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Sourdough Starter Best Practices
Creating sourdough bread at home is a rewarding process that involves nurturing a sourdough 

starter—a culture of yeast and bacteria. To ensure the health and viability of your starter, it’s essential 

to manage the environmental factors that affect the survival and growth of these microorganisms.

Safe Food Handling:

• Begin with a clean workspace, using sanitized kitchen 

tools and surfaces.

• Always wash your hands before touching ingredients 

or equipment and rewash if cleanliness is 

compromised during the process.

• Protect your starter from airborne contaminants by 

covering it with a lid loosely.

• Avoid cross contamination of flour.

Understanding Flour:

• Recognize that flour is a raw agricultural product 

and not meant to be consumed raw.

• Since flour can be contaminated at any stage of 

the food chain, avoid tasting the raw sourdough 

starter.

• Assess the readiness of your starter by its bubbly 

appearance, tangy aroma, batter-like texture, and 

volume increase, along with a record of the 

preparation steps.

• A successful fermentation process naturally 

acidifies the starter, creating an environment that 

aids in inhibiting pathogen growth.

By adhering to these guidelines, you can confidently 

cultivate a healthy sourdough starter and enjoy the 

delicious results of homemade sourdough bread. 

Remember, the key is in the details—meticulous 

attention to the condition of your starter and the 

cleanliness of your environment will lead to the best 

outcomes. Happy baking!

Cultivating Wild Yeast:

• Wild yeast in the flour does not require intentional 

capture from the air or the addition of commercial 

yeast.

• Activation occurs when these dormant yeasts 

encounter water.

The Sourdough Science in Simple Terms:

A lively neighborhood where wild yeast and bacteria 

coexist. They rely on each other for survival. Their 

favorite food is flour. Fermentation happens when the 

yeast and bacteria feast on the sugars in the flour.

• The yeast turns the flour into carbon dioxide gas 

bubbles and produces more yeast.

• The bacteria turn the flour into sugar for the yeast. 

They also create tangy acids and contribute to the 

bread’s unique taste.

• Together, they add a variety of flavor compounds to 

the bread.

• In a sourdough starter, you’ll find many different 

species of bacteria and yeast, all working together.



Sourdough Best Practices continued

Creating a sourdough starter with just flour and water 

requires practice and patience.

Additional Instructions and Resources:

Recording of our Sourdough Educational Presentations  

and additional resources can be found on our website: 

https://ucanr.edu/sites/NSJMFP/Preservation_Meth
ods/Sourdough_Fermentation/

Optimizing Growth Conditions:

• Time: Expect several days of consistent feeding to 

rehydrate a dried starter or create a new one.

• Temperature: Aim for a warm room temperature, 

around 70°F  and no warmer than 80°F, for 

optimal microbial activity. Too cold or too hot can 

hinder fermentation.

• Moisture: Combine the recommended ratio of 

water and flour to foster the right environment for 

yeast and bacteria. Cover the starter loosely with a 

lid to prevent airborne contaminates.

• Acidity: Lactic acid bacteria will lower the pH 

below 4.6, creating an acidic environment that 

helps to deters harmful microbes. However, you do 

need to watch for signs of bad microbes. When in 

doubt, we recommend to toss it out.

• Nutrients: Consistent feeding ensures nutrient 

availability for microbial growth. The choice of 

flour affects both microbial development and the 

bread’s final quality. Maintain a balanced 

ecosystem by discarding a portion of the starter 

during each feeding. Follow our “New Sourdough 

Schedule.”

• Nurture: Use refrigeration and adjust feeding 

ratios to slow down the feeding schedule if 

necessary.

• Dehydrate: Dry the starter for extended storage, 

give away, or to have as a backup starter
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