Crystal L. Peek, Extension Agent

234 Valley Street, NW, Suite B

Abingdon, VA  24210

(276) 676-6309

July 14, 2010
Boiling Bath Canners:  A NO-NO for Green Beans
Very soon our home gardens and farmers markets will be providing local citizens with an abundance of vegetables and fruits this season.  It is during this time of year that I receive many canning questions.  
Requests for information on canning green beans in a boiling water bath is one that I always get and for that reason, thought I would answer the question before you start your search for valid information that you won’t find.  The reason you will not find the information is because canning low-acid vegetables in a boiling water bath is a very unsafe practice. The only safe way to can any low acid food, which includes most vegetables, is in a pressure canner.

The reason is that you need to kill botulism spores.  The concern to the home canner is the bacterium clostridium botulinum.  Botulism is the deadliest and rarest kind of food borne illness.  The organism lives on dead and decaying organic matter and is found almost everywhere in nature - in soil, dust, on fruits, vegetables, and other foods.  In its dormant or resting phase as a spore, it can survive for years.  The spores themselves are not harmful but are capable of producing a deadly poison.

The botulism poison is produced in the absence of air, such as you have in a sealed jar.  The only way to destroy the toxin in a low acid food is with a temperature of about 240 degrees Fahrenheit.  Since water boils at 212 degrees Fahrenheit, the boiling water bath process will never get the temperature of the food to the required high temperature no matter how long you boil the food.

It is also important that the center of the jar of vegetables reaches 240 degrees.  For that reason the recommended processing time is just as important as the pressure reading.  When the directions tell you to process for 25 minutes, it is because it takes that long for the internal temperature of the jar to reach 240 degrees.

The USDA recommendation for canning green beans is at 10 pounds pressure for 25 minutes for quarts.  Start counting the minutes when the pressure first reaches 10 pounds.  After the 25 minutes are up, do not force the pressure on the canner down.  The cool down time is important for a safe product.  You will also force the water out of the jar of beans when you cool the canner in front of a fan or under running water or wet cloths.  Do not vent the canner to allow steam to escape until the pressure drops back to zero.

It is important that your canner gauge registers pressure correctly.  We can test your pressure canner dial for accuracy at the Extension Office.  Weighted gauges do not get out of adjustment and do not need to be checked. Give us a call to make sure there is someone in who can test the canner before you make the trip to the office.  There is no charge for this service.

