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Abstract: This study aimed to quantify survival in Escherichia coli O157:H7 and Salmonella enterica
serovar Typhimurium isolates on melon rind surface samples achieved by sanitizer treatment under
three differing melon contamination and sanitization scenarios. Sanitizing treatments consisted of
the plant-derived antimicrobial (PDA) essential oil component (EOC) geraniol (0.5 wt.%) entrapped
in the polymeric surfactant Pluronic F-127 (GNP), 0.5 wt.% unencapsulated geraniol (UG), 200 mg/L
hypochlorous acid at pH 7.0 (HOCl), and a sterile distilled water wash (CON). The experimental
contamination and sanitization scenarios tested were: (1) pathogen inoculation preceded by treatment;
(2) the pathogen was inoculated onto samples twice with sanitizing treatment applied in between
inoculation events; or (3) pathogen inoculation followed by sanitizing treatment. Reductions in the
numbers of surviving pathogens were dependent on the sanitizing treatment, the storage period,
or the interaction of these effects. GNP treatment provided the greatest reductions in surviving
pathogen counts on melon rinds, but these did not regularly statistically differ from those achieved
by HOCl or UG treatment. GNP treatment provided the best pathogen control under differing
conditions of pre- and/or post-harvest cross-contamination and can be applied to reduce the risk of
pathogen transmission on melon rinds.

Keywords: antimicrobial nanoparticles; melons; enteric pathogens; produce sanitizers; cross-contamination;
post-harvest contamination; geraniol; micro-encapsulation

1. Introduction

The consumption of fresh and minimally processed fruits and vegetables has been
recommended to supply a variety of essential nutrients and health protection benefits [1,2].
Nevertheless, their safe consumption is challenged by unintentional contamination and
subsequent functioning as vehicles of human pathogens, causing outbreaks of foodborne
illness. In the United States, the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC)
reported that, in 2017 in the U.S., Salmonella enterica was the most frequently identified
confirmed bacterial etiological foodborne disease agent, causing more cases of illness than
any other foodborne microbial pathogen except the Human Noroviruses. Additionally,
Salmonella was linked to more cases of U.S. foodborne disease-related hospitalizations than
all other CDC-evaluated microbial pathogens [3]. The Shiga-toxigenic Escherichia coli (STEC)
were ranked the second most frequent cause of foodborne disease-related hospitalizations
overall [3]. Recently, the European Food Safety Authority (EFSA) reported a multi-national
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outbreak of Salmonella Braenderup resulting in 348 identified cases; imported melons
were suspected as the transmission vehicle in the outbreak [4]. In the years since 2017,
a number of high-impact multistate disease outbreaks have occurred in the U.S. involving
the transmission of these enteric pathogens to consumers of fresh and minimally processed
fruits and vegetables, resulting in approximately 2185 cases of human illness, 521 disease-
related hospitalizations, and at least five fatalities [5]. These outbreaks, and resulting
incidents of illness, hospitalization, and death, result in substantial financial and quality of
life losses, as well as recalls that reduce food availability for consumption [6,7].

The U.S. FDA Food Safety Modernization Act (FSMA) and its implementing final rule
for preserving the safety of fresh fruits and vegetables mandates that food crop producers
assess and take steps to reduce food safety hazard risks throughout fruit and/or vegetable
production and post-harvest handling/packing [8]. One strategy to reduce the spread of
microbiological food safety hazards, including human pathogens, is the application of
sanitizers in post-harvest washing waters to reduce cross-contamination risk and reduce
microbial hazard numbers on contaminated crop surfaces. Post-harvest fruit and vegetable
sanitizing treatments have been extensively studied and reported in the scientific and
industry literature. Ramos et al. [9] reviewed the efficacy of several chemical and physical
sanitizing interventions for fruit and vegetable safety protection. They concluded that
while chlorine-based sanitizers (e.g., HOCl, ClO2) are effective for reducing pathogen
counts on various commodity surfaces and maintaining the sanitary condition of washing
waters, they are easily counteracted by excess organic load or may require unsuitably
high concentrations for multi-log cycle reductions on fruit and vegetable surfaces. Others
reached similar conclusions regarding the utility of chlorous sanitizers, as well as other
disinfectants, citing high reactivity, consumer dislike of treated produce, and other reasons
why novel sanitizing interventions for produce safety protection are necessary [10]. One
such strategy is the application of a biopreservative hurdle, such as a plant-derived an-
timicrobial (PDA) to decontaminate a fruit or vegetable commodity. These sanitizers are
natural and decompose into innocuous substances, exerting a multifaceted antimicrobial
mechanism against produce-contaminating bacterial organisms [11,12]. Nevertheless, re-
cently published reviews have concluded the utility of some classes of PDAs is limited
by their inherent hydrophobicity and volatility, suggesting their incorporation into edible
or active packaging films can enhance their delivery to pathogens contaminating fruit or
vegetable surfaces [13,14].

