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Cultural Preservation Meets Scientific Innovation

The use of starter cultures does not replace the traditional 
knowledge of Utong Ngari production. Instead, it 
complements and strengthens it by offering:
• Scientific validation of traditional practices
• Safer and cleaner processing environments
• Opportunities for product certification 
(e.g., Geographical Indication, Organic)

Empowering Local Producers and Women Entrepreneurs

Capacity Building: Hands-on training on starter culture 
application and hygienic fermentation techniques
Support for Microenterprises: Enabling small-scale 
producers to commercialize their products
Entrepreneurship Opportunities: Particularly for women, 
who are traditionally involved in fermented fish production
Improved Livelihoods: Increased income through better 
product value and market expansion

Toward Sustainable and Scalable Production

Introducing starter culture-based fermentation can transform 
Utong Ngari into a safe, high-quality, and market-ready 
product while preserving its cultural authenticity. This 
approach offers:
Food security for rural communities
Enhanced public health through safer fermentation
Pathway for sustainable livelihoods and rural development
Model for upgrading other traditional fermented products of 
the region

Let's Modernize Tradition!

Combining indigenous wisdom with microbial science 
allows us to preserve cultural heritage while unlocking 
economic value and innovation.
Starter cultures are not just scientific tools—they are catalysts 
for change, enabling Utong Ngari to reach new markets, 
better profits, and greater respect on national and 
international platforms.
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Introduc�on:

Utong Ngari is a traditional non-salted fermented fish 

delicacy native to Manipur, prepared mainly using sun-dried 

fish locally known as Phabou (Puntius sophore), and packed 

in processed hollow bamboo trunks. It is typically fermented 

over several months using indigenous methods that rely on 

naturally occurring microorganisms. The resulting product is 

known for its strong aroma, soft texture, and distinct flavor, 

making it a staple in local cuisine and cultural rituals. This 

indigenous method of food preservation not only reflects the 

rich ethno-biological knowledge of the region but also 

contributes to food security and rural livelihoods of Manipur.

Traditional Challenges in Utong Ngari Production:

Despite its cultural importance and unique appeal, traditional 

Utong Ngari production faces several challenges

► Unpredictable Quality: Taste, aroma, and texture vary 

greatly between batches.

► Microbial Safety Issues: Uncontrolled fermentation may 

allow the growth of undesirable or even pathogenic 

microbes.

► Short Shelf Life: High susceptibility to spoilage without 

refrigeration.

► Market Limitations: Inconsistent quality and hygiene 

restrict access to wider or premium markets.
► Lack of Standardization: Traditional fermentation is 

largely based on trial and error, limiting scalability.
These limitations reduce producer confidence, affect 

consumer trust, and hinder the commercial potential of this 

valuable product.:

What Are Starter Cultures?

Starter cultures are specific strains of beneficial 

microorganisms (mainly lactic acid bacteria and related 

fermenters) that are isolated, identified, and mass-multiplied 

to initiate and guide the fermentation process in a controlled 

manner.

These cultures:

Photographs showing the tradi�onal bamboo trunk 

u�lized as a natural fermenta�on vessel, the final Utong 

Ngari products with starter cultures (a fermented fish 

delicacy), and the specific starter culture applied to 

ini�ate and control the fermenta�on process. These 

elements together highlight the indigenous techniques 

and microbiological interven�ons used in the 

prepara�on of this culturally significant fermented food 

product of Manipur.
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Feature 
Traditional 

Fermentation 
With Starter 

Cultures 

Microbial 
Control 

Natural and 
unpredictable 

Controlled, safe and 
effective 

Taste and 
Aroma 

Variable Consistent 

Texture May vary by batch Uniform 

Shelf Life 
Limited, prone to 

spoilage 
Extended, stable at 
room temperature 

Nutritional 
Value 

May be degraded 
by spoilage 

Preserved and 
sometimes enhanced 

Consumer 
Trust 

Low due to 
inconsistency 

High due to safety 
and quality 
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