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BoTtanicaLs AS Foobps

The term “herb™ 15 generally vsed (o
mean the leaves of any one of a number
of plants that grow in lemperate climates.
They can be found at various times of
the vear, depending on the herb. Many of
these plants are reputed (o impart special
benefits 1o the user,

With a few exceptions, herbs have
not been widely vsed in the food indus-
iry, The 1Y%k saw a growth in the popu-
larity of herbal teas and a number of
entreprencurs began businesses produc-
ing them. In the 19%9%s the trend contin-
ved with rose petals used in sorbet,
kudzu blossoms added to jelly and even
an attempl Lo

_. — = ‘ -

wse mistletoe
juice. (By the
way, mistletos
Juice is toxic!)

As the
examples
abowve indicate,
the use of
banicals as

Herbs are repuled lo impard special benefils o

he user,

food 15 not
always simple.
Considerations must be given 10 a vanely
of factors from the safety of the herb
itself to the selection of the appropriate
processing procedure.

A botanical is 2 medicine or prepara-
tion made from a plant. Many botanicals
have a history of medicinal use, but little
or no history of food use. One visiting a
market in China or Hong Kong is struck
by the array of carefully preserved botan-
icals. Folk healers worldwide have relied
on botamicals throughoot history and
instructions for their use are often passed
divwn from generation o generation

The Food and Drog Administration
(FDA) takes a couple of approaches (o
dealing with these products. First, those
products for therapeutic use fall under
drug provisions of the law, However, just
removing the therapeutic claims may nof
automatically allow a product to be
considered a food. FDA has tried to take
the approach that, to be considered a
food, boanicals must have a history of
“common use in food™ in the US. This
standard, however, was struck down in
1983 when a court ruled that FDA could
nod limit the food™s common use 1o
consumpion in this country alone,

A botanical is classified as generally
recognized as safe (GEAS) I 1t has a
history of use in food that predates 1958,
A GREAS affirmation means that the
material can be used in food based on its
historically established safe use. A botan-
ical with mo history of common use in
tood prior to 1958 requires a food addi-
tive petition to FEXA,
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It is a good idea to determine if’ the material o be
used is eligible for a GRAS affirmation from FDA. To
do this, the FDA must be provided with the proper
botanical identification of the plant by genus and
species, information conceming the specific part of the
plant used, the amount and method of consumption and
documentation of the history of consumption prior to
1958, FDA will determine if there are reported adverse
effects associated with consumption of the substance,
including long-term toxicity or carcinogenicity. This
history of use in food must show that the plant was
used as a food ingredient. nod as a drug, tonic or folk
remedy. Essentially then, the burden of determination
of safety for GRAS toods is on FDA.

A person wanting to use a botanical may choose (o
make an independent GRAS determination — that i, to
use the product based on their own opinion of its
sufety — without gaining FDA approval. Choosing to
proceed based on an independent GRAS determination
without FDA concurrence, runs the risk that the
substance may be found not 1o be GRAS and thus be
an illegal food additive

The method of consumption of botanicals 15 impor-
tant. An old adage savs “the dose makes the poison”
Consumption of small amounts of these products may
cavse e ill effects to public health. However, areatly
increasing consumption, making an extract or using
another part of the plant may change the safety of the
product. Assessing this hazard is expensive and time:
consuming, It can be assumed that a change in the
form or method of use would require filing a food
additive petition to FDA,

SPECIALTY PRODUCTS

In recent years, there has been an increase in inter-
est in specialty products made with herbs, Such prod-
ucts include:

B Herbs in vinegar

B Herbs ool

W FPesto

The populanity of these products can be attnbuted,
tov @ large extent, to increased consumer interest in
healthy eating. This has led many people to include
more masta and other low-cholesterol alternatives in
mealzs, Al the same time, those who are attiempiing (o
follow dietary recommendations to use less fat, salt and
sugar are looking for new flavors 1o add imerest 1o
s,

HERBS IN VINEGAR

Herb-lavored
vinegars have
become popular for
use on salads and
meats. In addition,
many companies
have put these
tvpes of products in
fancy bottles which
consumers think
are pretty sitling on
a counter.

