Common Canning Questions
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These common canning questions and their answers were compiled from the National Center for Home Food Preservation and from 

Washington State University Extension.

What about various canning methods (oven, microwave, steam, adding aspirin, etc.)
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Open-kettle canning and the processing of freshly filled jars in conventional ovens, microwave ovens, and dishwashers are not recommended, because these practices do not prevent all risks of spoilage.
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Steam canners are not recommended because processing times for use with current models have not been adequately researched. Because steam canners do not heat foods in the same manner as boiling-water canners, their use with boiling-water process times may result in spoilage. 
So-called canning powders (like salicylic acid, aspirin) are useless as preservatives and do not replace the need for proper heat processing.. 
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[image: image11.wmf]If my recipe doesn't call for processing, do I need to do so?
Yes. Canning recipes prior to 2000 should not be used. Many old recipes do not include instructions for processing foods. The foods are canned by the open kettle method, sealed and stored. This method for canning, the open kettle method, is not recommended for it presents a serious food safety hazard. All high acid foods should be processed in a water bath canner and all low acid foods in a pressure canner. 

Why is can't I just pack the hot food into jars, seal, and invert them? Why is this "open kettle canning" not recommended?
In open kettle canning, food is cooked in an ordinary kettle, then packed into hot jars and sealed without processing. The temperatures obtained in open kettle canning are not high enough to destroy all spoilage and food poisoning organisms that may be in the food. Also, microorganisms can enter the food when it is transferred from the kettle to jar and cause spoilage. 

Is there anything I can't or shouldn't can at home?
· Herbs or vegetables in oil or oil infusions. Instead, choose to make flavored vinegars 

· Canned breads. Instead, package completely dry cake recipe ingredients as gifts and provide mixing and baking instructions. 

· Canned chocolate sauces/ fudge sauces. Many of the recipes that are passed along are low acid, contain dairy products, and recommend boiling water processing. 

· Pumpkin butter 

· Canned gifts made in decorative, untested, jars. The temptation to package holiday canned foods in special decorative jars is not recommended. Only use recommended jars and lids.  

Is canning summer squash or zucchini recommended? 

· No, documentation of safe processing times cannot be found, plus the squash texture softens. It is best to freeze, pickle or dry summer squashes. 
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Is it possible for me to take an existing recipe from an ordinary cookbook or one my family handed down, fully prepared/cooked and simply can it? 
Do not take the chance of exposing your family to potentially fatal doses of botulism. Use only the recipes which have been lab-tested by the USDA, FDA, and various university food science labs, where they can duplicate home conditions and culture the canned items to check for pathogenic activity. 

Can I can my own salsa recipe? 

Salsas are usually mixtures of acid and low-acid ingredients; they are an example of an acidified food. The specific recipe, and sometimes preparation method, will determine if a salsa can be processed in a boiling water canner or a pressure canner. A process must be scientifically determined for each recipe. Find a research based recipe for canning. Add your “special touches” to the salsa when you open the jar at the table.
How do I can oil with herbs? Can I can pesto?
Herbs and oils are both low-acid and together could support the growth of the disease-causing Clostridium botulinum bacteria. Oils may be flavored with herbs if they are made up for fresh use, stored in the refrigerator and used within 2 to 3 days. There are no canning recommendations. Fresh herbs must be washed well and dried completely before storing in the oil. The very best sanitation and personal hygiene practices must be used. Pesto is an uncooked seasoning mixture of herbs, usually including fresh basil, and some oil. It may be frozen for long term storage; there are no home canning recommendations.

Can I can cake or bread?
Cakes and breads are not recommended for canning. In fact, most of these products are not really "canned." These "canning" directions call for baking in the jar and then closing with a canning lid. This is not safe. Instead, choose recipes that you can freeze. Many recipes for quick breads and cakes are low-acid and have the potential for supporting the growth of a bacteria like Clostridium botulinum if it is present inside the closed jar. Canning jar manufacturers also don't endorse baking in their canning jars.  

