Hot Weather Food Storage: What Every Home Pantry Needs to Survive Summer                                     By Lisa Bedford 
How Hot Is Too Hot for Food Storage?
Most food storage labels say, “store in a cool, dry place,” but what does that actually mean in degrees?
The general guideline: 70°F or below is ideal. Most food storage shelf-life estimates are based on storage at 70°F or cooler. Above that, shelf life starts to shorten, sometimes dramatically.
Here’s a rough breakdown:
	Temperature
	Storage Impact

	Below 70°F / 21°C
	Ideal for most stored foods, including canned goods, grains, dried beans, freeze-dried foods

	70–80°F / 21–27°C
	Acceptable for short-term storage and well-sealed products; expect shortened shelf life

	80–90°F / 27–32°C
	Problematic for oils, chocolate, nuts, and anything with fat content that can become rancid; canned goods start losing quality faster

	Above 90°F / 32°C
	Damaging for most stored foods; oils go rancid, canned goods deteriorate, freeze-dried food quality declines, and thin packaging is vulnerable


A garage in Phoenix in July can hit 130–150°F (54–65°C). An attic, even one that’s insulated, can reach 120–150°F (49–65°C) on a scorching summer day. Neither is a storage environment, nor is any similar out-building unless it has air conditioning. Their food destruction environments.
One reader in Alabama keeps a simple thermometer in her pantry year-round specifically to monitor this. It’s a $10 investment that tells you exactly what you’re working with. Try this to verify the temperature of a storage area to determine whether it’s viable for your long-term food storage.
Reduce The Temperature in Your Storage Area
In our Phoenix home, a spare bedroom served as our food storage pantry. Since keeping just that one room quite cold at 75 wasn’t realistic, we found other ways to protect the food. These are strategies you can put in place if you don’t happen to have a chilly basement or root cellar — and few of us do!
Air conditioning is the most effective solution but also the most expensive to run continuously. If you have a dedicated storage room, a small window AC unit or mini split on a timer can keep temperatures manageable without cooling your entire house. My husband installed this exact same mini split, and the installation is quite easy.
Even cycling the AC on during the hottest part of the day (typically 2–6pm) is effective in the ambient temperature wherever your food is stored.
Fans alone won’t cool a space. They move the air but don’t reduce the temperature. A fan blowing hot air around a hot room is still a hot room. What fans can do is improve airflow from a cooler space into a warmer one. That is, pulling cool air from an air-conditioned room into an adjacent storage area, for example. If you try this, track the temperature of the warmer room to determine its effectiveness. There’s no point in cranking down the AC and blowing a fan if it doesn’t make much difference other than increasing your electric bill.
Evaporative coolers (swamp coolers) work well in dry climates like Arizona and New Mexico but are counterproductive in humid climates. In Phoenix, our swamp cooler would freeze us out of the house. They can be extremely effective, but they add moisture to the air, which creates humidity problems for stored food. Know your climate before going this route.
Thermal mass — Can you store your food on concrete floors, within brick walls, or in rooms with tiled floors? They all hold cool temperatures longer than wood or drywall. A storage area with concrete floors will stay cooler longer into the afternoon than a wood-floored closet. If you have options, choose a space with more thermal mass.
Earth sheltering is ideal, but few modern homes have them. These are areas like a basement, a root cellar, or even a storage area built against a north-facing exterior wall. They will stay significantly cooler than interior spaces. If you’re in a hot climate without a basement, a north-facing closet against an exterior wall is your next best option.
Prevent heat from entering in the first place. Since windows transmit a big percentage of the heat entering your home, we started there with our spare bedroom pantry. My husband covered the window with an opaque film like this one to help keep out the heat. Plus, light itself damages food over time, so this film helped protect the food in many ways. Also, the film aided in concealing the contents from any casual passer-by.
Besides window film, always keep your windows covered with blinds and/or curtains, year-round. If you can do something to insulate them, that’s even better. Home improvement stores sell large sheets of Styrofoam, which can be cut to measure any window, and then pressed against the glass and taped to the window frame. Styrofoam insulates stucco homes, and while it’s not at all attractive, it can be effective in keeping heat out of individual rooms. Also remember heat rises, making the second story, if you have one, hotter than the first.
One reader in Florida uses a small, dedicated chest freezer set to 50°F / 10°C as a “cool room” for her most temperature-sensitive items, like olive oil, chocolate, nuts, and freeze-dried foods she’s opened.
Your solution can be determined by the size and cost of your food storage. If you’ve invested thousands of dollars, spending $500 on a mini split to maintain an ideal temperature makes sense. If your goal is to just have an extra 30 days’ worth of food, then utilize less expensive options.
Maintain Temperature Consistency
Consistent temperature matters as much as cool temperature. Food that stays at a steady 75°F / 24°C holds up better than food that swings between 65°F / 18°C at night and 90°F / 32°C during the day. Temperature fluctuation can cause condensation inside sealed containers, which introduces moisture, and moisture is the second biggest enemy of food storage after heat.
Here are a few practical steps to maintain a consistent temperature:
Use a thermometer. A simple indoor thermometer with a min/max memory function, available for under $15, tells you the actual temperature range your storage area hits over 24 hours. Most people are surprised by how wide that range is. Check it in July and August, not in March.
Insulate your storage containers. Wrapping mylar bags or buckets in moving blankets, sleeping bags, or foam insulation slows temperature swings. The contents heat up and cool down more slowly, which reduces the impact heat has on food.
Keep storage areas away from appliances that generate heat. A hot water heater, clothes dryer, or refrigerator compressor in the same room raises both temperature and humidity. If your food storage is next to any of these, that’s worth figuring out another option.
Don’t store food directly on a concrete floor. Concrete draws moisture and creates cold spots that cause condensation on the outside of containers. Use wooden pallets, wire shelving, or even cardboard to create an air gap between containers and the floor.
Val Clark, a reader in Florida, keeps her pantry on a strict rotation schedule — first in, first out. New food purchases go to the back of the shelf, and older items come to the front and get used first. Because her storage never gets truly cool, she makes sure nothing sits long enough for the heat to significantly degrade it. It’s a practical workaround. If you can’t keep things cool enough, keep things moving fast enough and maintain a lighter pantry that keeps up with your typical level of food consumption.
Find The Coolest Spots in Your House
In a hot climate, not all interior spaces are equal. Spending 30 minutes walking through your home with a thermometer on a hot afternoon will reveal surprising differences. Some spaces might be up to 10–15 degrees cooler than others.
