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Abstract: The shelf life of perishable products depends mainly on the conservation of air temperature.
Packaging boxes are usually used to accommodate food products during cold storage and transport
and/or display. The design of the vent-holes of the packaging box must promote cold airflow and
remove the field heat of the produce after harvest at a short time. This study describes the influence
of the vent-holes design and its performance during cold storage. The cooling performance of the
different packaging boxes is evaluated experimentally and numerically using Computational Fluid
Dynamics (CFD). Three new packaging box configurations with the same size but different vent-holes
design (size, shape and position) and a reference box are modelled. The transient three-dimensional
CFD model predicts the airflow pattern and temperature distribution within the different packaging
boxes. The best thermal performance packaging achieved a fruit model temperature 1.5 K to 5 K lower
than the other configurations at the end of 8 h of cooling. These predictions allow the development
of new packaging box designs that promote the shelf-life extension of perishable products.

Keywords: CFD modelling; thermal performance; fruit packaging boxes; vent-holes design

1. Introduction

The post-harvest life of fresh horticulture goods is mostly determined by temperature,
which is a significant element in defining the physiological and biological characteristics of
the products [1]. After harvest, over 13–38% of food products are wasted before reaching
the client, owing to inappropriate management [2]. For reduced losses in these perishable
commodities rapid removal of field heat and maintenance of the correct temperature
throughout storage is needed [3–6]. Maintaining appropriate temperature reduces the loss
of nutrients, color, texture, and physiological qualities of harvested items [4]. The most
frequent method for removing field heat from a product is forced air cooling. Packages
with products are stacked inside the chamber, and the generated pressure difference
forces air to flow through the packaging to remove field heat and maintain the products’
desired temperature [7,8]. Meanwhile, optimizing the cold chain is a primary emphasis for
improving overall cold chain logistics efficiency, as the energy required to preserve these
climacteric products consumes about 8% of global electrical power [5]. In recent years, a
number of researchers [3–9] have approved various experimental and numerical strategies
for predicting airflow and thermal behavior within cold chain storage to improve uniform
cooling in a short amount of time.

The time taken to remove the field heat from the products mainly depends on the
airflow rate, stacking pattern, and the vent hole design of the packaging boxes [8–10].
Defraeye et al. [3] revealed the temperature heterogeneity between the packaging box
stacked in pallets and within the fruits placed inside the packaging box during storage.
This uneven thermal distribution within the fruits affects the quality of the products before
reaching the customer. To overcome the pallets’ thermal heterogeneity, the packaging box

Energies 2021, 14, 7990. https://doi.org/10.3390/en14237990 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/energies

https://www.mdpi.com/journal/energies
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1691-1709
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2204-3397
https://doi.org/10.3390/en14237990
https://doi.org/10.3390/en14237990
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.3390/en14237990
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/energies
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/en14237990?type=check_update&version=1


Energies 2021, 14, 7990 2 of 14

vent must be redesigned to enhance the airflow penetration and induce even airflow distri-
bution [10,11]. Mukama et al. [12] predicted that the produce cooling rate and uniformity
depend on the vent hole shape, size, and position, which elevates the airflow during the
cooling process and maintains the optimum temperature during storage. Han et al. [7]
stated that the packaging vents must be designed so they should not be blocked by the tray
and the products placed inside the packaging box. O’Sullivan et al. [13] showed the overall
performance of forced–air cooling process is determined by the time and energy required
to remove the field heat of the products. It is showed that the reduction in aerodynamic
resistance increases the efficiency of the horticulture cold chain storage.

Recent advancements in numerical methods and computational tools lead to their
use to analyze and modify the horticulture storage design [3–6]. The fluid flow, heat
transfer during the transport and cold storage in the post-harvest agricultural products
are predicted by different mathematical models. The set of governing equations tends to
predict mass, momentum, and heat transfer by numerically solving through computational
fluid dynamics (CFD) [12–14]. Several numerical studies were developed in cold storage,
but very few studies were performed to design vents in the packaging boxes [7,15,16].
These studies were performed either with a single vent design, modifying the number
of trays or different vents, which lags in comparison with the experimental work. This
study aims to evaluate the effect of vent hole design on peach fruit cooling behavior
by combining experimental and numerical modelling. The three-dimensional transient
CFD model predicts the dynamic airflow pattern and temperature distribution within
the packaging box configurations during the cooling phase. A multi-parameter approach
using CFD is applied to assess the best three different packaging boxes having the exact
dimensions, with varying shapes of the vent, including its size and location. These results
can be used in the development of high-performance packaging that is able to extend
the shelf life of products by maintaining a uniform low conservation temperature for a
longer time.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Physical Model

