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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

In October 2015, the California Department of Public Health (CDPH), Food and Drug Branch (FDB), Emergency Response Unit (ERU) 
investigated an outbreak of E. coli O111:NM.  The epidemiologic investigation, completed by the CDPH, Division of Communicable 
Disease Control (DCDC), Infectious Diseases Branch (IDB), identified a total of fifteen cases in three California counties with illness 
onset dates ranging from 10/12/15 to 10/19/15.  These clinical cases were all infected with Shiga toxin producing Escherichia coli 
(STEC) bacteria. Sacramento County Department of Health and Human Services staff completed food history interviews with three 
initial cases and determined these individuals had all visited Apple Hill between 10/9/15 and 10/12/15 and had consumed 
unpasteurized apple cider.  Apple Hill is a region of El Dorado County in California that has many apple farms.  Apple Hill is a seasonal 
destination popular with visitors in the autumn months. 

As additional clinical cases emerged, local health departments questioned each patient about any visits to Apple Hill, specific ranches 
visited in Apple Hill, and what foods the patient consumed at each location.  All clinical cases interviewed had either visited High Hill 
Ranch in the Apple Hill region and consumed unpasteurized apple cider; or had not visited Apple Hill, but consumed unpasteurized 
apple cider that had been purchased from High Hill Ranch. 

Further laboratory analyses identified the STEC bacteria as E. coli O111:NM.  Laboratory testing detected two rare Pulsed field gel 
electrophoresis (PFGE) patterns (XbaI EXDX01.0406/Blnl EXDA26.0103 and EXDX01.0109/Blnl EXDA26.010) in the clinical isolates. 

ERU, along with staff from the El Dorado County, Community Development Agency, Environmental Management Division (EMD), 
initiated an investigation at High Hill Ranch (Placerville, CA).  The team completed an environmental assessment of the apple cider 
processing facility and the firm’s food handling practices.  Additionally, the team collected environmental samples in the processing 
facility and product samples, including in-process and finished products.  At a later date, the investigation team returned to assess 
the High Hill Ranch orchard and apple sorting area.  During this inspection, the team observed evidence of animal intrusion and 
collected feces samples. 

ERU staff collected and reviewed traceback documents in order to determine the sources for apples used to produce High Hill Ranch 
apple cider.  This traceback investigation concluded that High Hill Ranch received and pressed apples from three apple suppliers 
during the period of time prior to the cases’ exposures. 

ERU conducted farm assessments at the farms that supplied apples used as ingredients for High Hill Ranch cider.  These farms 
included High Hill Ranch,  and   The teams observed evidence of 
animal intrusion at each of these farms and feces samples were collected from two of them. 

Three confirmed case patients and a single unconfirmed case patient had leftover cider that they had consumed before they became 
ill.  ERU staff collected these leftover samples.  One of the cider samples (from a confirmed case patient) tested positive for E. coli 
O111:NM that had a PFGE pattern that was indistinguishable from one of the outbreak strains. 

Investigators were not able to determine the exact cause of the outbreak, but observations were made of suspect conditions in the 
cider processing facility and at the apple farms. These included both animal intrusion and insanitary conditions.  ERU and EMD 
worked together to provide recommendations to High Hill Ranch and the two other apple suppliers and assist the ranches with 
identifying and correcting these suspect conditions so any future illnesses from consuming High Hill Ranch unpasteurized apple cider 
could be prevented. 
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GENERAL FIRM AND FACILITY INFORMATION 

High Hill Ranch was a producer of unpasteurized apple cider. The apple cider was sold under the High Hill Ranch brand name at their 

onsite retail store and in their onsite café. In addition to the unpasteurized cider, they sold several varieties of apples grown on their 

ranch and from other ranches in the Apple Hill region. They also sold pies and other apple‐containing baked goods in High Hill 

Ranch’s onsite bakery. In addition to apple products, High Hill Ranch had several booths with vendors selling craft items and a trout 

pond with catch‐and‐release fishing available to the public. High Hill Ranch was considered one of the busier apple farms in the 

Apple Hill area and potentially received thousands of visitors each weekend during apple season. High Hill Ranch was also a popular 

destination for school field trips. Several hundred children visited on school field trips during each week of apple season. The High 

Hill Ranch 2015 season ran approximately September through November. 