As an alternative to PDA/essential oil component (EOC)-impregnated films, our
research group has explored the use of emulsion encapsulation for effectively deliver-
ing PDA to pathogens contaminating the surface of leafy vegetables [15,16], as well as
smooth-skinned fruits such as tomato [17]. A consistent observation in these research
studies was that EOC emulsion encapsulation yielded equivalent or better reductions in
Salmonella and/or E. coli O157:H7 numbers versus hypochlorous acid (HOCl) at 200 mg/L.
In some cases, encapsulation of the EOC resulted in pathogen loads being reduced to non-
detectable counts versus washing with sterile water, use of a surfactant, or HOCl [16,17].
Yegin et al. [18] demonstrated entrapment of the rose oil EOC geraniol into polymeric
nanoparticles enhanced mass transport to the outer membrane leaflet of E. coli O157:H7
cells. This benefit of EOC encapsulation has been recently reviewed with respect to the
development of useful antimicrobial technologies for food and pharmaceutical applica-
tions [19]. Additionally, our group reported geraniol-loaded nanoparticles outperformed
unencapsulated geraniol and 200 mg/L HOCl on spinach surfaces, reducing E. coli O157:H7
and S. Typhimurium to non-detectable numbers (<0.5 log10 CFU/cm2) when applied multi-
ple days prior to pathogen application. Similar effects were observed when E. coli O157:H7-
or S. Typhimurium-inoculated spinach was sanitizer-treated and then re-inoculated 3 days
later, simulating pathogen contamination of the food crop during pre- and post-harvest op-
erations [20]. These findings data indicated encapsulated geraniol afforded longer-lasting
food safety protection versus other conventional chemical sanitizing treatments, even
under conditions of gross failures in good agricultural practices (GAPs).



Appl. Microbiol. 2021, 1 462

The primary objective of this study was to compare the numbers of surviving
S. Typhimurium and E. coli O157:H7 inoculated on muskmelon rind surfaces following dif-
fering sanitizing treatments under conditions of simulated pre-harvest and/or post-harvest
contamination and subsequent refrigerated storage. The null hypothesis for the study
for each of the differing experimental contamination and sanitization scenarios (hereafter
scenarios) was that pathogen survivor counts achieved by sanitizing treatment would not
differ from one another.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Melon Preparation for Microbial Inoculation and Testing

Non-waxed Texas-grown muskmelons were purchased from a College Station, TX-
based wholesaler and transported to the Food Microbiology Laboratory (Department of
Animal Science, Texas A&M University, College Station, TX, USA). Upon arrival at the Food
Microbiology Lab, melons were washed in sterile distilled water and placed on sterile racks
to dry over 1 h at ambient condition. After drying, flame-sterilized stainless steel borer
(Brazos Valley Welding, Bryan, TX, USA) and forceps were used to excise 10 cm2 melon
rind sample discs (2 mm approximate depth), and three excised discs were composited
together into sterile plastic dishes (total surface area 30 cm2 per sample).

2.2. Microorganisms for Sample Inoculation and Sample Inoculation Processes

Melon samples were inoculated with a mixture of S. enterica serovar Typhimurium
ATCC 700720 and E. coli O157:H7 ATCC 700728, both naturally resistant to 100 µg/mL
rifampicin. Stock cultures of these microorganisms were revived and prepared with
methods previously described [20]. Each microorganism was extracted from frozen storage,
passed twice in tryptic soy broth (TSB; Becton, Dickinson and Co., Sparks, MD, USA)
incubating at 35 ◦C for 24 h, and then washed twice by centrifugation (15 min, 2191× g,
25 ◦C) and resuspended in 0.1% (w/v) peptone diluent (Becton, Dickinson and Co.) prior
to mixing to prepare the inoculum. The inoculum fluid containing both organisms was
prepared to a target of 8.0 log10 CFU/mL; samples were then spot-inoculated by application
of ten 10-µL spots onto the sample surface, distributing a total 0.1 mL amongst the three
discs comprising a sample. Inoculated samples were covered and then held at ambient
conditions in a biological safety cabinet for 1.0 h to facilitate microbial attachment to melon
rind sample surfaces.