Vinegar is
considered an acid
food, The defini-
tion becomes
more complicated
as herbs, which are low-acid foods, are added 1o a1, The
product may still be considered an acid food as long as
only o sprig or two of herb are added 1o the vinegar
and (1) the herb becomes acidified throughout, and (2)
the herb does not contribute a change in the acidity of
the vinegar. However, as the amount of low-acid food
(the plant material) increases, it begins o have an
effect on the acidity of the vinegar. At this point. the
product 1s no longer a "vinegar™ but an acidified herb.

Fancy bottles on store shedves atiract
consumess 1o herbs in winegar and oil,

This is an important distinction for several reasons:

B The public health imphcations of acidifying a
low-acid food {(acidified herb) are greater than
simply packaging an acid food, A mistake in
the proper acidification could allow the devel-
opament of botlism, a deadly disease.



B The rules governing the processing ol acidified
foods (2ICFR 1 14) are much more complicated
and the processing more costly than for acid
fonds. The product will require a scheduled
process submitted to FDA and will have to be
processed under the supervision of a centified
supervisor who has successfully completed a
course at an FDA-approved school. As an alter-
mative, the product can be refrigerated or
frozen.

B The acidity of the product may require moni-
loring using an electronic pH meter 1o assure
safely.

EBegardless of whether the hinal product 15 an
herbed vinegar or an acidified herb, it is necessary to
make sure the plant material is submerged in the vine-
gar long enough to become acidified wo the point that
its internal pH 15 4.6 or below,

HeRrBs IN OIL

Another popular product
category is oils which are
Mavored with herbs. Many of
these products, which may be
described as being ethnic in
origin, have appeared over the
years, Common ones have
been garlic and pepper packed
in oil. FIXA has found that the

toxin which canses botulism

ol

can be produced in these T prepare peppers sabaly,
o they must be acidified prior
products. to adding the oil.

To prepare these products safely, they must be
acidified prior to the addition of the oil. This causes
them te be classified as acidified foods and (o be
required to meet the processing requirements for this
type of product. These requirements state that the
process conditions must be established by a recognized
process authority. Processing of these [oods should not
be done without adeqguate controls in place that have
been established by knowledgeable individuals,

Probably due 1o the increase in pasta in the diet.
pesto, a blend of herbs in oil, i$ becoming more popu-
lar, These products have hazards similar to those
described previously for individual herbs in oil and
must be processed using the same guidelines, A possi-
ble process alternative for pesto is freezing.

From a food safety point of view, il is necessary o
make the consumer aware of the hazards of refrigerated
and frozen pesto. Bomlism is a hazard which may
develop in oil-coated low-acid foods. There should be a
warning label reminding the user o *Thaw in the
refrigerator, keep refrigerated and discard after
(5 days or some reasonable time).” The concern about
product safety increases as the product is held for a
longer time under fluctuating conditions.

Shelf life also may be a problem duee o active
enzymes in the herbs which break down the tissues.
Blanching in steam or water will destroy the enzymes
but changes the character of the herbs

There are several rules for the production of these
types of products, The primary requirements are
conteined in 21CFR | 1) which describes the “Goaod
Muanufacturing Practices™ (GMP's) for production, stor-
age and distibution of human food. These include
requirements for preparation facilities, sanitation and
protection of the food. The major regulation deals with
the GMP's for producing acidified foods (21CFE 114},

HELP IS AVAILABLE

If wou are considering entering the food industry
with a processed botanical product, you may need help
in determining the best methods for handling and
processing your product safely, The Institute of Food
Science and Engineering (IFSE), Division of
Agriculture, University of Arkansas has processing
authorties who can assist you in establishing the
appropriate process for vour product. For information
on obtaining help from IFSE, contact your county
Extension office.



For additional information, contact your county Extension agent or:

Institute of Food Science and Engineering
272 Young Avanue

Fayetteville, AR 72704
501-575-4040  Fax 501-575-2165

University of Arkansas
Division of Agriculture
Dale Bumpers College of Agrculiural, Food and Life Sciencas
Arkansas Agricullural Experiment Station
Arkansas Cooperative Extension Service
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