In this study, the airflow and thermal behavior within the three different packaging
boxes with the same dimension but with different vent hole shape, size, and position are
compared with the reference configuration R (a worldwide known brand of packaging
boxes for fruits). The configurations of the three different packaging boxes are shown
in Figure 1. These vent-holes design configurations were proposed considering the sci-
entific research developed for airflow and heat transfer within perishable food products.
Configuration A has a single wall thickness of 1.5 mm with a varying vent hole diameter
of 3 mm external and 10 mm internal. Configuration B has a single wall thickness of
1.5 mm with a rectangular curved opening located at the top portion of the box, having
dimensions of 70 mm × 7.5 mm of vent opening. Configuration C has a double wall of
thickness 1.5 mm, refrigerated air enters through holes in diameter of 3 mm to 6 mm
unaligned to the duct’s airflow direction. These three configurations have the same box
dimension of (597 × 400 × 88.5 mm). The reference configuration R has dimensions of
(602 × 400 × 155 mm), having a single wall thickness of 1.5 mm with rectangular vents of
40 mm × 7 mm. Total open area of Packaging box A, B, and C is 2670.4 mm2, 4244.2 mm2,
and 508.9 mm2.
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2.2. Experimental Procedure 

The packaging boxes are placed inside the cold chamber shown in Figure 2a to pre-

dict the thermal behavior within the different packaging boxes. Peach fruit is considered 

for this experiment, but since these fruits are harvested between June and August and due 

to their limited availability, fruit simulators in Figure 2b were used to perform the exper-

imental task. Their location inside the box is shown on Figure 2c. Each box contains fruit 

simulators and polystyrene balls in the alveoli trays in a staggered pattern [17]. The fruit 

simulators were made from agar-water solution with a volumetric concentration of 5%, 

which replicates peach fruits’ properties. To reduce the experimental cost, a total of five 

Figure 1. Packaging box configurations: (a1,b1,c1,d1) 2D front view considering the airflow direction; (a3,b2,c2,d2) 3D
trimetric view. (a) Configuration A. (a1) 2D Front view. (a2) side view of vent. (a3) 3D trimetric view. (b) Configuration B.
(b1) 2D front view. (b2) 3D trimetric view. (c) Configuration C. (c1) 2D front view. (c2) 3D trimetric view. (d) Configuration
R. (d1) 2D front view. (d2) 3D trimetric view.

2.2. Experimental Procedure

The packaging boxes are placed inside the cold chamber shown in Figure 2a to predict
the thermal behavior within the different packaging boxes. Peach fruit is considered
for this experiment, but since these fruits are harvested between June and August and
due to their limited availability, fruit simulators in Figure 2b were used to perform the
experimental task. Their location inside the box is shown on Figure 2c. Each box contains
fruit simulators and polystyrene balls in the alveoli trays in a staggered pattern [17]. The
fruit simulators were made from agar-water solution with a volumetric concentration of
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5%, which replicates peach fruits’ properties. To reduce the experimental cost, a total of
five acrylic balls are filled with agar–water solution and the remaining tray is positioned
with polystyrene balls. Three agar fruit models are placed in the middle layers, and other
layers of top and bottom are positioned with a single agar fruit model.
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Figure 2. Cold Chamber Model and equipments used to record temperature. (a) Packaging box with fruit models inside
chamber. (b) Agar fruit model. (c) Positions of the sensors in the different packages. (d) Measurement equipment—
Thermocouple. (e) Measurement equipment—Thermo-hygrometer.

