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Is This Safe to Can? Cheat Sheet

the real science, from a rebel canner

A little honesty before we start: I’m a rebel canner. Forty years in my own kitchen has made me
comfortable stepping outside tested guidelines sometimes — but I’m not here to teach you how to
do that. My kitchen, my rules. This cheat sheet is the real science, plain and useful, so whatever
you decide in your own kitchen, you’re deciding it with real understanding instead of a hunch.

The one thing that matters most

Botulism isn’t rare or exotic — Clostridium botulinum is genuinely everywhere. It’s in the dirt. It’s
in the air. It’s probably on the vegetable in your hand right now, and that’s completely normal and
not something to panic about. The danger isn’t the bacteria existing — it’s what happens when
you seal it into a low-oxygen environment with no acid to stop it. A sealed jar is exactly that
environment. That’s the whole reason canning safety rules exist at all.
And here’s the genuinely unsettling part: you cannot see it, smell it, or taste it. A contaminated jar
can look completely normal. That’s not a reason to be afraid of canning — it’s the reason the
rules aren’t optional decoration.

High-acid vs. low-acid: the question that decides everything

High-acid foods (most fruits, tomatoes with added acid, pickles, jams) can be safely processed
in a water bath canner. The acid itself stops botulism spores from growing.

Low-acid foods (vegetables, meat, poultry, seafood, soups, potatoes) do NOT have enough
acid to stop it. These require a pressure canner — it’s the only thing that reaches a high enough
temperature to actually kill the spores. A water bath alone is not enough, no matter how long you
process it.
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Your Safety Net & When to Toss

Your safety net: the boil test

Here’s a genuinely important habit, rebel canner or not: before eating any home-canned low-acid
food, boil it for 10 to 20 minutes first. This single step destroys the botulinum toxin even if it’s
present, before it ever reaches your table. It’s not a substitute for safe canning practices — but
it’s a real, legitimate extra layer of protection, and it costs you nothing but a few minutes at the
stove.

Signs to toss a jar without tasting — no exceptions

A bulging or dented lid, a broken seal, spurting liquid when you open it, an off smell, mold, or
cloudiness in a jar that should be clear. If any of these show up, the jar goes in the trash, sealed,
unopened again. Not the compost, not the dog’s bowl. When in doubt, throw it out — always.

Where to learn the real, tested science

The National Center for Home Food Preservation (nchfp.uga.edu) and your county extension
office are where the actual tested processing times and research live. This cheat sheet will tell
you WHY the rules exist — for the specific times and steps for your specific recipe, that’s where
you go.

— Granny
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