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What is Tea Staining

Tea staining is a form of surface discoloration and corrosion that
develops on stainless steel. It gets its name because the blemishes
appear as light brown or yellow marks that closely resemble spilled

tea. While unattractive, it is strictly a cosmetic issue that does not
compromise the strength, structural integrity, or lifespan of the material.

How & Why It Happens

Stainless steel is rust-resistant due to a microscopic, self-repairing
layer of chromium oxide on its surface. Tea staining occurs when
airborne contaminants break down this protective layer. The process is
accelerated by several environmental factors:

« Proximity to the Ocean: Sea salt settles on the metal, absorbing
moisture and corroding the surface. It is most common within 5km of a
coastline, but can spread further depending on wind and local climate.

« Environmental Pollution: Industrial pollutants, exhaust, and heavy dust
cling to the metal and trap moisture.

- Rough Surface Finishes: Deep grooves in the steel [like heavy mill
finishes] give corrosive particles a place to hide and pool, making
rougher surfaces stain faster than mirror-polished ones.

«» Poor Drainage & Shelter: Areas that are sheltered from natural rainfall
[like under eaves or overhangs] allow salt and dirt to accumulate rather
than being washed away.

A Guide To Tea Staining On Stainless Steel

How to Prevent It

Preventing tea staining requires choosing the right material and keeping
the steel maintained:

« Upgrade the Steel Grade: Use 316-grade stainless steel instead of
304-grade for harsher outdoor environments. 316-grade contains
molybdenum, which dramatically improves resistance to salt and
chloride corrosion.

« Smooth Finishes: Opt for smoother, polished finishes so contaminants
cannot easily stick to the surface.

« Regular Cleaning: Clean the stainless steel regularly with fresh
water and a mild detergent [especially in highly corrosive, coastal, or
industrial environments].

How to Fix It

If tea staining has already occurred, you can restore the appearance of
the steel:

« Commercial Cleaners: Utilise specialised stainless steel cleaners
designed to remove surface corrosion.

- Avoid Steel Wool: Never use steel wool or harsh abrasives, as they
embed iron particles into the stainless steel, which will cause it to rust.

« Passivation: For severe staining, professionals use chemical
treatments [like pickling paste or electropolishing] to strip away
contaminants and rapidly regenerate the metal’s protective chromium
oxide layer.



