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Canning Meat, Poultry, and Game

Introduction

Poultry, red meats, and meat from game animals (such as deer, 
elk, and bear) are low-acid foods and must be processed in a 
pressure canner to ensure safety. Because meat and poultry 
products are low-acid foods, Clostridium botulinum, the 
bacteria which causes botulism poisoning, can survive and 
grow in these foods when they are sealed in oxygen free jars. 
Botulism is a serious food poisoning which can lead to 
disability or death. Only pressure canning produces 
temperatures high enough (240°F, 28 degrees above boiling) to 
kill many bacteria which can grow in low-acid foods, 
including Clostridium botulinum. If meat products are 
improperly processed, the botulism toxin could be present even 
though the canned food looks, smells, and tastes normal.

Put safety first when you prepare and serve home-canned 
foods. Due to the risk of botulism, never consume low-acid 
foods that are not canned according to the recommendations in 
this publication or other USDA-endorsed source. Such foods 
should be discarded, even if you detect no signs of spoilage.

Safety Checklist

Select high-quality poultry, meat, and game using only 
the cuts and preparation steps described in this 
publication.
Always can meats and other low-acid foods in a 
pressure canner. Boiling water canners and steam 
canners do not produce temperatures high enough to 
kill botulism-causing bacteria and other spoilage 
organisms.
Never can in an oven (electric, gas, wood-burning, or 
microwave).
Be sure the dial gauge on your pressure canner is 
accurate. Have it tested once a year or more often if you 
do a great deal of canning or drop the lid.
Each time you use a pressure canner, check to see that 
the petcock or vent port, and safety valve are not 
blocked.
Follow directions exactly for filling jars. Over-packed 
jars do not heat as evenly as correctly packed jars.
Always exhaust (remove) air from a pressure canner by 
venting for 10 minutes before letting pressure build. 
Cold air trapped in a canner will cause inadequate 
heating of the jars and under-processing of the food.

Increase pressure at altitudes above 1,000 feet for 
weighted-gauge canners or 2,000 feet for dial-gauge 
canners to reach the proper temperature (240°F) for 
pressure canning.
After processing, allow canner to cool naturally. The 
cool down time is factored into the processing time and 
organisms continue to be destroyed during this time. 
Force cooling a canner can result in an unsafe product.
Never can meat products or combination foods for 
which you do not have research-based processing times. 
A safe canning time cannot accurately be determined at 
home.

Due to the risk of botulism, it is extremely important that meat, 
poultry, and game be canned according to the USDA-endorsed 
recommendations in this publication. Follow the procedures or 
recipes specified for each product precisely.

For an extra measure of safety, boil home-canned meats before 
eating them. At altitudes below 1,000 feet, boil for 10 minutes; 
add an additional minute of boiling time for each additional 
1,000 feet of elevation.

Selection of Equipment

Pressure Canners

A pressure canner is a specifically designed kettle with a cover 
that can be clamped or locked down to make the kettle steam 
tight. It is designed to heat foods at temperatures higher than 
the boiling water canner. It must be equipped with an accurate 
pressure gauge to register the steam pressure in the canner.

There are two types of pressure canners: a dial gauge canner 
and a weighted gauge canner (Figure 1). One manufacturer 
makes a dual-gauge canner. Read the manufacturer’s 
instruction manual for information on when and how to use 
either the dial gauge or the weighted gauge.

A pressure canner must be large enough to hold at least four 
quart size jars standing upright to be safe for canning. Pressure 
saucepans are not suitable for canning.
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Figure 1. There are two types of pressure canners: a dial gauge canner 
and a weighted gauge canner.

See PNW421 Using and Caring for Your Pressure Canner for 
additional information on pressure canners.

Jars and Lids

Use standard canning (Mason) jars no larger than the size 
stated in the canning directions for the specific food being 
canned. Use two-piece metal lids and screw bands. Buy only 
the quantity of lids you will use in a year or by date on 
package. Follow the manufacturer’s directions for preparing 
lids.