2.3. Sample Inoculation and Treatment Scenarios

Three scenarios were designed and completed to determine the differing impacts of
differences in the sequence of contamination(s) and sanitizing treatment on pathogen sur-
vival/reduction. Scenario 1 simulated events wherein the bacterial pathogen contaminates
the produce item pre-harvest, most likely through fecal residue contacting the produce item
(e.g., direct feces contact on fruit surface, feces-contaminated overhead irrigation water
droplet contact). The item is harvested and then sanitized during post-harvest handling
prior to refrigerated packing, distribution, and retail. Scenario 2 simulated produce item
contamination events occurring both pre- and post-harvest, with sanitization treatment
applied between the contamination events. Finally, scenario 3 replicated events where
harvested melons encounter cross-contamination following sanitizing treatment applica-
tion. Scenarios 2 and 3 assumed a breakdown in post-harvest sanitary handling of produce
items, while scenarios 1 and 2 assumed pre-harvest contamination of produce occurring.

2.4. Sanitizing Treatment Preparation and Application to Sample Surfaces

Geraniol-loaded encapsulates/nanoparticles (GNPs), as well as other sanitizing treat-
ments, were formulated and prepared as already previously described [17,19]. GNPs were
formulated to contain 0.5 wt.% geraniol (CAS #106-24-1; TCI America, Portland, OR, USA;
>98%) in the sanitizing fluid. Unencapsulated geraniol (UG) was prepared in sterile dis-
tilled water to 0.5 wt.%, as well as 200 mg/L hypochlorous acid (HOCl; pH 7.0 ± 0.1), and,
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finally, a control treatment consisting of sterile tepid distilled water rinsing (CON). Sanitiz-
ing treatments were applied to inoculated samples or non-inoculated samples (depending
on which treatment scenario was being tested) by immersing the sample tissue in 20 mL of
sanitizing fluid for 2 min. Following sanitizing treatment, sample discs were aseptically
removed, placed on sanitary paper towel for 15 min to drip off any residual treatment
fluid, and placed into a new sterile plastic dish for subsequent refrigerated storage, or
were prepared for immediate microbiological analysis. Samples assigned to refrigerated
storage were covered with an oxygen-permeable low-density polyethylene film, and stored
at 5 ± 1 ◦C for either 3, 5, 7, or up to 10 days. For samples that were subjected to scenario
2, all samples were removed at day 3 of refrigerated storage and re-inoculated with a
mixture of organisms prepared to a target of 7.0 log10 CFU/mL per previous assessment of
post-harvest contamination in commercial fruit and vegetable packinghouses [20,21]. Re-
inoculated samples were then either returned for further refrigerated storage or prepared
for microbiological analysis. Samples tested within melon contamination and sanitiza-
tion scenario 3 were subjected to sanitizing treatment without being first inoculated and
were then placed at refrigeration (Frigidaire Corp., Charlotte, NC, USA). After 3 days of
refrigerated storage, all samples were removed from refrigerated storage, inoculated with
cocktailed pathogens (inoculum fluid 8.0 log10 CFU/mL), and then either returned for
further refrigerated storage or prepared for microbiological analysis.

2.5. Microbiological Analysis of Samples

All samples were prepared for microbiological testing by placing sample tissue discs
into a sterile stomacher bag containing 99 mL 0.1% (w/v) peptone diluent (Becton, Dickin-
son and Co.) and by pulverizing samples for 60 sec prior to preparation of serial dilutions
in 0.1% peptone diluent. Serial dilutions were spread onto the surfaces of lactose-sulfite-
phenol red-rifampicin (LSPR) agar, supplemented with 100.0 mg/L rifampicin (Sigma-
Aldrich Co., St. Louis, MO, USA), according to the formula of Castillo et al. [22]. E. coli
O157:H7 and S. Typhimurium colonies were differentially counted on LSPR agar surfaces
following 24–36 h incubation at 36 ± 1 ◦C, where E. coli colonies displayed lactose fermen-
tation, while S. Typhimurium exhibited sulfite reduction (blackening of colonies) without
lactose fermentation.

