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Alternative protein
research centre

opens at NUS

It will focus on creating better hybrid meats,
ramping up research in fermented proteins

Shabana Begum

While cell-based meat, plant-
based food and fermented protein
may be struggling to remain via-
ble, food scientists here increas-
ingly believe that mixing the three
novel foods together could be a
boost to the alternative protein
sector.

This is known as hybrid meat,
where cow cells, for example, can
grow on a plant-based scaffold to
give cultivated steak a more real-
istic texture. Protein-rich microal-
gae can be added to the meat to
raise its nutritional quality.

“On the market today, some

products are great at texture, but
not so good on the taste. Others are
very strong in nutrition and health
benefits, (but) maybe they are not
cracking the texture,” said Dr Andy
Jarvis, director of future of food at
the Bezos Earth Fund on Sept 5.

This is the basis of a new alterna-
tive protein research centre at the
National University of Singapore
(NUS), which will focus on creat-
ing better quality hybrid meats
and ramping up research in fer-
mented proteins, currently an
overlooked field.

Asia’s first Bezos Centre for Sus-
tainable Protein was launched on
Sept 5 at NUS, backed by $39 mil-
lion from the Bezos Earth Fund.

The fund was started by Amazon
founder Jeff Bezos as a philan-
thropic commitment to address
the climate crisis.

Speaking to the media before the
launch of the research centre, Dr
Jarvis said fermented protein,
aside from tofu, has been least re-
searched, but it is an area of enor-
mous potential.

Fermentation is an age-old
method used to make beer and yo-
gurt. In the alternative protein sec-
tor, it refers to how microalgae, for
example, can be cultured in a bio-
reactor and grow with the help of
tofu waste. Microalgae are tiny
greens packed with protein.

According to the Good Food In-
stitute, a think-tank that is also in-
volved in the Bezos Centre, the
root network or mycelium of fun-
gi, microalgae, microbes and fer-
mented plant proteins can provide

Scientists are looking at ways to produce microbial proteins from microalgae,
which can be further developed into cultured meat and plant-based protein
hybrids. PHOTO: NATIONAL UNIVERSITY OF SINGAPORE

the sensory experiences and nu-
trition of animal products, but
without undesirable substances
such as cholesterol, antibiotics
and hormones.

The Bezos Centre for Sustaina-
ble Protein has its own office next
to the NUS Department of Food
Science and Technology.

Research at the centre will be led
by 23 scientists from institutes in-
cluding NUS, Nanyang Technolog-
ical University, Singapore Institute
of Technology, and ETH Zurich.

There are two other Bezos cen-

tres focusing on alternative pro-
teins, at Imperial College London
and North Carolina State Universi-

The NUS centre’s acting director,
Professor Zhou Weibiao — who al-
so heads the NUS Department of
Food Science and Technology -
said the centre will also look at
solving the gaps and pain points of
the alternative protein sector.

The cultivated meat sector, for
instance, had gained momentum
up till 2022, but investor appetite
for the fledgling sector began to
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wane in 2023 amid concerns over
its technological scalability and
the long timeline from research to
commercialisation.

One challenge for -cultivated
meat firms is to scale up produc-
tion of chicken or fish cells. Part of
this is due to contamination when
the cells are transferred from one
vat to a larger bioreactor.

A research project at the new
centre plans to look into the beha-
viour of bioreactors to improve
their design and operations, so
that animal cells can grow opti-
mally in them, Prof Zhou said.

The centre will also conduct
studies related to the safety of nov-
el food, nutrition and consumer
acceptance of alternative proteins.

To ensure that the research com-
ing out of the centre will be bene-
ficial to the alternative protein sec-
tor, the Bezos Centre will include a
consortium of food-tech compa-
nies, added Prof Zhou.

One start-up looking to be part
of the consortium is Life3 Biotech,
which creates plant-based protein,
such as a meatball substitute
called Peasy, made of microalgae,
mushrooms and pea protein.

Its founder and chief executive,
Mr Ricky Lin, said: “We can only
do so much as a start-up, we have
no resources to have an army of re-
searchers. We definitely need to
tap the centre to build knowledge
gaps, and improve the scalability
and adoption of alternative pro-
teins.”
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