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BY nevin sweeneY st clair NeW south Wales

DRYInG excess food from the garden is a great way 
to spread the harvest and create new tastes.  a solar 
dryer is great because it uses the sun rather than elec-

tricity and one made out of a polystyrene vegie box is even 
better because it turns a waste stream into a useful tool for 
sustainable living.

But whY a polYstYrene veGie Box?
• There is little or no cost associated with it.
• The polystyrene foam acts as an insulator to keep the heat 

where you need it, around the food you are drying.
• It is rigid enough to form a good base.
• With the right tools it is easy to work.
• It’s light and easy to transport.
• The right type of vegie box takes only a little work to turn 

it into a solar dryer.

sun-dried simplicity
this is a clever method for drying fruit and vegies by converting a 
waste polystyrene box into a no-nonsense solar dryer.

how do You maKe it?
Once you have selected your vegie box you can either cut it 
first or paint it first.  I decided to paint it first.  This involves 
using a water-based matt black paint to coat the inside, allow-
ing the sunlight to be captured and heat up the air inside the 
drier.  The paint must be water-based because solvent-based 
paint, even in a spray pack, will melt the polystyrene foam.  
Finding water-based matt black paint proved surprisingly dif-
ficult, but in the end I found water-based blackboard paint at 
our local hardware which I applied with a soft paint brush, and 
it worked really well.
 If your vegie box has high sides, greater than say 10 to 
12cm (4in), it is a good idea to cut three sides down to form 
a slope, reducing the shading effect of the sides and letting in 
more sunlight (and heat).  To do this, measure down the two 
corners that will become the front of the dryer an equal length 
such that the resulting ‘front’ will be about 10-12cm (4in) high 
and run a pencil line between the two points, a metal one me-
tre ruler is handy to use for this.  Then run the ruler back along 

When food is 
abundant a solar 
dryer will ensure 

good winter stores.
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make it

each side from the mark up to the back of the box so that the 
line on the front continues diagonally along the side and up to 
the back of the box.
 The easiest way to cut the sides and front down is to 
use a hot wire cutter, and to get the best possible line, hold 
a steel ruler or straight edge of some description on the line 
and run the hot wire cutter down it, making sure to keep 
the wire perpendicular to the side of the box.  This gives a 
smooth, straight edge which makes fitting the clear cover 
much simpler.
 You now have a box with a sloping top, but need a clear 
cover to let the sun in, heat up the inside of the box and dry 
the food.  The best cover is glass and a piece of recycled win-
dow the right size does the job.  I had a recycled sliding glass 
door from an old kitchen dresser, which as luck would have 
it, fitted perfectly.  If you don’t have any glass you can make a 
cheap and much lighter cover by using some corrugated card-

board from a big box and cutting a piece to the size of the top 
of the dryer.  Then cut a window out of the piece of cardboard 
so that there is a border 10 to 20mm (4-8in) wide.  Cut a piece 
of recycled plastic sheet (we used the plastic bag from around 
our new mattress) to the size of the outside of the cardboard.  
Tape the plastic to the top of the cardboard with 50mm (20in) 
duct or gaffer tape and you have a light, transparent window 
that sits on the top of the solar dryer.
 The carcass of the dryer is finished but the holes are still 
open and if you have bug problems – a possibility with drying 
vegies, probability with drying fruit and a definite with drying 
meat – you will need to screen off the air holes on the bottom 
and sides of the box to keep the bugs out.  The cheapest way 
to do this is to tape some old fly screen from recycled window 
screens over the holes; the box is well insulated so the tape 
won’t get hot on the outside.  If you have some spare cash you 
can get hold of some self adhesive screen patches used to repair 

This polystyrene  
box is ready for 
conversion to a solar dryer.

The box is cut to  
size and painted matte 
black inside.

A cover can be made from recycled materials.

Everything 
assembled,  

the solar dryer 
is complete.
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fly screens and stick that on the bottom and sides of the 
box.  The patches look neater and can be cut to the correct 
size, but will cost you more.
 so, now you have the outer box completed all you 
need to start drying is a rack to go inside to allow air 
circulation right around the produce you are drying.  a 
cheap cake cooling rack will work but will only have bars 
going in one direction and may need to have a covering 
of (well cleaned) fly screen to stop small bits of food fall-
ing through.  For two to three times the price of a cheap 
rack you could purchase a better one that will be bigger 
and stronger, with wires going both ways to form a cross 
hatched pattern, much better for supporting the food be-
ing dried.
 so that is how it all comes together, the food sits 
on the rack, the sun shines through the glass or plastic 
cover and heats the food directly as well as the air inside 
the box.  The warm air rises, taking some of the moisture 
from the food and, dragging in fresh air from the sides 
and bottom, exits at the back of the top part of the dryer.  
The process continues until the food is dried to your 
specification. 
 With the dryer pointed at the sun here on an af-
ternoon in early spring I was easily able to achieve 45°C 
(113°F), so as the weather warms, the performance of the 
dryer should improve also.  all up, assuming paying for the 
box, paint and drying rack, but recycling materials to make 
the window, my solar dryer cost me about $5.  That’s not a 
bad investment!

Yes, Earth Garden is now available for your iPad, 
iPhone or iPod Touch. 
To purchase, simply:

1. Go to the App Store or iTunes Store. 
2. Download the (free) ‘MagShop’ app. 
3. Find us under ‘Digital Magazines’.

City Permaculture Vols 1&2 also available now. Other EG titles 
progressively available.
MagShop comes pre-loaded on Samsung tablets.
Other devices - check MagShop availability in your App Store.

E.G. DIGITAL APP-INESS!

Tomatoes are 
ideal fruit for 
drying with 
the sun.
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