2.6. Experimental Design and Data Analysis

Sanitizing treatment experiments on melon samples were completed using a factorial
arrangement of a completely randomized design, with assignment of samples to treatment
conditions and storage period for each experimental scenario. All experimental trials were
replicated three times in identical fashion (N = 3). All microbiological data were recorded
and log10-transformed prior to statistical analysis. Two-way ANOVA was followed by
Tukey’s Honestly Significant Differences (HSD) multiple comparisons test, performed
using GraphPad Prism version 9.2.0 for macOS Big Sur, v.11.4 (GraphPad Software, San
Diego, CA, USA, www.graphpad.com, accessed on 11 October 2021). Data were analyzed
testing the main effects of sanitizing treatment (GNP, UG, HOCl, CON), storage period
(0, 3, 5, 7, 10 days), and their interaction for each of the three experimental scenarios.
Microbiological data gathered for Salmonella were not compared to like data for E. coli
O157:H7. Finally, the interaction of sanitizing treatment by melon treatment scenario
was tested in order to discern which sanitizing treatment yielded the greatest apparent
antimicrobial activity (observed as reductions in numbers of surviving pathogen cells)
across the differing contamination scenarios.

3. Results
3.1. Scenario 1: Sanitizing Treatments to Reduce Pathogens Contaminating Melons Pre-Treatment

The mean numbers of E. coli O157:H7 and S. Typhimurium cells in inoculum fluid ap-
plied to melons prior to sanitizing treatment were 7.57 ± 0.08 and 7.61 ± 0.13 log10 CFU/mL,
respectively, and did not statistically differ from one another (p > 0.05). Figure 1A,B presents

www.graphpad.com
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mean survivor counts of S. Typhimurium and E. coli O157:H7 inoculated onto melon rinds by
storage days, respectively. Amongst sanitizing treatments, GNP treatment produced the great-
est decline in numbers of both microorganisms, 2.97 and 3.67 log10 CFU/cm2 in Salmonella
and E. coli O157:H7, respectively, over 10 days’ refrigerated storage post treatment. HOCl
(200 mg/L) treatment produced the second greatest reductions in microbe loads, though
mean numbers of surviving pathogen cells did not statistically differ at day 10 for GNP and
HOCl-treated E. coli O157:H7 counts (Figure 1B). Surviving pathogen counts on GNP-treated
melon samples were >1.0 log10-cycle less than those on HOCl-treated melons, indicating
a >90% greater reduction by GNP application over HOCl, a widely used fruit and veg-
etable post-harvest water sanitizer. UG and CON treatments produced moderate reductions,
<1.0 log10-cycle on melon sample surfaces, in many instances producing non-statistical differ-
ences in survivor counts (Figure 1).

3.2. Scenario 2: Efficacy of Sanitizing Treatments Applied to Reduce Pathogens Contaminating
Melons Prior to and Following Treatment

Scenario 2 was designed to simulate conditions of fruit production, harvest, and
post-harvest handling where pathogen contamination occurs both during pre-harvest
production and following post-harvest washing. Since experimental samples for all three
experimental scenarios were prepared and initiated on the same days for each of the
three replicates, inoculation fluids prepared for samples for scenario 1 were also used
for scenario 2 samples, and they had the same mean counts of each organism at day 0
inoculation. Following three days of refrigerated incubation, all samples were removed and
inoculated a second time with a blend of microbes. Means of S. Typhimurium and E. coli
O157:H7 inoculated onto samples at day 3 were 6.55 ± 0.11 and 6.48 ± 0.04 log10 CFU/mL.
Sanitizing treatment exerted a significant effect on resulting microbial loads on melons
but without interaction of the treatment with the storage period (Figure 2). The second
inoculation event after three days of refrigerated storage likely negated reductions that
would otherwise have been observed, although GNP treatment still yielded significant
reductions in microbe numbers (0.99 and 0.58 log10-cycles for S. Typhimurium and E. coli
O157:H7, respectively) (Figure 2). Nonetheless, HOCl and GNP treatment produced non-
differing survivor counts, nor were statistically significant differences observed to exist
between HOCl and UG counts for each organism on melons.