Thermocouples type T shown in Figure 2d were inserted in the center of the agar balls
to measure the fruit temperature, while thermo-hygrometers as shown in Figure 2e were
used to measure the air temperature inside the boxes with an accuracy of 0.55 ◦C. The
experimental tests started with the cold chamber and fruits simulators at a temperature of
295 K. The cooling process was started, and the experimental tests were conducted until
no significant temperature changes were measured (variations with magnitude similar to
equipment measurement error). Thus, the end time for the experiments was set to 8 h. The
experiments were performed starting with the package type A, in experiment 1, and the
procedures were completed in a similar way for the other packages. For each configuration,
three experiments were completed, with the average and standard deviation values of the
three used for analysis.

2.3. Computational Model

For this study, a 3D computational model of a refrigeration duct with a packaging box
with fruit models placed in an alveoli tray is modeled as shown in Figure 2. Individual
fruits are modeled as spheres with a diameter of 70 mm and the fruit models are positioned
in the alveoli tray with a thickness of 1.5 mm See Figure 3b. Due to symmetry, only half
of the physical geometry is modelled allowing to reduce the extent of the computational
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model, reducing the computing resources (time and memory). Although experiments
were conducted inside cold chambers, several authors [10,15,16] performed numerical
predictions inside a duct to reduce the computational cost, and the results were compared
with the experimental work conducted inside cold rooms. The duct model is a simplifi-
cation in terms of control volume number, and consequently of memory and processing
requirements of the cold room model. Additionally, the flow inside the boxes only occurs
in one direction in both models, so that the duct model can be used for prediction purposes.
In the cold room model, the cell count from vent hole dimension to cold room dimension is
several orders of magnitude, requiring a very large number of control volumes that have a
significant impact in the memory required and processing time. The features of air flow
and heat transfer through vent holes fine geometry (with diameter of 1.5–5 mm) must
be captured with very fine mesh to have better computational results, which adversely
increases the cell count when modeled inside cold chambers.
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Figure 3. CAD Model: (a) Packaging box with fruit models; (b) Fruit models placed in the alveoli: Legend: (1) Polystyrene
balls, (2) Alveoli tray (3) Fruit Simulator model (all dimensions are in mm).

Three packaging with different vent hole configurations are modeled. Each packaging
box includes alveoli trays with fruits. These packaging boxes are tested inside the duct
with the dimensions shown in Figure 3a. Results are compared with the Reference model R.
The airflow entering through packaging box is along the direction of positive y in Figure 3a
and the convective mode of heat transfer is predominant between the model and cold air
entering the duct.

The computational domain has two subdomains of a free air-fluid zone and solid
zone (packaging box, alveoli tray, fruit model). The fruit model considers solid zones with
two different solid properties, polystyrene and fruit models, as shown in Figure 3b. This
condition was required to simulate the experimental set-up described in [17–20]. As the
buoyancy and radiation effects are assumed negligible, they are not taken into account. The
density, specific heat capacity and thermal conductivity of the packaging box, alveoli tray,
polystyrene balls and agar fruit models are considered constant values [21,22], as shown in
Table 1.

Table 1. Thermophysical properties of materials used in CFD models.

Physical Parameters Fruit Simulator Polystyrene Alveoli Tray Packaging Box Polypropylene

Density (kg/m3) 1000 16 930 800
Thermal conductivity (W/m·K) 0.550 0.040 0.180 0.150
Specific heat capacity (J/kg·K) 4.198 1.210 1.340 1.200
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2.4. Mathematical Model

The unsteady flow is solved using Reynold’s-average Navier-Stokes equation. The
conservation of mass, momentum and energy are given by Equations (1)–(3).

∇ · u = 0 (1)

∂(u)
∂t

+∇ · ((u⊗ u))−∇·
((

u + µt

ρa

)
∇u

)
= sU −

1
ρa
∇P (2)

(ρaCPa)

(
∂Ta

∂t
+ U · ∇Ta

)
= ∇ · ((ka + kt)∇Ta) + Qa (3)

where ρa is the air density (kg/m3), t is time (s), U is the velocity vector (m/s), µ is the
dynamic viscosity of air (kg/m·s), p is the pressure (Pa) and sU (m/s2) is the momentum
source term. cpa is the air specific heat capacity (J/kg·K) and Ta (K) is the air tempera-
ture, ka (W/m·K) is the thermal conductivity of air, kt (W/m·K) is the turbulent thermal
conductivity and it is even function of viscosity. Heat transfer in fruit model is given by
Equation (4). (

ρscps
)(∂Ts

∂t

)
= ∇ · (ks∇Ts) + Qs (4)

where ρs (kg/m3), is the density of the fruit model, cps (J/kg·K) is the heat capacity of the
fruit model, Qs is heat of respiration (W·m−3) and it is assumed negligible. Ts (K) is the
produce temperature, ks (W/m·K) is thermal conductivity of the fruit model.