Standard canning jars must be used for all pressure-canned 
foods. Reusing jars from commercial products is not 
recommended because of increased breakage. Canning jars are 
manufactured to tolerate the heat of the canning process 
without breaking,

Preparing Equipment

Inspect jars for cracks and chips and discard damaged ones. 
Inspect metal screw bands and discard any with dents or rust.

Wash jars, metal screw bands, and lids in hot, soapy water. 
Rinse well. Keep canning jars hot until ready to use to prevent 
breakage when they are filled with a hot product and placed 
into the canner.

Check manufacturer’s directions for preparing lids for use. 
Don’t reuse lids. Jars may not seal if lids are reused. Spoilage 
could result if jars don’t seal, and food is wasted.

Before each use, inspect the pressure canner. See that the 
petcock or vent port, and safety valve are not blocked. Clean 
them several times a year by drawing a string or pipe cleaner 
through the openings. Be sure the gasket around the cover fits 
tightly. For canners with a gasket, replace the gasket if it is 
loose, stiff, or cracked, or you experience steam leakage. If 
you have a weighted pressure gauge, keep it clean.

Check dial pressure gauges for accuracy once a year (more 
often if the canner is used frequently or dropped). It is possible 
for the dial to read 11 pounds, but not actually be operating at 
this pressure. If the dial is inaccurate by more than 2 pounds, 
buy a new one. Have a new gauge tested for accuracy before 
use. Weighted gauge canners do not need testing.

Your local county Extension office may be able to tell you 
where gauge testing is available.

Filling Jars

Follow instructions for packing jars. Hot packing of meats and 
poultry is preferred for best quality, and assuring complete 
liquid cover. The raw pack option will produce a safe product, 
but the liquid and fat may not adequately cover the meat or 
poultry in the jar.

After filling jars with food, release air bubbles by inserting a 
flat plastic (not metal) spatula between the food and the jar. 
Slowly turn the jar and move the spatula up and down to allow 
air bubbles to escape. (You do not need to do this for raw 
packed meats that have no liquid added to the jar.)

Wipe jar rims with a dampened, clean paper towel. Wiping the 
rim with a clean paper towel moistened with vinegar will help 
remove traces of fats from the sealing surface and enhance 
sealing (Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Wipe jar rims with a dampened, clean paper towel 
before applying the flat lid. Dampen with vinegar when canning 
fatty meats to enhance sealing.

Add salt if desired; it seasons the food but is not necessary for 
preservation (Figure 3).

Figure 3. Salt added to meats seasons the 
food but is not necessary for preservation.

Fit the metal screw band over the lid. Follow the 
manufacturer’s guidelines enclosed with or on the box to 
tighten the screw bands properly.

Processing in a Pressure Canner

1. Read the manufacturer’s directions for use, particularly to 
check the canner before and during processing and the 
functions that involve audible hissing, jiggling, or rocking of 
the weighted gauge.
2. Have 2–3 inches of hot water in the canner. For hot-packed 
foods, water should be 180°F; for raw-packed food, 140°F.
3. Arrange jars on a rack so steam can flow freely around each 
one (Figure 4). Keep jars upright at all times. If a double layer 
of jars is necessary, use an additional rack to separate the 
layers. Stagger the placement of the jars over the first group.

Figure 4. Arrange jars on a rack in canner so steam can flow 
freely around each one.

4. Fasten the canner lid securely so no steam escapes around 
the rim. Leave the weight off the ventport or open petcock.
5. Turn the heat setting on the range to its highest position. 
Heat until steam flows freely from the ventport or petcock. 
While maintaining high heat, let steam exhaust continuously 
for 10 minutes.
6. After venting your canner, place the weight on the ventport 
or close the petcock. The canner will pressurize during the next 
3–10 minutes.
7. Start timing the process when the pressure reading on the 
dial gauge indicates the recommended pressure has been 
reached in a dial gauge canner, or when the weighted gauge 
begins to jiggle as the manufacturer describes. Use the 
processing time and pressure that is specified for the product 
being processed.
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