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Imagine going camping for more than a week with several of your close friends. You would 

make sure you have plenty of food and the gear to cook and eat it with. The food would have to 

be stored properly and be nonperishable to avoid spoilage. After finishing your meal, or at the end 

of your camping trip, you would then stow all your gear and dispose of your trash properly just 

before to go home. 

            Astronauts basically do the same thing when they go to space. Preparation varies 

with the food type. Space food has changed over the years and astronauts are no longer limited to 

dehydrated food while spending time on the International Space Station. 

  Some foods can be eaten in their natural forms, such as brownies and fruit. Other foods 

require adding water, such as macaroni and cheese or spaghetti. Of course, an oven is provided in 

the space station to heat foods to the proper temperature. There are no refrigerators in space, so 

space food must be stored and prepared properly to avoid spoilage, especially on longer missions. 

            Condiments, such as ketchup, mustard and mayonnaise, are provided. Salt and pepper are 

available but only in a liquid form. This is because astronauts can't sprinkle salt and pepper on 

their food in space. The salt and pepper would simply float away. There is a danger they could 

clog air vents, contaminate equipment or get stuck in an astronaut's eyes, mouth or nose. 

           Astronauts eat three meals a day: breakfast, lunch and dinner. Nutritionists ensure the food 

astronauts eat provides them with a balanced supply of vitamins and minerals. An astronaut can 

choose from many types of foods such as fruits, nuts, peanut butter, chicken, beef, seafood, candy, 

brownies, etc. Available drinks include coffee, tea, orange juice, fruit punches and lemonade. 

           As on Earth, space food comes in disposable packages. Astronauts must throw their 

packages away when they have finished eating. Some packaging actually prevents food from 

flying away. The food packaging is designed to be flexible and easier to use, as well as to maximize 

space when stowing or disposing of food containers. 

‘Cooking’ is a somewhat euphemistic way of describing how the ISS crew prepares its 

meals. Much of the food can be eaten straight from their packets and all the drinks are dehydrated. 

Coffee, tea, milk and juices are rehydrated using a valve attached to the station in the ISS Service 

Module, while a similar process is employed for rehydrating the soups, pastas and other dried 

meals. Despite culinary limitations and regulations, astronauts are free to combines foodstuffs to 



their heart’s content. Expedition 18 ‘Iron Chef’ Sandy Magnus was notable in her creative 

combination of everyday ISS food items to form tasty dishes. For example rehydrated rice, 

chicken, olives, sundried tomatoes, cheese, garlic, onions and pesto came together to form a tasty 

Mediterranean dish for her ISS ‘Italian night’. Her talents with their limited ingredients also 

enabled her to cater for the crew around Christmas time. She proved that having a good cook on 

board can make a huge difference to morale. 

The development of food fit for space goes beyond feeding astronauts and keeping morale 

high aboard the ISS. The Advanced Food Technology Project is NASA’s programme for 

researching foods with much longer shelf lives than those required aboard the ISS, for missions 

lasting several years where a resupply from Earth is impossible. A future manned mission to Mars 

and beyond will require low-mass, high-quality and longer shelf-life foodstuffs. Part of a long-

mission duration astronaut’s diet will also be harvested from plants in a hydroponics bay aboard 

the spacecraft. While food research and technologies for space exploration are far more 

sophisticated today, the basic challenges of feeding the crew on a year-long mission to a distant 

world are pretty much the same as those faced by Christopher Columbus, over 500 years ago. 
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