
Live Spirulina Starter Options 
 
By Aaron Wolf Baum 
 
There are two options for getting your live cells to start your culture, 
requiring different treatment to get things going. 
 
The easy way is to obtain live Spirulina from my organization, 
algaelab.org; we provide it in a large enough quantity (about 1 liter) to 
start your tank directly, which will save time and money.  At this time, 
though, we do not ship inoculum (check in with us about this, we may 
start doing this soon). 
 
If you can't get our inoculum, you'll have to order your starter cells 
(called inoculum) from a culture library -- CCMP and UTex being the 
main ones in the U.S.  The culture library will send you a small test 
tube of Spirulina, which you'll want to grow up into a larger volume 
before using it to start your tank.   
 
To do this, you'll need to grow the Spirulina inside bottles.  Since the 
heater can't fit inside the bottles, you'll use your growth tank as a heat 
bath to keep the bottles at the right temperature. 
 
Start by mixing up 250 mL of medium (see below) and putting it in a 
bottle -- a half-liter soda bottle works well.  Mix in half of your 
inoculum, keeping the rest in reserve in case something goes wrong 
(even though nothing ever does ;).  Fill the mouth of the bottle with 
cotton balls to let your critters breathe, and put the bottle in your 
algae tank.  Fill the algae tank with tap water until just before the 
bottle begins to float.  Then put the heater in the tank and use the 
water bath to warm up the bottle.  Swirl the Spirulina around a couple 
of times a day to keep the cells suspended; after a week or two, the 
growth should be thick enough that you can transfer it to a liter bottle 
(adding abut 700mL of fresh medium); at this point you can stick an 
air tube into the bottle and run air through it with your pump to keep 
the spirulina stirred up.  Once this bottle is nice and thick, pull it out, 
clean the tank, and proceed with your 1 liter bottle as described 
above. 
 
 



Starter Mix Recipe: 
 
All measurements are in grams per liter of fresh water. 
Ingredient Amount Suggested Source 
Sodium 
bicarbonate, 
also know 
as baking 
soda 

16 g/L Your local supermarket 

Potassium 
Nitrate, also 
known as 
saltpeter 

2 g/L http://store.theingredientstore.com/saltpetre-
food-gradepotassiumnitrate.aspx 

Sea Salt 1 g/L Your local supermarket or health food store. 
Ammonium 
phosphate 
(see note 
below) 

0.1 g/L http://www.homebrewers.com 

Strong 
green tea 

1 mL/L Your local supermarket or health food store. 

Iron Sulfate 10 mg/L http://www.healthwarehouse.com(use ¼ of 
a dropperful per liter of medium) 

 
For measuring the green tea, the fact that 5 ml is almost exactly 1 
teaspoon may be useful. 
 
The ammonium phosphate can be monoammonium phosphate 
(NH4)H2PO4, diammonium phosphate (NH4)2HPO4, or 
monopotassium phosphate KH2PO4. 
 
Sodium nitrate can be substituted for the potassium nitrate, but then it 
is necessary to add 0.5/L of potassium sulfate so that the algae get 
enough potassium.  If your water is very “soft”, you must add 0.1g/L 
of lime, calcium chloride, or plaster to the mix.  
 
 
 
 
 



Make-Up Mix Recipe:  
 
This makes enough for several months of harvesting.  It is only used 
at harvest time. 
Ingredient Amount Suggested Source 
Potassium 
Nitrate, also 
known as 
saltpeter 

1.4 kg http://store.theingredientstore.com/saltpetre-
food-gradepotassiumnitrate.aspx 

Ammonium 
phosphate 
(see note) 

50 g http://www.homebrewers.com 

Potassium 
sulfate 

30 g http://www.enasco.com 

Magnesium 
sulfate, also 
known as 
Epsom Salt 

20 g Your local supermarket. 

 
If your water is particularly “soft”, add 10g of lime. 
 
 
These recipes are adapted from the online pamphlet by Antenna 
Technologies, "A Teaching Module for the Production of Spirulina" by 
J. Falquet, June 1999. 
 


