
10 Top Tips for Success with Salami Starter cultures 
 
Introduction 
Making salami using starter cultures offers the producer the benefits of safety, stability and 
consistency when used correctly. This document sets out a best practice method to adopt 
when making southern European style salami or chorizo. It’s fair to say the production process 
for making fermented sausages is similar across the world with only regional variations in the 
composition of the meat, fat, seasonings and fermentation/drying times.  
 
During the Salami’s fermentation, simple sugars in the meat mixture are consumed by lactic 
acid bacteria in the starter culture producing lactic acid. While this process is going on inside 
the fermenting sausage, water from the centre of the sausage is migrating towards the outer 
parts of the sausage, through the casing and evaporating. As lactic acid has a low pH this 
internal acidification, combined with a low water activity (Aw) resulting in a shelf stable 
product that can keep without the need for a heat treatment or refrigeration for some 
considerable time.  
 
In addition to the basic process indicated above, and providing one uses sufficient starter 
culture, reconstituted correctly, the lactic acid bacteria will grow and outcompete undesirable 
bacteria that may be introduced to the sausage during the production process. This process 
or rapid bacterial growth helps support a consistent flavour and aroma profile as it will 
supress undesirable bacteria which can significantly alter the flavour profile and can under 
certain circumstances be dangerous if consumed. 
 
Soft fatty tissue typically has a higher content of unsaturated fatty acids and this can lead to 
colour defects in the meat and can oxidise leading to rancidity. Soft fat can also hinder the 
drying process because of its propensity to smear while mixing the ingredients and thus 
covering the meat particles with fat preventing water migration.  
 
Storage. 
Although starter cultures are dispatched via the postage system at ambient temperatures, 
freeze dried or frozen starter cultures can only last for between 28 to 40 days outside the 
freezer and should therefore be kept for use at between -17C and -20C. This will ensure your 
starter culture is going to be in the best condition when you come to use it.  
 
Use. 
Starter cultures usually come sealed in a sachet and the contents is freeze dried. To use the 
starter cultures efficiently, they must be added to the sausage mixture in a way that will allow 
full dispersion throughout the mixture. In addition, the starter culture needs to work to 
outcompete in-house flora and other competing unwanted bacteria. For all starter cultures 
to achieve this, sufficient starter culture must be used in the initial mixture.  
 
Most starter cultures come in 25g sachets and are good for use with up to 100Kg of meat. Its 
unlikely a home user would work in such large batches and therefore a method for working 
out how much starter to use for a given batch size is essential to guarantee there will be 
enough starter culture bacterium in your finished sausage mixture to achieve an effective, 
robust and safe fermentation stage.  



 
When determining the amount of starter culture to use it’s not just the case of dividing your 
batch size by 100 (kg) and using this as a factor to divide the 25g of starter culture. Taking a 
closer look at the starter culture, one can observe the 25g of starter culture is made up of 
dried bacterium starter (small flecks or clumps of yellow or white material) and a translucent 
crystalline nutrient monosaccharide which can be up to 10% of the total weight of the starter. 
When working with small batches, to simply scale down the amount of culture you use is not 
going to ensure you have sufficient starter culture to guarantee a robust fermentation. There 
is a chance you may not capture enough of the bacteria to give you an effective ferment. It’s 
always better to over inoculate your salami than sell it short and end up with a dubious 
finished product.  
 
Notwithstanding the above it is important when weighing out any of the curing or fermenting 
ingredients to use a set of accurate scales. Using starter culture is not really the domain for 
the teaspoon measure.   
 
 
Top 10 Processing tips when using starter cultures.  
 
Fermenting times, temperatures and humidity are all very important aspects of making a safe 
and tasty fermented sausage. However, before one even gets to ferment any salami, there is 
a fair bit of processing and mixing involved. The addition of ingredients and the order in which 
they should be added and mixed can have a significant effect on the finished fermented 
sausage.  
 
The addition of the ingredients like salt, starter culture, fat etc. and how these ingredients are 
introduced and mixed are all key foundations in achieving a successful outcome. These top 
ten tips focus on those aspects of processing that seem to have less light shone on them than 
other aspects of the salami making process like fermentation and storage which are well 
documented. I will however cover these in a later post.  
 
Here are my top 10 tips for ensuring success when making salami using a starter culture 
 

1 When purchasing starter cultures by mail order they are usually dispatched at 
ambient temperature. This is perfectly normal as most starter cultures remain 
viable for up to 6 weeks out of the freezer. As soon as you receive your starter 
culture you will either use it immediately or store it immediately in the freezer 
until it is needed. Starter cultures stored in the freezer should be held at or below 
-17C 
 

2 Add enough starter culture to achieve a robust fermentation. Adding too little 
starter culture can cause a sluggish ferment leading to the potential of a sluggish 
and insufficient pH drop in the fermenting sausage. Remember that salt will inhibit 
the growth of your starter so having enough culture at the start is always 
beneficial. Use no less than one fifth of the packet (5g) for each batch of up to 
20kg. Batches above 20kg can be scaled according to their weight.  It’s unlikely 
you’ll use the whole sachet of starter culture in one batch so it is possible to re-



seal the sachet to save the remainder of your starter in the freezer for your next 
batch.  
 

