Sent: Monday, April 11, 2011 9:40 AM
Botulism Tainted Watermelon Jelly Recalled in Canada

About a month ago the British Columbia Centre for Disease Control (BCCDC) warned the public not to consume watermelon jelly from a Canadian manufacturer.  The product had been linked to a case of botulism in that country.  There are a number of media reports about this outbreak available online including at: http://www.botulismblog.com/botulism-recall/botulism-tainted-watermelon-jelly-recalled-in-canada/ 

Jelly is normally considered to be a very safe product having both low pH and water activities to render it safe.  Missouri’s food code was amended a number of years ago to allow jelly and other non-potentially hazardous foods to be manufactured in a home kitchen and be sold to the public.  There are labeling and placarding requirements and the sales must be in person directly from the manufacturer to the end consumer.  This Canadian outbreak reminds us that sometimes even “safe” products can pose a public health threat.

We have been unable to get specific information about the jelly sold in Canada but speculate the water activity may have been above .85 and the pH above 4.6 otherwise either of these parameters should prevent the outgrowth of clostridium botulinum spores and preventing toxin formation.  Another internet source listed the pH of watermelon as between 5.18 and 5.60, if this was a “no sugar added” jelly made with artificial sweeteners it is easy to see how it could be a botulism hazard.

We offer the following regarding the production of jelly:

· Individuals making “traditional” jelly out of low pH fruit like grapes, strawberries or apples that are using sugar as a sweetener should be allowed to proceed. 

· For those making “no sugar added” jelly (and it should never be labeled sugar free as the fruit has natural sugar) with artificial sweeteners should send a sample of their finished product to a laboratory and have the pH tested.  Since there are not large quantities of sugar in these products to bind water and lower the amount of water available for bacterial growth, pH is our only food safety parameter.  Jelly with a final pH below 4.0 should still be allowed to be made in home kitchens under the food code exemption.  The manufacturer should be told they must follow the recipe / formulation used in the tested sample and that even a slight change in formulation should result in retesting.  No sugar added jelly with a pH between 4.0 and 4.6 should not be made under the food code exemption but can be make in regulated facilities.  The pH should be tested on every batch with a quality pH meter and a log kept of the results.  No sugar added jelly with a pH above 4.6 should not be allowed under any circumstances.

· Jellies made with “novel” juices should be tested for pH.  If the pH is below 4.0 we will consider that our primary critical control point and allow them to proceed with the same “change of formulation” warning discussed above.  If the pH is above 4.0 water activity becomes the primary critical control point and the jelly should be tested in a laboratory for water activity.  If the water activity is below .80 allow it to me made in exempt facilities, again with a warning about not changing the formulation.  If the water activity is between .80 and .85 it must be manufactured in a regulated facility and the water activity monitored.  Again jelly with a high pH and water activity must not be allowed.

· There are other non-traditional products marketed as jellies, an example being pepper jelly.  Pepper jelly is an acidified food and the manufacturer must attend a better process control school, have the process reviewed by a process authority and test and log pH records.  Other non-traditional jellies may also be acidified foods.  Normally none of these products should be manufactured in exempt facilities (home kitchens) for sale to the public.

If you have questions or would like technical assistance dealing with jelly issues contact your regional EPHS V or food program staff in BEHS.
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