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IMPLICATIONS FOR COOPERATIVE EXTENSION.  Dial gauges on home pressure canners need to be tested annually, prior to canning season, for accuracy to reduce risk of lost food and foodborne illness. Seventy-five percent of home canners do not have their dial gauges tested. Of that group it is estimated that more than one-third may be improperly processing food, increasing the risk of foodborne illness for their family and other who consume that food. Cooperative Extension Educators have an opportunity to provide dial gauge testing and at the same time provide one-on-one teaching about proper methods and techniques when canning food at home. This is especially important for those new to home canning. The testing of gauges also contributes to the establishment of the Educator as a valuable local food safety expert.
Many families preserve food at home to save an abundant garden harves, in hopes of reducing food costs and/or to preserve specialty items to use as gifts. Families may prefer home grown produce over store bought items and want to know what they are eating. 

According to The Complete Guide to Home Canning (USDA, 2009) and commercial resources (Alltrista Corporation, 2010) dial pressure gauges be checked for accuracy each year to ensure that the foods are processed safely. Spores of C. botulinum may survive in the low acid preserved food if an inadequate food processing method is used. 

As part of the educational program to help home food processors preserve food safely, Nebraska Cooperative Extension offices provide pressure gauge testing of dial gauges on pressure canners. 
The Cooperative Extension System and USDA have been recognized as reliable sources for science-based recommendations for home food preservation. In 2002 a survey was conducted by the National Center for Home Food Preservation reported a high percentage of home food canners were using practices that put them at risk for food-borne illness. Approximately 25% of those who used a pressure canner had the dial gauge tested during that year.

The Complete Guide to Home Canning recommends that dial gauges be replaced if they read high or low by more than 1 pound at 5, 10, or 15 pounds of pressure (USDA, 1989). High readings indicate that the product is under-processed and presents a food safety risk. Low readings cause over processing and may indicate that the accuracy of the gauge is unpredictable.

Nebraska Cooperative Extension offices tested pressure gauges and recorded results from 1977 to 2002. Testing was done in offices, at county fairs, and as part of educational programs on home food preservation. 

A Presto Gauge Tester was used and manufacturer’s instructions were followed for testing consumer gauges. Consumer gauges were evaluated and data recorded at 5, 10 and 15 pounds pressure. 
Over the 25 year period, 634 pressure gauges were tested. Pressure differences ranged from -5 to +8 pounds. Gauges were more accurate at 5 pounds than 10 or 15. (Processing at 15 pounds pressure is not recommended in Oklahoma.)  Accuracy at 10 pounds pressure is very important to safely process low acid food at home.

When results were analyzed, 35.7% of tested pressure gauges were found to be inaccurate and in need of replacement. The majority of inaccuracies were gauges that measured high. This means that the pressure on the gauge was higher than the actual pressure in the canner. This results in food that is underprocessed, the food more apt to be lost and the consumers of that food at risk of foodborne illness. 
