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BELACAN or shrimp paste is one of the most 
important ingredients in Malaysian cookery 
and it also used in Peranakan cuisine. Unlike 

the oily, garlic shrimp paste used in Thai curries, 
belacan is a hardened block of shrimp paste, made 
from tiny shrimp mixed with salt and fermented. 
The shrimp is traditionally hand-caught in the 
waters off the Malaysian port cities of Penang and 
Malacca along the Straits of Malacca. Fishermen 
wade through coastal waters, trawling for the 
shrimp using a shungkol, which is a unique wire-
meshed net sewn onto two crossed poles. This 
method of fishing is done at low tide, often in the 
early morning and is said to be most fruitful when 
carried out during a full moon.
The shrimps caught are washed in seawater before 
being semi-dried on mats or wooden racks along 
the beach. They are then mixed with salt and passed 
through a meat grinder before being dried again for 
about a week. This process of drying and passing 
the dried shrimp through the meat grinder is usually 
carried out a number of times over several weeks 
until the paste is as soft as clay. 
Fermented in earthenware pots, the mashed shrimp 
turns from a pink colour to a shade of dark reddish 
brown. It is then pressed into thin rectangular 
blocks or circular discs, and dried in the sun prior 
to being wrapped with paper or plastic. The salting, 
fermentation and long drying process of belacan 

ensures that it has a long shelf life. Belacan can 
last up to six  months if it is wrapped in plastic and 
kept refrigerated.
In the early days, belacan was pressed into conical 
containers woven out of mengkuang (a variety of 
pine) leaves and then sold in the market. Nowadays, 
belacan is sold in supermarkets and shops in the 
form of either a hard block or as a liquid stored in 
jars. Nutritionists have found that it contains high 
levels of calcium and protein as whole shrimps are 
used in making this condiment.

In Singapore and Malaysia, belacan is used 
to enhance dishes, with a teaspoonful or 
two used in cooking. In Indonesia, it is 
sometimes eaten directly with plain rice. 
Belacan is never eaten uncooked. When it 
is heated, the fermented paste has a strong 
smell that non-locals may find unpleasant. 
It has a strong fishy taste, but when mixed 

with other ingredients, it imparts a unique flavour 
to any dish.
A spoonful of belacan is usually toasted prior to use. 
In Indonesia, a small quantity is skewered onto a 
bamboo stick and placed over an open flame until 
it is lightly charred. Modern cooks recommend 
wrapping a small portion of belacan in aluminium 
foil before placing it over a heat source to ensure 
that it does not burn. 
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