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Milk Pasteurization 
 
Federal regulation of milk pasteurization and sanitation in dairy processing plants has 
been in existence in the United States for nearly 100 years (1).  This comprehensive 
program involves application of sanitary procedures throughout production, handling, 
pasteurization, and distribution. As a result of regulations under the US Public Health 
Service and a variety of state and local regulatory agencies, the incidence of milk-borne 
illness in the US has decreased from  approximately 25 per cent of all reported foodborne 
illness outbreaks in 1938 to less than 1 per cent of reported outbreaks today (1). 
Similar trends have been observed internationally with mandatory milk pasteurization 
having a significant positive impact on public health and safety in many countries. 
 
Risks of Raw Milk Consumption 

Pathogenic or disease-causing microorganisms may be shed into milk even by 
healthy cows, goats, and sheep (2). Further, milk handling procedures on the dairy farms 
may introduce pathogenic microorganisms into the milk. Milk is an excellent growth 
medium and when stored improperly will allow the rapid proliferation of pathogens. A 
recent survey by Jayarao et al. (3) identified several foodborne pathogenic bacteria, 
including Campylobacter jejuni, Shigatoxin producing Escherichia coli, Listeria 
monocytogenes, Salmonella serovars, and Yersinia enterocolitica associated with raw 
milk. This is but one of several studies demonstrating that pathogenic bacteria are 
common in raw milk (4,5). In addition, unpasteurized milk is a vehicle for transmission 
of other pathogenic microorganisms (e.g. Brucella, Mycobacterium) (6,7).  While these 
pathogens can affect the health of anyone who drinks raw milk, they are especially 
dangerous to high risk consumers (e.g., pregnant women, children, the elderly, and 
people with weakened immune systems).   

The consumption of raw milk has been associated with numerous foodborne illness 
cases and outbreaks and has resulted in product recalls (8,9,10). According to the survey 
report by the National Association of State Departments of Agriculture (NASDA) in 
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2004 (11), 29 states have recorded illness outbreaks traceable to raw milk consumption.  
Further, in 
2005-2006, more than 10 outbreaks caused by the consumption of raw milk or raw milk 
cheese were reported by the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) (12-15). 

 
Pasteurization assures the destruction of pathogenic microorganisms that may be 

present in raw milk. Since 1987,  US FDA regulations (16) have required mandatory 
pasteurization of packaged milk and milk products for human consumption in interstate 
commerce.  Milk pasteurization as a public health control measure is endorsed by the 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) (8) and the U. S. Department of 
Agriculture (USDA) Agricultural Marketing Service (17).   In spite of this, the majority 
of state regulations currently allow raw milk sales with certain limitations and legislative 
changes have been or are being proposed in many other states to allow raw milk sales.  

 
As a public health control procedure, the milk pasteurization process (or equivalent) 

has been recognized throughout the world.  According to the World Health Organization 
(WHO) (18): “Pasteurization of milk is almost universally accepted as an essential 
public health technology that enjoys the confidence and support of the consuming 
public”.  In Canada, federal and many provincial regulations prohibit the sale of raw milk 
(18).  However, direct sale of unpasteurized milk to the consumer is allowed in many 
regions of the world, with certain restrictions and limitations. 

 
A variety of regulatory, educational and public health authorities have issued 

position statements, fact sheets, and related documents which warn against the risks of 
raw milk consumption, including:   

 American Veterinary Medical Association (AVMA) (1);  
 Association of Food & Drug Officials (AFDO) (20); 
 Health Canada (21,22); 
 NASDA (11); 
 National Association of State Public Health Veterinarians (NASPHV) (23); 
 National Conference on Interstate Milk Shipments (NCIMS) program (24);  
 State regulatory agencies (25,26); and  
 University cooperative extension programs (27-30). 

 
In recent years, organizations (31,32) have emerged promoting raw milk 

consumption and  making unsubstantiated and false claims regarding the health benefits 
achieved by drinking raw milk and the “toxic effects of drinking pasteurized milk”. 
Further, they make unsupported statements that raw milk sales will “save the family 
farm.” These organizations have sought to overturn state regulations prohibiting the sale 
of raw milk.  This movement has had some support from some individual state 
cooperative extension specialists who are promoting direct farm sales under sustainable 
and value added agriculture programs.  

 
As the premier professional association for microbiological safety of foods, the 

International Association for Food Protection (IAFP), the IAFP Dairy Quality and Safety 
Professional Development Group, and the 3-A Committee on Sanitary Procedures, 



 

commend the success of the time honored and effective, regulatory program for milk 
pasteurization and sanitation through the NCIMS (24), a cooperative federal/state 
regulatory program. We hereby join the numerous other associations and agencies in 
warning consumers regarding the risk of raw milk consumption. It is overwhelmingly 
clear from scientific and epidemiological evidence that the risks of raw milk consumption 
far outweigh any perceived benefits. Therefore, it is the position of IAFP that: 

 
 consumption of unpasteurized milk will lead to increased risk of serious 

milkborne illness and even death, especially among at risk populations; and 
 allowing the sale of unpasteurized milk for direct consumption, as a  public 

health policy, would place would place many consumers at risk and should 
be prohibited. 
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