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Home freeze-dryers still aren’t cheap, but they are
becoming more affordable for food preservation
enthusiasts. While home freeze drying is an alternative to
canning, drying, and dehydrating, it still requires attention
to food safety. 

Utah State University Extension has released a
comprehensive guide to help consumers safely and
effectively freeze-dry foods at home. Can I Freeze-Dry
That? A Practical Guide to Safe and Effective Freeze-
Drying provides research-based recommendations on how
freeze-drying works, what foods are suitable, and how to
avoid common food safety risks.

According to Jose Brandao, Extension food safety
specialist, one of the most important messages in the
guide is that freeze-drying does not kill bacteria.
Instead, it preserves microorganisms in a dormant state.
If moisture is reintroduced, such as during rehydration or
improper storage, bacteria can become active again. This
means foods such as meat and eggs must be fully cooked
either before freeze-drying or after rehydration to ensure
they are safe to eat.

“Lyophilization” is the technical term for the process of
freezing a product's water, placing it under a vacuum, and
raising the temperature to allow water to change directly
from solid to vapor – thus creating freeze-drying. There
are three key steps: freezing the food, converting ice
directly into vapor, and removing remaining moisture with
gentle heat. The cycle can take hours or sometimes days,
depending on the quantity and type of food.  

Consider this information to have the best results when
freeze-drying. 

• Many freeze-dried meals are indistinguishable from
fresh home cooking but require careful attention to
food safety and proper technique. Proper freeze-
drying reduces water activity to levels at which
bacteria and mold can’t grow, significantly extending
shelf-life to several years when properly packaged
and stored. 

• Not all foods are ideal candidates for freeze-drying.
High-fat foods such as mayonnaise do not freeze-
dry well and can become unsafe. Raw animal
products, including meat, poultry, seafood, eggs,
and unpasteurized dairy, also pose food safety
risks and should not be freeze-dried without proper
preparation.

• Foods that perform best are fruits, vegetables,
cooked meats, grains, and beans. The guide
recommends cutting food into small, uniform pieces
and pre-freezing items to improve drying efficiency
and final quality.

• Proper equipment use and sanitation are critical.
Home freeze-dryers require controlled temperatures,
good ventilation, and significant energy use. Some
models are also quite loud. Experts emphasize the
importance of clean surfaces, complete drying, and
immediate packaging to prevent contamination and
moisture reabsorption.

• Freeze-drying is a space-age preservation tool now
available to the average consumer, but it’s important
to remember that these machines require the same
attention to food safety protocols as other food
preservation methods. 

• The process helps retain food’s original flavor,
texture, and nutrients more effectively than traditional
drying methods, making it increasingly popular
among home users, backpackers, and “preppers,”
or those people preparing for unforeseen food
shortages. 

Contact

Jose Brandao
Utah State University Extension Food Safety Specialist
Jose.Brandao@usu.edu 
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