3.3. Scenario 3: Efficacy of Sanitizing Treatments to Reduce Pathogens Contaminating
Melons Post-Treatment

Scenario 3 assumed a potential scenario where melons were harvested without prior
pathogen contamination, with pathogen contamination occurring following post-harvest
sanitizer application (e.g., during bulk packing or chilled distribution). Inoculation fluids
for melons used during scenarios 1 and 2 were also used for scenario 3-assigned samples,
so mean numbers of organisms for samples at day 3 of the experimental timeline were
the same. Surprisingly, unlike data gathered for the other scenarios, the storage period
was the only significant main effect for both microbes (P < 0.0001). Neither sanitizing
treatment nor the interaction of main effects exerted significant effects against pathogens
on melon sample surfaces (Figure 3). Pathogen counts declined over 10 days of refrigerated
storage following sanitizing treatment on day 0 and inoculation on day 3, with cumulative
reductions of 1.4–1.5 log10 CFU/cm2 for Salmonella and E. coli O157:H7.
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Figure 3. Salmonella Typhimurium (A) and Escherichia coli O157:H7 (B) on melons during 10 days’ storage at 5 ◦C when
inoculation follows sanitizing treatment and 3 days’ refrigerated storage (scenario 3). Bars depict means of three identical
replicates (N = 3); error bars depict one standard deviation. Sanitizing treatments consisted of 0.5 wt.% geraniol-loaded
nanoparticles, unencapsulated 0.5 wt.% geraniol, 200.0 mg/L hypochlorous acid (pH 7.0), and sterile distilled water (control).
LOD: assay limit of detection. Individual statistically different means are connected by overhead brackets; *: p < 0.05;
**: p < 0.01; ****: p < 0.0001 by Tukey’s HSD means separation process. Pooled SE: pooled standard error.

3.4. The Interaction of Sanitizing Treatment x Treatment Scenario

Tables 1 and 2 present the survival of S. Typhimurium and E. coli O157:H7 on melons
as a function of the interaction of sanitizing treatment (GNP, UG, HOCl, CON) by treatment
scenario (1, 2, 3). Surprisingly, for both organisms, scenario 3 mean counts of surviving
pathogen cells were generally lower across all treatments, including the CON, than for other
scenarios 1 or 2. This potentially resulted from the day 0 samples being left intentionally
uninoculated on scenario 3 trials versus 1 and 2, leading to overall lower mean survivor
counts following statistical analysis. As was demonstrated in Figures 1–3, GNP treatment
yielded lower numerical means than all other treatments for each experimental scenario,
though GNP-specific means were not typically statistically lower than those obtained for
HOCl or UG treatments (p > 0.05) (Tables 1 and 2).

Table 1. Salmonella Typhimurium survival (log10 CFU/cm2) on melon sample surfaces by the
interaction of sanitizing treatment × experimental contamination and sanitization scenario.

Sanitizing Treatment 1 Scenario 1 2 Scenario 2 Scenario 3

GNP 3.15 E 3 3.99 BC 3.17 E
UG 4.85 A 4.79 A 3.45 CDE

HOCl 3.94 BCD 4.39 AB 3.52 CDE
CON 4.74 A 4.98 A 3.36 DE

1 GNP: 0.5 wt.% geraniol in 0.5% Pluronic F-127 nanoparticle; UG: 0.5 wt.% unencapsulated geraniol; HOCl:
200 mg/L hypochlorous acid, pH 7.0; CON: sterile distilled water wash. Treatments were applied for 2 min by
immersion followed by draining of treatment fluids and sample placement in sterile covered dishes. 2 Treatment
scenarios were designed to inoculate the organism prior to sanitizing treatment (1), inoculate prior to treatment,
and again after 3 days’ storage at 5 ◦C (2), or inoculate after sanitizing treatment and 3 days’ storage at 5 ◦C (3).
3 Values depict means from three independent replicates (N = 3); means not sharing letters (A, B, C, . . . ) differ by
2-way analysis of variance and Tukey’s Honestly Significant Differences (HSD) test at p = 0.05. p < 0.0001; Pooled
Standard Error = 0.13.
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Table 2. Escherichia coli O157:H7 survival (log10 CFU/cm2) on melon sample surfaces by the interac-
tion of sanitizing treatment × experimental contamination and sanitization scenario.