Simplifications were considered in the mathematical model. No drying of fruits was
considered during cooling process. Only air flow and heat transfer through convection and
conduction are modelled. No mass transfer or transport is considered in the simulation.

2.5. Simulation Setup

3D model of packaging box having fruits in alveoli tray is discretized into a set of
control volumes, and the meshing was performed (Figure 4) using Ansys Fluent V19. Each
packaging box is converted into unstructured tetra hex elements. Due to its complexity
having vent with a diameter of 3–6 mm very fine mesh near the box models is performed
to capture the features of the model. Two different meshes with 14 million and 21 million
were tested. The average relative error of temperature predictions was Erel = 0.021% with
a convergence criterion of λ = 1× 10−4 for residues of continuity, k, ω and velocity, and
λ = 1× 10−6 for energy. Therefore, the simulations were developed with the coarser mesh
of 14 million elements. The value of the y+ is around 0.32, 0.40, 0.34, 0.43 for models A,B,C
and R. The elements’ quality is maintained with average value of skewness of 0.25 and a
maximum value of 0.75 in complex regions, assisting in a better-converged solution.
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Figure 4. Computational domain: (a) Tetra hex mesh of the 3D model; (b) section view along x-y plane.

The accuracy of the CFD model depends on the turbulence modelling used. RANS tur-
bulence modelling is generally preferred in food engineering compared to the Large-eddy
simulations. Fine grid generation and detailed input conditions make it complex when
used in the stacks of packages placed inside the cold chambers. Regarding the boundary
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layer modelling Wall functions are preferred over the Low Reynolds Number modelling
since LRNM requires high-resolution mesh. However, Wall functions lead to inaccurate
predictions, particularly the convective heat transfer [23]. Defraeye et al. [24] performed
flow over a spherical body and evaluated the flow parameters such as drag coefficient,
Nusselt number, recirculation length and stated that the SST k-ω model performed better
with less than 5% error. K-ε models did not perform well with the Low Reynolds number
modelling of the boundary layer.

In this study, SST k-ω model is used as most of the cold chain applications [10–12]
results have better accuracy and convergence when compared with the other two models.
The boundary condition must be defined at each surface on the fluid domain. The boundary
conditions used in the model are airflow Inlet, airflow Outlet, Wall and Symmetry. The
symmetry boundary condition is imposed on half of the computational domain with
normal velocity component, and gradients were assumed to be zero [7,25]. Additionally,
it reduces the overall computational cost. The airflow Inlet is set with a constant velocity
of U = 0.45 m/s with a refrigerated airflow inlet temperature of Tinlet = 278 K. Airflow at
the outlet is defined as Pressure outlet p0 = 0 Pa. Turbulence parameters at inlet and outlet
are defined by turbulence intensity and length scale. The turbulence intensity is set to 5%
based in common estimations of the incoming turbulence intensity. The length scale of 1 m
comes from the duct size. The following solution methods are used for the analysis [23–30]
in which semi–Implicit (SIMPLE) method is used for the pressure-linked equations. Second
order upwind is used for the pressure, momentum and turbulence parameters. Using patch,
the fruit models and the solid packaging boxes are set with initial temperature of 295 K. we
imposed convergence criterion of 10−4 for continuity, momentum and turbulence and 10−6

for energy equations. After defining the air temperature and velocity monitors for the post
processing solution, the solver is initialized with standard initialization. Transient analysis
of 8 h was performed with time step of 60 s with 20 iterations per time step and specified
value of time steps are set. Predictions are monitored and data are exported at the end of
each hour of simulation. The simulation time was set to 8 h because in the experimental
tests performed there were no temperature changes at the end of this time [17–20]. The
numerical simulation took around 16 h to converge, being performed on an Intel ® Xeon ®

CPU @ (3.47 GHz) with 256 GB of RAM.