Can I can butter? No!
What do "hot pack" and "raw pack" mean? What is the difference between "Hot packing" and "Raw packing"
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Raw-packing is the practice of filling jars tightly with freshly prepared, but unheated food. Hot-packing is the practice of heating freshly prepared food to boiling, simmering it 2 to 5 minutes, and promptly filling jars loosely with the boiled food. Check your USDA canning guide available online to find out the best method for the fruit or vegetable that you are canning.
Can sugar substitutes be used in making jams or jellies? 

Only if you have research based recipes. Sugar does affect the jelling and microbial growth in jams, jellies and preserves. Reduced sugar or “sugar-free” is possible now with the use of commercial ingredients such as “no sugar pectins.” Don’t try to guess or substitute, find a reliable recipe using these products. 

Can I preserve peach, pears, apricots or other fruits without sugar?

Yes, but sugar does add flavor, helps fruit maintain its firmness and color. Sugar moves into the fruit tissues and keeps it firmer. Extra-thin or thin syrups do help add the sweetness and helps prevent the fruit from floating.

If you still don’t want to use sugar or cannot use sugar in canning fruits, then consider using water or fruit juice (diluted or straight) for the liquid. Canning with artificial sweeteners can be tricky. Some of them loose their sweetening abilities or turn bitter.

What can be done to make soft jellies firmer?lies firmer?
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For jellied products using powdered pectin: Mix in a saucepan ¼ cup sugar; ½ cup water; 2 tablespoons bottled lemon juice, and 4 teaspoons powdered pectin. Bring to a boil while stirring. Add 1 quart jam or jelly and bring to a rolling boil over high heat, stirring constantly. Boil hard for ½ minute. Remove from heat, remove foam and fill sterile jars, leaving ¼-inch headspace. Adjust new lids and process in boiling water bath canner for 10 minutes.

Is it safe to can food without salt?
Yes. Salt is used for flavor only and is not necessary to prevent spoilage.

What vegetables expand instead of shrink during processing?
Corn, peas and lima beans are starchy and expand during processing. They should be packed loosely.
What causes corn to turn brown during processing?
This occurs most often when too high a temperature is used causing caramelization of the sugar in the corn. It may also be caused by some minerals in the water used in canning.
Can food be re-canned if the lid does not seal?
Canned food can safely be re-canned if the unsealed jar is discovered within 24 hours. To re-can, remove the lid and check the jar sealing surface for tiny nicks. Change the jar; if necessary, add a new treated lid and reprocess using the same processing time.

If canned foods have been frozen during storage, are they safe to eat?
Freezing does not cause food spoilage unless the seal is damaged or the jar is broken. These often happen as the food expands during freezing. Frozen foods, however, may be less palatable than properly stored canned food. In an unheated storage place, protect canned foods by wrapping the jars in paper or covering them with a blanket.

Keeping the lid on the canner - Is it necessary to cover the pot with a lid while processing or can you keep it open to make sure the water is covering the jars? Yes. The lid must remain on for the entire processing period. If you lift the lid, and the water stops boiling, start again! Be sure you
How long will canned food keep?
Properly canned food stored in a cool, dry place will retain optimum eating quality for at least 1 year. Canned food stored in a warm place near hot pipes, a range, a furnace, or in indirect sunlight may lose some of its eating quality in a few weeks or months, depending on the temperature. Dampness may corrode cans or metal lids and cause leakage so the food will spoil. Jams will keep for a year, but are at their best if used within 6 months.

Can two layers of jars be processed in a canner at one time?
Yes, two layers can be processed at one time, in either the boiling water bath or pressure canner. Place a small wire rack between the layers so water or steam will circulate around each jar. Make certain that the water covers the tops of all jars by 1 inch in a boiling water bath canner. The pressure canner should have 2 to 3 inches of water in the bottom.

Should liquid lost from the jar during processing be replaced?
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No. Loss of liquid does not cause food to spoil, though the food above the liquid may darken. As long as the jars were processed in the canner for the specified amount of time and they sealed, they should be fine. If, however, the loss is excessive (for example, if at least half of the liquid is lost), refrigerate the jar(s) and use within 2 to 3 days.
Water Bath Canners

Do I have to use a special canning pot for boiling water bath canning, or can I use any large pot that will allow my jars to be covered with water? 
Any very, very large pot will do, if it has a cover and you have a rack that will fit in the pot.
Can a pressure canner be used on a flat-top stove? I know the large BWB (boiling water bath) canners have rippled or concave bottoms, so they don't contact enough of the surface to heat well. Are pressure canners flat-bottomed? 