Sanitizing Treatment 1 Scenario 1 2 Scenario 2 Scenario 3

GNP 3.04 E 3 3.99 BCD 3.01 E
UG 4.77 A 4.87 A 3.49 DE

HOCl 3.69 CDE 4.37 ABC 3.45 DE
CON 4.23 ABC 4.57 AB 3.17 E

1 GNP: 0.5 wt.% geraniol in 0.5% Pluronic F-127 nanoparticle; UG: 0.5 wt.% unencapsulated geraniol; HOCl:
200 mg/L hypochlorous acid, pH 7.0; CON: sterile distilled water wash. Treatments were applied for 2 min by
immersion followed by draining of treatment fluids and sample placement in sterile covered dishes. 2 Treatment
scenarios were designed to inoculate the organism prior to sanitizing treatment (1), inoculate prior to treatment,
and again after 3 days’ storage at 5 ◦C (2), or inoculate after sanitizing treatment and 3 days’ storage at 5 ◦C (3).
3 Values depict means from three independent replicates (N = 3); means not sharing letters (A, B, C, . . . ) differ by
2-way analysis of variance and Tukey’s Honestly Significant Differences (HSD) test at p = 0.05. p = 0.0006; Pooled
Standard Error = 0.15.

4. Discussion

In the current study, geraniol (0.5 wt.%)-loaded nanoparticles, unencapsulated geran-
iol (0.5 wt.%), 200 mg/L HOCl (pH 7.0), and sterile distilled water were used to sanitize
S. Typhimurium- and E. coli O157:H7-inoculated melon rind surfaces. The three experimen-
tal melon contamination scenarios were designed to simulate events potentially occurring
wherein pre-harvest and/or post-harvest fruit contamination by pathogens might occur. We
were interested in observing whether PDA encapsulation would result in a longer-lasting
selective pressure against microorganisms versus other sanitizing treatments, thereby
indicating the utility of encapsulation to provide improved fruit microbiological safety
protection versus other antimicrobial/sanitizing treatments reported in the literature.

With respect to scenario 1 samples, results here differ from those we previously
reported on identically completed experiments handling spinach leaves [16]. Melons
retained 0.2–1.2 log10 CFU/cm2 higher numbers of both organisms on CON samples at
day 0 versus spinach samples, though sample inoculation methods used in the current
study were applied in the same fashion as for spinach samples previously utilized [16].
The interaction of main effects of sanitizing treatment and storage period was determined
to occur for scenario 1 melon samples, influencing the resulting counts of pathogens over
10 days’ refrigerated storage following treatment (Figure 1). Application of unencapsulated
geraniol (UG) in the current study performed similarly compared to previous research with
respect to antimicrobial activity on melon surfaces [23]. With respect to differences observed
in reductions in pathogen counts for melons versus spinach from our previous study,
previous research has suggested the observed results stem from multiple factors. Annous
et al. [24] suggested cantaloupe rinds and netting afford bacterial organisms the opportunity
for strong attachment and subsequent biofilm formation. Salmonella cells inoculated onto
melon rinds for 2 h at 20 ◦C demonstrated signs of adhesion and attachment via SEM, likely
similar to the current study due to the 1 h of pathogen attachment allowed prior to treatment
with differing sanitizing treatment (Section 2.2). Guzel et al. [25] reported Listeria innocua
cells inoculated onto Romaine lettuce were reduced by at least 0.5 log10 CFU/g more
than when on cantaloupe rind surfaces by application of pH 7.0 HOCl (200.0 ppm), which
suggested a function of differing contact angle characteristic between the two commodities.
It is also known that surface chemistry and topography of substrates can strongly influence
bacterial adhesion [26,27]. The differences in chemical and morphological characteristics of
spinach and melon can lead to different number of adherent bacteria for a given inoculation
concentration. Supplemental Table S1 confirms this suggestion, demonstrating lower
contact angle values (i.e., decreased wettability) for cantaloupe rinds as compared to
spinach leaf surface. Additionally, Supplemental Figure S1A demonstrates cantaloupe
surface structure, indicating depressions between as compared to spinach cells being raised,
supporting the suggestion of produce item surface architecture interacting with the contact
angle to effect surface wetting and distribution of hydrophilic and amphiphilic sanitizers
to attached bacterial cells. The ability of nanoparticle suspension to reach such crevices
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and attached bacteria in these locations is also dependent on the surface morphology and
whether the wetting is following the Cassie state or the Wenzel state [26,28]. Overall, the
interplay among surface texture and surface chemistry (energy) will not only control the
bacterial contamination/attachment but also nanoparticulate deposition.