High Hill Ranch consisted of four main buildings: (1) Apple Shed – contained apple sorting equipment and retail store; (2) Apple Cider 

Shed – contained the apple pressing operation and an area for cleaning the equipment; (3) Main Building – contained the pie shop, 

café, craft booths, and corporate offices; (4) Cold Storage Warehouse – used to store cider in retail packaging, apples, and supplies 

for the café. 

COMMODITIES AND RAW MATERIALS 
High Hill Ranch received apples from their own orchards as well as other orchards in the region. The firm sold many different 

varieties of apples in their retail store, however only a few select varieties were used to produce High Hill Ranch cider. High Hill 

Ranch employees hand sorted the incoming apples for visible defects, and then a rope sorter machine sorted the apples by size. 

These sorting procedures diverted the small, blemished, or otherwise undesirable apples away from the retail operation to the apple 

pressing operation. Apples destined for pressing proceeded down a wooden chute from the sorting area, bounced off a carpet 

bumper and landed in a wooden storage bin (Exhibit I). As needed, High Hill employees used a forklift to transport the storage bin 

containing the cider apples to the Apple Cider Shed for pressing (See Figure 1). 

The firm did not maintain detailed source records for the apples used as ingredients in specific batches of cider. 

The ranch had an onsite cold storage warehouse that was utilized for apples and other perishable items sold in their retail stores; 

however there was no refrigeration or other specialized storage for the apples used to make cider. Mr. Visman stated that, due to 

demand, most of the cider apples were pressed shortly after receipt. 

According to traceback information obtained during the investigation, there were three suppliers of apples during the early part of 

the 2015 season, including October. They were High Hill Ranch 

(Exhibit D). 
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Daily:
 

 Employees washed the cloths used for pressing.
 

o	 High Hill employees washed the pressing cloths in a standard washing machine using (chlorinated 

food‐safe sanitizer). 

o	 Mr. Visman stated that one of the two washing machines onsite was designated for floor mats and the other was 

for the pressing cloths. 

o	 Employees dried all items by hanging them outside, in the open air, for several hours. 

AREAS OF CONCERN 
The apple processing area was not maintained in a sanitary condition at the time of inspection. There was a buildup of dust and dirt 

on top of the stacks of product packaging and there were exposed wood surfaces throughout the facility. Exposed wood surfaces 

are not easily cleanable and are not recommended for use in a food processing facility. Additionally, there was product buildup on 

and around the pressing equipment that Mr. Visman described as already cleaned (Exhibit A, Photo 1 & 2). 

The firm also failed to maintain the food packaging storage area in a sanitary condition. The inspection team observed a buildup of 
dust and debris on top of the packaging being stored in the attic area and residue at the top of the apple crushing machine indicating 

a lack of adequate cleaning (Exhibit A, Photo 2 & 4). In addition to the accumulation of dirt, the attic had a pitched roof and one end 

of the roof had an open vent that lacked screening (Exhibit A, Photo 4). This created a potential for pests, dust, and other 

contaminants to enter the attic area. In the attic area, the top of the apple crushing machine was exposed and there were several 

open areas in the attic floor, directly above the processing equipment. Any contaminants or pests entering the attic area could fall 

through these open areas to the processing room below and could contaminate the production area, equipment, or the 

unpasteurized cider. 

The firm failed to maintain the dispenser jugs used for samples in a sanitary condition. The inspection team observed that all of the 

jugs had a buildup of product residue inside the dispensing spout and around the lid seal. One jug that Mr. Visman specifically 

identified as already cleaned was observed with visible residue inside the dispensing spout (Exhibit A, Photo 3). 

Additionally, during a subsequent inspection on 11/4/16, inspectional team members observed possible cat feces in the Apple Shed, 

near the area where High Hill Ranch sorted their incoming apples (Exhibit C) and rodent feces near the cold storage warehouse 

(Exhibit B, Photo 1 & 2). This presented an area of concern due to the possibility of contamination of the raw ingredients used to 

produce unpasteurized cider. 

PERSONNEL TRAINING AND SUPERVISION 

High Hill Ranch did not document any training of their employees and had no written procedures. Mr. Visman or a senior member 

of the team trained all employees on proper procedures prior to starting operations for the season in August each year. All ranch 

employees received annual retail food safety training as required to work in the onsite retail café. 