3. Analysis and Discussion of Results
Temperature Distribution within Different Packaging Box Configuration

A comparative representation of the thermal heterogeneity is shown in Table 2. The
average volume temperature at the fruit simulator, Polystyrene fruit model, alveoli carton-
board and air inside the packaging box for each configuration at the end of simulation (8 h)
is listed. The initial temperature was the same for each model, 295 K.

Table 2. Average volume temperature (K) after 8 h of cooling.

Models Fruit Simulator Polystyrene Balls Alveoli Packaging Box

A 279.9 278.2 278.3 278.1
B 278.9 278.1 278.1 278.0
C 281.0 278.4 278.5 278.2
R 279.2 278.0 278.1 278.0

The numerical predictions were analyzed in three-section vertical planes along the x-z
axis (x1, x2, x3), and in one horizontal plane along the x-y axis placed at the middle height
of the middle box. The location of these planes is shown in Figure 5a.
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Figure 5b shows the prediction of the thermal distribution at each packaging box
at the end of 8 h simulation. From the temperature contours, the section plane x2 in
configurations A and C has a higher temperature at the end of the simulation.
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This temperature heterogeneity is developed due to the fruit simulator solid models
and their material properties. The airflow entering through the vents must penetrate be-
tween the models, which generates high pressure and reduces the velocity before reaching
the other end of the box.

The maximum temperature value is predicted in configuration C due to the design of
the packaging box. Configuration C is the only model the vent holes are unaligned to the
airflow direction, and this phenomenon generates higher resistance to the airflow entering
the packaging box. The section plane x1 in all the configurations depicts a significant
change in temperature between stacking layers. The bottom layer of fruit models has a
relatively higher temperature than the others as they are grounded and lag in free airflow
movement. The top layer has more uniform heat removal in all the models as they are
exposed to the flow region, while the other two boxes have constrained airflow behavior
and airflow enters only through the vent holes.

Considering predictions shown in Table 2 and Figure 5b–e, packaging boxes and
alveoli followed by polystyrene balls have best heat removal. With different material
properties between the solids, it clearly shows that configuration B has comparatively
the highest heat removal. The total vent area opening is much higher, enabling airflow
to pass through the packaging box with maximum velocity without resistance to the
airflow behavior. Configuration R follows in terms of heat removal, and it is followed
by configuration B. Single-walled configuration with rectangular vent opening tends to
enhance the packaging box’s airflow with small pressure drop, and consequently air
velocity reduction. Configuration C has the highest thermal heterogeneity due to the
position and the design of vents. The double-walled configuration with a vent opening of
3 mm in diameter generates a high pressure when the airflow entering the packaging box.
Additionally, these vents are unaligned to the airflow, which significantly increases the
pressure drop, reducing air velocity and increasing the time taken to reach the fruit models
and another end of the box. With the low velocity and high pressure, the time taken to
attain uniform airflow within the packaging box is relatively higher, affecting the harvest
placed inside. The packaging box’s performance depends mainly on time taken to remove
the field heat from the products.

The results are validated by the comparison with experimental results of thermo-
couples measurements positioned inside fruit simulators as shown in Figure 6 [17]. The
time-averaged relative error of fruit temperature is 0.54%, 1.39% and 0.26% for Config-
urations A, B and C, respectively. At the end of the 8 h-simulation the absolute error of
temperature in the fruit simulator placed in the middle tray is 273.9 K, 275 K and 274.2 K for
configurations A, B and C, respectively. Despite this small variation, the numerical results
follow the trend of the experimental ones. At the end of the 8-h test, the temperature of the
agar ball is reduced 13.4 K, 16.5 K and 11.4 K for configurations A, B and C, respectively.
It was predicted a temperature reduction of 15.2 K in the fruit simulator placed inside
the reference configuration R. The design of packaging box Configuration C significantly
reduces the air pressure drop along the box. The fruit simulator placed in this box has
the highest temperature at the end of the simulation. Model B has the maximum cooling
rate. Fruit temperature achieves a constant temperature after 7 h while model R takes
nearly 8 h to reach the steady state. Packaging box C has the higher temperature at the
end of the simulation, and from the comparison it is predicted that the design of this
configuration significantly reduces the air pressure drop along the box. The unaligned vent
hole generates maximum pressure from the results, which increases the time to remove the
field heat, and it creates a cooling heterogeneity during the storage.