Scenario 2 experiments sought to simulate multiple pathogen contamination events
occurring for fresh fruits, during pre- and then post-harvest handling, with the application
of the sanitization treatment occurring between the two contamination events. For melons,
the main effect of treatment was highly significant with respect to pathogen survival,
though an interaction of sanitizing treatment and storage period was not (Figure 2). As was
the case from experiments described for scenario 1, reductions in microbial counts were
low, not exceeding 0.99 log10 CFU/cm2. GNP treatment achieved the greatest numerical
reductions in the numbers of both organisms, though survivor numbers did not statistically
differ from those obtained from HOCl samples (Figure 2). The reductions observed in the
current study for GNP treatment were significantly less than those we recently reported
on spinach [20]. A lack of more impressive reductions in microbial counts may be at least
partially explained by the second inoculation/contamination event, where the numbers
of the organisms were refreshed on sample surfaces. However, the lack of an interaction
of main effects of treatment by storage period was surprising, given past findings and
the expectation that dual sequential inoculations would result in sanitization treatment-
induced pathogen reductions being negated by the second inoculation event. This outcome
may have resulted from the differences in melon rind versus spinach leaf surface physico-
chemistry and topography, lending itself to more substantial reductions in the latter [26,29].
Past research into the application of sanitizing chemical treatments has not assessed the
potential for edible produce commodities to be repeatedly contaminated pre- and/or post-
harvest, as this would represent a gross loss of produce safety hazard control. Nonetheless,
the identification of sanitizing treatments effective to provide food safety hazard risk
reduction and/or hazard control under such circumstances would represent progress in
the fight against produce-borne microbial disease for fruit and vegetable consumers.

Scenario 3 experiments detail the results of testing when the sanitizing treatment
preceded pathogen inoculation/contamination. As with scenario 2 experiments, research
had not evaluated such events directly with the exception of Perez-Lewis et al. [16]. Others
have evaluated the impacts of sanitizing treatments in fruit or vegetable washing systems
on inoculated items and subsequent control against cross-contamination of pathogens onto
non-inoculated produce items. López-Gálvez et al. [30] reported no recovery of E. coli on
non-inoculated lettuce from washing waters recovered from E. coli inoculated onto lettuce
infused with 40.0 mg/L HOCl. Murray et al. [31] likewise reported low-level reduction of
1.8 log10-cycles in E. coli O157:H7 recovered from chlorinated (2.0 ppm) spent commercial
wash water onto shredded lettuce. This reduction is similar to that obtained here for
scenario 3, though direct comparison is not feasible given differences in HOCl content as
well as the use of lettuce versus melon rind. In the current study, for melons, only the
storage period exerted a statistical influence on the resulting microbial counts for both
pathogens (p ≤ 0.0001) (Figure 3); a similar effect was previously observed for experiments
on spinach samples inoculated prior to pathogen application [16].

5. Conclusions

Cantaloupes and muskmelons have acted as human microbial pathogen transmission
vehicles repeatedly in the U.S. in the past, as well as in Europe. Sanitization of melon
surfaces by chemical and/or physical methods is nonetheless a useful practice for reducing
the risk of foodborne microbial disease by reducing the spread of contaminating microbes
during post-harvest handling of whole and/or sliced melons. Results from the current
study on pathogen reduction assessment indicate that emulsion encapsulation of the PDA
geraniol yielded the greatest reductions versus other sanitizing treatments, regardless of
which melon contamination and treatment scenario was tested (Tables 1 and 2). Emulsion
of the EOC geraniol, we submit, enhanced the observed antimicrobial activity for the GNP
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treatment through facilitating a longer-lasting selective pressure against pathogen cells via
slow nanoparticle breakdown during refrigerated storage [18,27]. Melon microbiological
safety improvement from the use of chemical sanitizing treatments, particularly those
incorporating emulsified PDA, can assist in protecting U.S. produce safety more effectively
during post-treatment refrigerated storage by longer selective pressure against chlorine or
other sanitizing chemical interventions.

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at https://www.mdpi.com/article/10
.3390/applmicrobiol1030030/s1, Figure S1: Laser confocal microscopy images of cantaloupe melon
rind (A) and spinach leaf (B) surfaces not subjected to pathogen inoculation or sanitization, Table S1:
Water contact angle (θ) for cantaloupe and spinach surfaces.
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