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Steam Can It Right! 
Guidelines for Safely Using a Steam 
Canner for Home Food Preservation

What is a steam canner? 
An atmospheric steam canner, usually 
referred to as a steam canner, has a 
shallow base with a rack where jars sit 
above boiling water, and a tall domed 
top with vent holes on either side near 
the base. Water boiling in the base 
creates steam that surrounds jars during 
processing, so we refer to these canners 
as steam canners.

Why use a steam canner? 
A steam canner may be used to safely 
can acidic foods such as pickles, salsa, 
jams, jellies, and fruits. Use recipes that 
have been tested as safe for a boiling 
water canner from the National Center 
for Home Food Preservation or from your 
state Extension program. Unlike a boiling 
water canner that may require the user to 
heat 16 or more quarts of water, a steam 
canner uses only about 2 quarts of water, 
shortening the time to bring the canner 
to temperature. Once the canner is fully 
steaming, the processing time for a steam 
canner is the same as a boiling water 
canner. Do not use a steam canner to 
process low-acid foods such as meat 
or vegetables. Low-acid foods must be 
processed in a pressure canner.

Using a steam canner
Follow these steps to use a steam canner to safely preserve food.

1.	 Choose a safe canning recipe. Use an up-to-date research-tested recipe 
for safe canning of acidic foods, those foods with a pH of 4.6 or below 
such as fruits, salsa, pickles, jams, and jellies. Note: Do not assume that 
recipes provided with the canner are research-tested and safe. Instead, 
refer to trusted sources of safe canning recipes.

2.	 Prepare jars and food according to tested recipe instructions. Make sure 
jars have been washed in soapy water just before use, and warm them 
prior to filling. Follow recipe directions for how to prepare and heat food 
before you apply a two-piece lid.

3.	 Ready the steam canner. Fill the base of the canner with water to the 
level of the rack, and place the canner on the stove, cover and turn on the 
surface unit to heat. Preheat the water in the base to just below boiling.

4.	 Place filled jars in the canner on the rack inside as they are filled. Most 
steam canners will hold 10 half-pints, 8 pints, or 7 quarts. Arrange jars so 
that steam can freely circulate around the jars. After the canner is filled or 
you run out of jars, place the lid on the canner. Prepare only as many jars 
as will fit in a canner in one load, keeping jars warm and food hot.
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5.	 Process jars, adjusting time based on elevation. Increase stove-top 
temperature to high and wait for steam to vent from the holes on 
either side of the canner lid, near the base.* Vent to purge air from 
the canner, allowing a column of steam (6 to 8 inches of steam) to 
vent for one full minute before you start timing the canning process. 
Once venting is complete, start timing the process, adjusting for 
elevation as needed. It may take 3 to 10 minutes for a full canner 
to reach temperature and vent for one complete minute. Once the 
processing time is started, you may reduce heat under the canner 
to maintain a steady column of steam from the vent ports. Be sure 
to adjust processing time for elevation. Add process time for 
elevations 1,000 feet above sea level as directed in a research-
tested recipe. Check elevation at https://www.advancedconverter.
com/map-tools/find-elevation-of-address

•	 Process time must be limited to 45 minutes or less, including 
any modification for elevation. The processing time is limited by 
the amount of water in the canner base. When processing food, 
the canner should not be opened to add water. Regulate heat 
so that the canner continues to steam but not boil too vigorously. 
A canner that is boiling too vigorously can boil dry within 20 
minutes. If a canner boils dry, the food is considered under-
processed and potentially unsafe.

•	 You may mix jar sizes during canning, but do not open the lid 
during the timed process. For example, if processing a mix of half-
pints and pint jars where the processing time is 10 minutes for 
half-pints and 15 minutes for pints, process all jars for 15 minutes.

•	 Do not stack jars in an atmospheric steam canner. The risk of jar 
breakage is too great.

6.	 Remove and cool jars. When the processing time is done, turn off 
the timer. If desired, wait five minutes before carefully removing the 
domed lid. Use caution as steam will pour from the canner and the 
jars will be HOT. Transfer jars to a rack or towel for cooling. Protect 
jars from drafts while they cool. Once cooled, check seals. See 
information on cooling jars and testing jar seals.

*Steam will circulate best if there is a vent hole on either side of the domed lid.  
A second hole may be drilled in the lid, if necessary.

.

How do I safely store  
home canned food? 
After processing, allow lids to seal naturally and 
let jars cool, undisturbed. Remove ring bands 
and wash the lid and jar with warm, soapy 
water to remove food residue, rinse and dry. 
Wash ring bands by hand to protect them from 
corrosion, then dry and set aside for future 
use. Store jars without ring bands to make it 
easier to detect if jars become unsealed. Label 
jars and store in a cool room, protected from 
sunlight. For best quality, use within a year.

Researchers affiliated with the National Center for 
Home Food Preservation tested the Back-to-Basics 
and the Victorio (VKP) dome-lid style steam canners 
and found them safe for canning acidic foods when 
a tested recipe was followed. Other styles of steam 
canners were not tested. Be sure to check with the 
manufacturer for instructions on safely using other 
styles of steam canners.
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Check with your local Extension program for more 
information and for safe food preservation tips 
and recipes. 
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