Ask the manufacturer!.  Some can, most can’t handle the size of the pots (either they don’t get hot enough, or you risk cracking the stovetop under the trapped heat)
I don't have enough berries to make jam yet.  Can I freeze them as they come in from my garden and then make jam from them when I have enough?
Definitely!  I do it all the time.  This works for berries (blueberries, raspberries, blackberries, strawberries, etc.) and many other fruit (like peaches, figs). And if they will only be in the freezer for a month or two before using them to make jam or other cooked products, there is no need to blanch them.  It does help to prepare them  a bit - like removing the hulls from strawberries, etc.
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Jars, Lids and Containers

What is "headspace"?
The unfilled space above the food in a jar and below its lid is referred to as headspace. 

Do I really need to leave a certain amount of headspace in the jar?
Yes, leaving the specified amount of headspace in a jar is important to assure a vacuum seal. If too little headspace is allowed the food may expand and bubble out when air is being forced out from under the lid during processing. The bubbling food may leave a deposit on the rim of the jar or the seal of the lid and prevent the jar from sealing properly. If too much headspace is allowed, the food at the top is likely to discolor. Also, the jar may not seal properly because there will not be enough processing time to drive all the air out of the jar.

As my jars are cooling after I take them out of the canner, they sometimes make a popping or hissing noise.  Is this normal and safe?
Yes, the lids are designed to flex and that's actually a key selling point.  You can tell if a jar hasn't sealed properly (after it has cooled completely) if the lid flexes and makes a popping sound when you press the center of the lid with your finger.  The popping sounds while it is cooling is the lid being sucked down by the vacuum that is forming inside the jar - which a normal part of the sealing process.  Hissing sounds are usually just escaping steam or hot water evaporating on hot surfaces, also normal!

Can I use empty mayonnaise and spaghetti jars that have threads to use the same size rings and lids as Ball jars?
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No. Use only jars that are designed for home canning.
For canning blueberries hot pack I tightened the jars until they were totally closed, and then set them down (on their side) in a pot to process. I had to process them on their side because I didn't have a large enough pot to do otherwise and didn't want to spend the money on one. I noticed that some juice had clearly leaked from some of the jars. Then, when the jar would cool down, I noticed that I could still tighten the lid (even though I had tightened it as far as it would go before I put it in the pot to process). Is this leaking normal? Is it going to be a problem when I go to eat my canned blueberries? 
There are two things going on.  First, don’t over tighten the rings – that can cause the lids to deform and leak. Next, don’t lay the jars on their sides.  When the contents expand in the hot water, the contents will be pushed out, rather than the air! The jars may not even seal, your blueberries may not have reached the correct internal temperature and may not be safe to eat.
What if the lids on canning jars spring back after canning?
Most likely, the lids weren't seated correctly, often due to spilled contents on the rim of the jar or sealing surface of the lid - OR the contents never got hot enough to create sufficient vacuum when the jars cooled OR the lid's glue was cold. 

Prevention:

Next time, wipe the top of the jar, use clean new lids, which were kept in barely simmering water and be sure to fil the jars with hot contents and process right away and for the full duration specified in the recipe.

Remedies:

If you do get jars which don't seal properly, you can either put the jars in the refrigerator and use them first, or empty them jars back into a pot, heat them up again, re-jar them, put new lids on and process them again...generally, that's too much work, so unless an entire batch fails, I stick the few that fail to seal in the fridge.

Is it all right to reuse jar fittings (lids and bands)?
Lids should not be used a second time since the sealing compound becomes indented by the first use, preventing another airtight seal. Screw bands may be reused unless they are badly rusted or the top edge is pried up which would prevent a proper seal.