FOOD WORKER HEALTH AND HYGIENE 

According to Mr. Visman, while in the apple pressing room, workers wore rubber boots, jackets, hats, and reusable gloves over their 

usual clothes. High Hill Ranch washed these outer clothing items as needed. No employees were working at the time of inspection, 
so the inspection team could not verify practices and attire; however the team did observe these items hanging in various locations 

around the room. 
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PRODUCT DISTRIBUTION AND TRANSPORTATION 

High Hill Ranch distributed their cider in three ways: (1) onsite retail sales, (2) purchased by individuals in the ranch’s onsite café, 

and, (3) free samples available outside the Apple Cider Shed. 

In addition to High Hill Ranch brand unpasteurized cider; the onsite store also sold . 

produced this pasteurized product at their neighboring processing facility. The business was not related to 

High Hill Ranch in any way.
 

High Hill Ranch did not distribute unpasteurized cider to any wholesale customers or to any other offsite location.
 

COMPLAINTS 

At the time of inspection, High Hill had not received any recent food safety related complaints. The firm did not have a system in 

place for recording any consumer complaints they received. However, Mr. Visman reported to the team that the ranch had received 
no complaints. 

REGULATORY ACTIONS 

FDB did not take any regulatory action during this inspection. The facility produced product solely for onsite, retail distribution, so 

they were not registered with FDB. Additionally, El Dorado County EMD inspectors were present at the time of inspection and 

documented similar observations to those noted above and issued their own inspectional report. 
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High Hill Ranch employees harvested the apples from mid‐September through early October, depending on variety. All varieties of 

apples were hand‐picked from the trees using bare hands and then placed into reusable plastic totes. Apples were not harvested 

from the ground. As the harvester filled the tote, they emptied the apples into larger wooden bins for storage and transport. 

The only animals used by the grower in the orchard were bees to pollinate the fruit, which do not present a significant food safety 

concern. The team observed customers visiting the ranch with domestic dogs at the time of inspection. Mr. Visman stated that 

dogs were not allowed in the orchard and the team did not see any evidence of dogs in the orchard. The team did observe a small 
flock of geese in the orchard during the inspection, as well as goose feces and tracks. Mr. Visman stated that the geese are 

migratory and only present seasonally, not during the growing or harvest season. Additionally, during the investigation, the team 

observed used baby diapers lying in the orchard. Mr. Visman stated that after harvest, the farm opens to the public and uses the 

orchards for parking. High Hill employees picked up trash in the orchard and around the property on a daily basis and there is no 

customer parking in the orchard when the apples have bloomed or are being harvested. 

Attachment 2 contains more information regarding this farm assessment. 

Figure 5 ‐ High Hill Ranch Map 

REGULATORY ACTIONS AT HIGH HILL RANCH 

While conducting the farm investigation at High Hill Ranch, the team observed rodent feces in, on, and around open bags of popcorn 
stored behind the Cold Storage Warehouse (Exhibit B, Photo 1 & 2). A Notice of Violation (NOV) was issued to Mr. Visman on 

11/4/15 informing him that the popcorn was not being stored in a manner that prevents contamination (Attachment 3). Mr. Visman 

chose to voluntarily destroy the affected product when the team lead notified him of the food safety concerns. He and another High 

Hill employee emptied the 9‐50 pound bags of un‐popped popcorn into a dumpster and poured bleach on top of it to denature the 

product (Attachment 4; Exhibit B, Photo 3). 

Mr. Visman stated that this popcorn was stored inside a building during the season when it was in use. As a corrective action to this 

NOV, Mr. Visman informed the team he would retrain employees on proper food storage and inform his pest control company. 
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	 Replacement of the pump used to move cider from the pressing equipment to the bulk tank with a new, more easily 

cleanable pump 

o	 At the time of inspection, firm management proposed using a pump that was not food‐grade nor easily cleanable. 

o	 County inspectors verified that High Hill installed a food grade, easily cleanable pump prior to operation. 

	 High Hill Ranch owner proposed the installation of a system to treat the cider with ultraviolet light (UV) to reduce 

pathogens. 

o	 High Hill Ranch had not yet installed the system at the time of inspection. 

 ERU Scientists determined that the initially proposed system was suitable for drinking water, but did not 
appear suitable for unfiltered apple cider. ERU shared this information with the El Dorado County 

inspector for follow up. 

 The El Dorado County inspector verified that the system was not suitable and reported that they required 

High Hill Ranch to obtain approval from the county for any UV system or other equipment installed in the 

apple pressing area. 

 Firm management informed county inspectors they would not be using a UV system for the 2016 season. 
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