From the analysis of Figure 6, packaging box B shows the best heat removal along
time, both numerically and experimentally. Thus, this configuration is able to extend the
shelf life of products stored inside this box as it is able to reduce their initial temperature
faster than the other configurations, including the reference one.
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Figure 7 depicts the representation of airflow within the different packaging con-
figurations. To have a better view inside of fluid domain, the model is sectioned along
the x-y plane. Velocity vector shows the local airflow direction along the section plane.
Airflow enters the domain with an air velocity of 0.45 m/s. A separation occurs due to
high pressure in the region near to the packaging box flow when this constant airflow
reaches it. Configurations B and R have more even airflow when it penetrates through the
vents. Gruyters et al. [16] stated that increasing the airflow increases the pressure drop
over a package design. In the design of packaging box configuration B, the resistance to
airflow is lower compared to other configurations. The airflow entering the packaging box
penetrates through the fruit models. It leaves the packaging box due to the vent hole’s
position designed symmetrically to the airflow region. Considering the velocity contours,
configurations A and C have very low velocity entering the packaging box. Configuration
A vents’ design allows the airflow to pass through the region significantly higher compared
to the configuration C. Though configuration A has a varying diameter of 3 mm and 6 mm,
the vents’ design aligned to the flow allows the airflow to enter the packaging box.

Furthermore, to have more insight into the thermal performance within the packaging
box, the temperature of the fruit model in each packaging box is studied, and the results
are compared with the experimental data, as shown in Figure 8. For this study, model B is
considered to perform the best thermal removal as shown in Figure 6. The packaging box is
arranged in a staggered pattern of base mid and top. The results depict that the temperature
non-uniformity was high between the fruits in different layers of the box. The box placed
at the top removes heat much better than the bottom since it is open and exposed to the
surrounding air. Contrarily, the box at the base and middle have higher temperature since
the airflow reaches the box only through the vents and hand holes, leading to an uneven
temperature distribution during storage. Figure 9 shows the corresponding standard
deviation error bars calculated from the fruit simulator temperature at the end of 8 h
cooling. The predicted temperature profile stays within the standard error bars of the
experimental data. This prediction shows that the numerical results are consistent with
the experimental work and that slight discrepancies are acceptable with the different
parameters controlling the simulation and experiment. Some research work [5,28,31–33]
suggested these differences are admissible.
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4. Conclusions

This work describes a multi-parameter 3D transient CFD model to predict the fruit
models’ airflow and thermal behavior stored in a packaging box placed inside a duct
using forced air cooling. The airflow pattern and thermal behavior were investigated
between three packaging configurations, and results were compared with the reference
configuration model. It shows that thermal distribution inside the box is heterogeneous
due to the position and the vent holes’ design. Though configuration A has a varying
diameter aligned to the airflow, the pressure generated near the vents restricts the airflow
from entering the vent holes at high velocity and increases the uneven thermal distribution
between the products placed inside the packaging box. The variation in model B design
vent holes across the carton wall distributed air evenly between the fruits and cooled more
efficiently and uniformly than other packaging designs. Model C double-wall vents reduce
the cooling performance due to the position of vents, restricting the refrigerated air flow
entering through the vents. Compared to box B, the temperature difference is around 2 K,
significantly affecting the cold chamber’s overall performance during long-term storage.
Nevertheless, this design can hold the temperature of the product when kept outside the
refrigerated environment.

A detailed study using CFD with different packaging boxes was performed, and
configuration B is identified with more uniform cooling followed by the configurations
R and A. At the end of 8 h of cooling, the agar ball temperature is predicted to be lower
by 1.5 K to 5 K in configuration B than in the other configurations. The future work aims
to evaluate the heating phase (when boxes are extracted from the refrigeration chamber)
and develop a complete flow behavior with pallets placed in the cold storage. Reducing
the time taken to remove the field heat from the products, conversely, increases the overall
performance of the cold chain storage.
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