3 Mix the dried starter culture with distilled water before adding to your meat 
mixture. If you are unable to use distilled water it is possible to use still mineral 
water. It is advised not to use water straight from the tap as this contains a small 
quantity of chlorine (In some countries) which can prevent your starter from 
working. Cold water from a boiled kettle will be ok to use once it has cooled down. 

 
4 Tap water stored in a cloth covered jug in the fridge for 12 hours will allow the 

chlorine to vent off. This will make the water good to use for reconstituting the 
starter culture.  
 

5 Ensure your salami mixture includes a small amount of monosaccharide sugar for 
the starter culture to feed on during the fermentation stage. Using a simple 
glucose powder works extremely well. Use between 8g to 15g of glucose powder 
per Kg of meat. Glucose powder can be obtained from most supermarkets or drug 
stores.  

 
6 Don’t use too much salt in your initial salami mixture. 2% - 2.5% salt should be 

sufficient for most applications. Its worth remembering that salt will inhibit the 
action of the starter culture. Too much salt and you may have difficulties in 
achieving rapid and sufficient pH drop from your starter.  

 
7 When adding ingredients to your salami mixture, make sure you add the starter 

culture at the beginning of mixing. This will allow it to get a good start and become 
ubiquitous in the mixture ahead of the exposure to salt.  

 
8 Add your salt towards the end of the mixing process. This has a twofold benefit as 

it prevents over extraction of the soluble protein in the meat which can bind water 
and retard the drying process and it also allows the starter culture to take hold 
before the salt is introduced.   

 
9 Fat is an important part of any salami or fermented sausage. The right balance of 

lean and fat and the type of fats used are important factors in the production 
process. Less well known but vitally important is when to add the fat into the mix, 
as this can influence the fermentation process. Hard fat like pork back fat when 
minced and frozen tends to hold it’s shape unlike belly fat or intramuscular fats 
which tend to be softer. Soft fats, if mixed into the meat mixture too early can 
encapsulate the meat particles inhibiting fermentation and drying. To remedy this 
issue, fats should be separated out where possible, frozen, minced and added to 
the mixture late in the process with the salt. This will ensure you experience 
minimal fat smearing within the salami. The avoidance of fat smearing supports 
fermentation, maturation & drying and gives a good visible delineation between 
the meat and fat in the finished product. 
 



10 It’s vitally important to ensure you maintain a temperature of between 0C and 2C 
when mixing to prevent fat smearing.  Once the fat has been mixed into the salami 
mixture, the salami can be stuffed into casings and fermented at the 
recommended temperature for your chosen culture. 

 
 
BONUS TIP 
 
Cleanliness – I cannot overstate this part of making charcuterie enough. From 
sourcing the raw ingredients to eating your charcuterie, you should treat every stage 
of the process with the utmost respect and ensure that not only your processing 
equipment, meat and surfaces are clean but you take care about your own 
cleanliness too. Clean apron hair protection if you have any (hair that is!) and 
scrupulously clean hands (preferably gloved) is a MUST. Remember, you’re 
essentially producing a raw (albeit cured) product, and there are no shortcuts to 
making safe charcuterie.   

 
Introduction of ingredient  
Let’s talk about the order in which your ingredients should be mixed together. This is an area 
of salami making that is often overlooked. At first sight it doesn’t seem to be that important, 
but there are some important things to consider. 
 

• Salt can and will retard or inhibit the action of the starter culture, so keeping these 
two ingredients apart for as long as possible during mixing is important.  

• Adding the fat too early or keeping the fat with the meat during the early part of 
mixing can increase the chance of smearing.  

• Vigerously mixing the meat when the salt has been added can extract too much meat 
protein and this in turn can lead to water binding in the finished salami, inhibiting the 
drying process. This binding property caused when extracting the meat protein is a 
quality we look for when making breakfast sausage of frankfurters. It helps build 
texture and gives the sausage a snap, but is a quality to be avoided wherever possible 
when making salami.  

 
Initial preparation of the meat prior to mixing is a key stage to a successful salami. Separating 
as much fat from the meat and then mixing it in at the right time will lead to a clear definition 
between the meat and fat in the finished product.   
 
I hope you find this document helpful, and I wish you good luck in your future salami making. 
Any feedback would be welcome in the comments section of our YouTube channel  
Coldsmoking Digital Cookery School. 


