their place in the broader specialty landscape.

STiR: ASEAN countries are some of the fastest-growing coffee markets. What excites you about the
current expansion of specialty coffee production and consumption in ASEAN nations?

Metcalf: What excites me most about the ASEAN coffee landscape right now is that
we are experiencing something quite rare in the global industry: a region that is simul-
taneously emerging as both a major producer and a rapidly maturing consumer mar-
ket. That combination creates a momentum you don’t see very often, and it positions
ASEAN to shape the future of specialty coffee in a truly unique way.

First, the growth is being driven from the ground up. Across Indonesia, Vietnam,
Malaysia, Thailand, the Philippines, Laos, and Myanmar, you can see farmers elevat-
ing their practices, experimenting with processing, engaging directly with roasters, and
investing in quality improvements that were unheard of even a decade ago. Producers
are no longer just supplying raw material; they are becoming storytellers, brand build-
ers, and educators within their own communities.

Second, the consumer side of ASEAN is expanding at an extraordinary pace. There
is a young, curious demographic across the region that is hungty to learn, to taste, and
to supportt local coffees.

Specialty cafés, boutique roasters, coffee festivals, and brewing competitions are
now thriving not only in the big cities but also in regional centers. What’s exciting is
that these consumers are not trying to copy Western specialty culture — they are creat-
ing their own version of it, shaped by local flavor preferences, brewing traditions, and
cultural identity.

Third, the absence of tariffs within
ASEAN creates a level of intraregional
collaboration that is unmatched. We have
an entire economic bloc where coffees
can move freely between countries, en-
abling roasters to explore a richer variety
of origins and empowering producers to
access markets that were previously out
of reach. This creates a dynamic ecosys-
tem where innovation spreads quickly,
and talent circulates more fluently.

Fourth, ASEAN’s species diversity is
becoming an asset rather than an obsta-
cle. The global industry has operated for
decades with an arabica-centric mindset.
But in ASEAN, robusta, liberica, and ex-
celsa aren’t alternative species — they’re
part of our identity.

The more the world begins to look
for climate-resilient, genetically diverse
solutions, the more ASEAN’s coffees
become not just interesting, but essential.
The region recognizes the importance of
developing a sustainable growth program
to meet the increasing global demand
over the next 50-100 years.

Finally, the development of shared
frameworks like ACAP is accelerating
the region’s rise. One of the biggest bar-
riers to recognition has always been lan-
guage — how do we describe our coffees
in a way the world understands, without
forcing them into systems that don’t fit?
ACAP gives us that bridge. It allows
ASEAN countries to speak with a unified
sensory voice, strengthening our position

both as producers and as markets. <

Designed in tandem with the ASEAN
Coffee Appreciation Protocol, the
Scentible Aroma Kit enhances sensory
development and understanding.
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