
Cause Prevent ion

WHEN YOUR PICKLE IS IN A PICKLE: 
Troubleshooting Pickling and Fermentation Problems

Problem 

Minera ls  in  hard  water Use so f t  water

Ground sp ices  used Use who le  sp ices

Sp ices  le f t  in  ja rs  o f  
p ick les

P lace  sp ices  loose ly  in  
cheesec lo th  bag  so  they  can  
be  removed be fo re  cann ing

Brass ,  i ron  copper,  o r  
z inc  u tens i l s  used

Use food-grade unch ipped 
enamelware ,  g lass ,  s ta in less  
s tee l ,  o r  s toneware  u tens i l s

Iod ized  sa l t  used Use cann ing  o r  p ick l ing  sa l t

Dark or  d iscolored p ick les   
( I f  brass,  copper  or  z inc  utensi ls  and br in ing 
equipment  were  used,  DO NOT use p ick les . )

Spices  cooked too  
long  in  v inegar,  o r  
too  many  sp ices  
used

Fo l low d i rec t ions  fo r  amount  o f  
sp ices  to  use  and  the  bo i l ing  
t ime

Vinegar  too  s t rong Use v inegar  o f  the  p roper  
s t reng th  (5% ac id i t y )

Dry  weather No prevent ion .  B i t te r  tas te  i s  
usua l l y  in  the  pee l  o r  sk in  o f  
f ru i t s  and  vegetab les  

Us ing  sa l t  
subs t i tu tes

Potass ium ch lo r ide ,  the  
ingred ien t  in  most  o f  these ,  
causes  b i t te rness

Strong,  b i t ter  taste

Shr ive led Pick les

Plac ing  cucumbers  in  too  
s t rong  b r ine ,  too  heavy  
sy rup ,  o r  too  s t rong  
v inegar

Fo l low a  re l iab le  rec ipe .  
Use amounts  o f  sa l t  and  
sugar  ca l led  fo r  in  a  
rec ipe ,  and  v inegar  tha t  
i s  5% ac id i t y

Long lapse  o f  t ime 
be tween harves t  and  
b r in ing  

( fe rmenta t ion  on ly )

Br ine  (s ta r t  fe rmenta t ion)  
w i th in  24  hours  a f te r  
harves t ing  cucumbers

Overcook ing  o r  
overprocess ing

Fo l low a  re l iab le  rec ipe  
exac t l y

Dry  weather No prevent ion .  B i t te r  
tas te  i s  usua l l y  in  the  
pee l  o r  sk in  o f  f ru i t s  and  
vegetab les

White  sediment  in  jar

Bacter ia  cause  th is  dur ing  
fe rmenta t ion  !
( fe rmenta t ion  on ly )

None

Sa l t  con ta ins  an  an t i -
cak ing  agent  o r  o ther  
add i t i ves

Use cann ing  o r  p ick l ing  
sa l t



Soft  or  s l ippery  p ick les  
( i f  spoi lage is  ev ident ,  do not  eat )

Vinegar  too  weak  !
(p ick l ing  on ly )

Use v inegar  o f  a t  leas t  
5% ac id i t y.

Sa l t  b r ine  too  weak  dur ing  
fe rmenta t ion  !
( fe rmenta t ion  on ly )

Ma in ta in  sa l t  
concent ra t ion  spec i f ied  in  
rec ipe

Cucumbers  s to red  a t  too  
h igh  a  tempera tu re  dur ing  
fe rmenta t ion  

( fe rmenta t ion  on ly )

S to re  fe rment ing  
cucumbers  be tween 70  
and 75  F.  Th is  i s  the  
op t imum tempera tu re  fo r  
g rowth  o f  the  o rgan isms 
necessary  fo r  
fe rmenta t ion

Insu f f i c ien t  amount  o f  
b r ine

Keep cucumbers  
immersed in  b r ine

P ick les  no t  p rocessed 
proper ly  ( to  des t roy  
mic roorgan isms)

Process  p ick les  in  canner  
a f te r  f i l l i ng  ja rs

Moldy  gar l i c  o r  sp ices A lways  use  f resh  sp ices

B lossom ends  no t  
removed f rom cucumbers

S l i ce  a t  leas t  1 /16 th  inch  
o f f  b lossom end o f  
cucumbers  and  d iscard

Spot ted,  dul l ,  or  faded color

Cucumbers  no t  
we l l  cu red  (b r ined)  !
( fe rmenta t ion  on ly )

Use br ine  o f  p roper  
concent ra t ion .  Comple te  
fe rmenta t ion  p rocess

Excess ive  
exposure  to  l i gh t

S to re  p rocessed ja rs  in  a  dark ,  
d ry  coo l  p lace

Cucumber  o f  poor  
qua l i t y

Use produce o f  op t imum 
qua l i t y,  and  g rown under  p roper  
cond i t ions  (weather,  so i l ,  e tc )

Hol low Pick les  
( fermentat ion only)

Cucumbers  too  la rge  fo r  
b r in ing

Use smal le r  cucumbers  
fo r  b r in ing

Improper  fe rmenta t ion Keep br ine  p roper  
s t reng th  and  the  p roduc t  
we l l  covered .  Cure  un t i l  
fe rmenta t ion  i s  comple te

Long lapse  o f  t ime 
be tween harves t  and  
b r in ing

Fermenta t ion  p rocess  
shou ld  be  s ta r ted  w i th in  
24  hours  a f te r  harves t ing  
cucumbers

Growth  de fec t  o f  
cucumber.

None.  Dur ing  wash ing ,  
ho l low cucumbers  usua l l y  
f loa t .  Remove and use  
fo r  re l i shes  ins tead  o f  
fe rmented  p ick les

Scum on the  br ine  sur faces whi le  cur ing 
cucumbers   

( fermentat ion only)

Wi ld  yeas ts  and  bac te r ia  the  
feed  on  the  ac id  thus  reduc ing  
the  concent ra t ion  i f  a l lowed to  
accumula te

Remove scum as  
o f ten  as  needed

For more information,  contact  Benjamin Chapman !
Benjamin_Chapman@ncsu.edu

This information was adapted from the National Center for Home Food Preservation and University 
of Georgia. For more information and recipes to follow, go to http://nchfp.uga.edu
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