A neighbor generously gave me 2 boxes of canning jars that are the old fashioned glass top with a wire on the top (lightening jars perhaps?) There isn't any rubber gasket on these and I wondered if I should try to find them in the store or if the jars should be reserved for non-canning uses, like dry food storage or decoration. Do you recommend using these old jars or should I keep to my typical top and ring jars

Jars with wire bails and glass caps make attractive antiques or storage containers for dry food ingredients but are not recommended for use in canning. One-piece zinc porcelain-lined caps are also no longer recommended. Both glass and zinc caps use flat rubber rings for sealing jars, but too often fail to seal properly
Why do the undersides of metal lids sometimes discolor; such as black spots or uneven coloring on the lid?
I’ve occasionally seen this on my lids, too, but never experienced any illness after eating the contents.

The USDA/University of Georgia National Home Preservation Center says natural compounds in some foods, particularly acids, corrode metal and make a dark deposit on the underside of jar lids. The underside of metal lids is protected by an enamel coating. If there are any imperfections in the enamel, e.g., tiny scratches or pinholes, natural compounds in food can react with the metal in the lid to form brown or black deposits. This deposit on lids of sealed, properly processed canned foods is harmless. In addition to the causes listed above, sometimes bits of the canned food adhere to the lid, and dry there, causing a dark spot.

What causes lids to buckle?
Putting screw bands on so tightly that air can hardly escape from jars during processing. The buildup of pressure inside jars causes lids to buckle. Screw bands should be tightened firmly, by hand. Do not use a jar wrench to tighten screw bands.

How can I remove scale or hard-water film from canning jars?
Soak jars for several hours in a solution containing 1 cup of vinegar and 1 gallon of water.

What can I process in half-gallon canning jars?
There are no other research-tested processes for half-gallon jars. Boiling water processes for other foods for jars larger than those published with recipes (usually pints and/or quarts) cannot be extended by any formula to a larger jar.

We are aware that there are historical recommendations for canning foods in half-gallon jars. However, these are not currently accepted or endorsed by the USDA, Cooperative Extension System or U.S. manufacturers of home canning jars

Is it necessary to sanitize jars before canning?
Jars do not need to be sanitized before canning if they will be filled with food and processed in a boiling water bath canner for 10 minutes or more or if they will be processed in a pressure canner. Jars that will be processed in a boiling water bath canner for less than 10 minutes, once filled, need to be sanitized first by boiling them in hot water for 10 minutes before they're filled. 

What causes jars to break in a canner?
Breakage can occur for several reasons: 1. Using commercial food jars rather than jars manufactured for home canning, 2. Using jars that have hairline cracks, 3. Putting jars directly on bottom of canner instead of on a rack, 4. Putting hot food in cold jars, or 5. Putting jars of raw or unheated food directly into boiling water in the canner, rather than into hot water (sudden change in temperature-too wide a margin between temperature of filled jars and water in canner before processing).

Identifying and Handling Spoiled Canned Food
What if I think some of my canned food has spoiled?

Do not taste food from a jar with an unsealed lid or food that shows signs of spoilage. You can more easily detect some types of spoilage in jars stored without screw bands. Growth of spoilage bacteria and yeast produces gas which pressurizes the food, swells lids, and breaks jar seals. As each stored jar is selected for use, examine its lid for tightness and vacuum. Lids with concave centers have good seals. 

Next, while holding the jar upright at eye level, rotate the jar and examine its outside surface for streaks of dried food originating at the top of the jar. Look at the contents for rising air bubbles and unnatural color. 

While opening the jar, smell for unnatural odors and look for spurting liquid and cotton-like mold growth (white, blue, black, or green) on the top food surface and underside of lid. 

Spoiled low-acid foods, including tomatoes, may exhibit different kinds of spoilage evidence or very little evidence. Therefore, all suspect containers of spoiled low-acid foods, including tomatoes, should be treated as having produced botulinum toxin and handled carefully in one of two ways: 

· If the swollen metal cans or suspect glass jars are still sealed, place them in a heavy garbage bag. Close and place the bag in a regular trash container or dispose in a nearby landfill. 

· If the suspect cans or glass jars are unsealed, open, or leaking, they should be detoxified before disposal

This material was funded by USDA's SNAP-ed Program. The SNAP Program provides nutrition assistance to people with low income. It can help you buy nutritious foods for a better diet. To find out more, call1-800-481-4989 
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