Grease Buildup Prevention: Practical Steps for a
Safer Commercial Kitchen

Walking into a busy commercial kitchen, the first thing you notice is the heat, the sizzle, and the
controlled chaos. But what often goes unnoticed until it's too late is the layer of grease
accumulating inside the ductwork and hood filters. Over years of working with restaurant
ventilation systems, I've seen how a small oversight in cleaning can turn into a serious fire
hazard. The focus on grease buildup prevention isn't just about passing an inspection; it's
about protecting your staff, your business, and your peace of mind.

NFPA 96 is the standard that governs fire safety in commercial kitchen exhaust systems. It
sets the bare metal standard for cleaning frequency and methods. Many operators I've spoken
to view it as a burden, but I've come to see it as a roadmap. When you follow its guidelines,
you're not just complying with fire code; you're creating a predictable, safer environment. The
key is understanding that grease buildup prevention starts with a mindset shift: from reactive
cleaning to proactive maintenance.

Why Grease Buildup Matters More Than You Think

Grease is a byproduct of cooking, and in a busy kitchen, it's inevitable. But when that grease
accumulates in the grease hood, ductwork, or exhaust fan, it becomes a fuel source. A spark
from a malfunctioning fan motor or a flare-up on the stove can ignite that grease, leading to a
fire that spreads rapidly through the ventilation system. I've seen kitchens where the crew
thought they were safe because they had a fire suppression system, but the system can only
do so much if the grease layer is thick enough to block nozzles or insulate heat.

The NFPA 96 bare metal standard requires that grease removal be thorough enough to expose
the bare metal of the ductwork and hood interior. This isn't just about aesthetics. Bare metal
means no lingering grease that can burn. It means the fire suppression system can work as
designed. It means the exhaust fan moves air efficiently, keeping the kitchen cooler and
reducing strain on the equipment.



The Anatomy of a Grease Buildup Prevention Plan

Effective grease buildup prevention isn't a single action but a system of checks and balances.
Here's what I've found works in real kitchens:

e Set a realistic cleaning schedule: The frequency depends on your cooking volume. A
high-output steakhouse might need hood cleaning every month, while a bakery can
stretch to every three months. The key is consistency, not guesswork.

e Inspect hood filters daily: These are your first line of defense. If they're clogged,
grease-laden air bypasses them and coats the ductwork. Replace or clean them as
needed.

e Check the grease trap regularly: A full grease trap can back up into the system,
forcing grease into places it shouldn't be, like the exhaust fan blades.

¢ Monitor the exhaust fan: If the fan struggles or vibrates, it might be caked with
grease. That imbalance not only reduces airflow but also creates a fire risk.

* Work with a professional cleaning company: They have the tools and training to reach
every corner of the ductwork, including areas you can't see or access.

One of the most common mistakes | see is kitchens relying solely on a monthly cleaning
service without doing their own weekly checks. The cleaning company can handle the deep
hood cleaning and ductwork scraping, but daily vigilance is on you. A small drip from a hood
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filter left too long can become a hard crust that requires extra labor to remove. That's where
grease buildup prevention becomes a cost-saving measure, not just a safety one.

The Bare Metal Standard and What It Means for You

NFPA 96 explicitly states that all interior surfaces of the kitchen exhaust system must be
cleaned to bare metal. This includes the grease hood, ductwork, exhaust fan housing, and even
the roof top of the fan unit. I've been on inspections where a thin film of grease was missed,
and the system failed. That film, though barely visible, is still a fire hazard. The standard doesn't
allow for "almost clean."

Achieving bare metal requires the right techniques. Pressure washing with hot water and
degreaser is common, but for heavy buildup, manual scraping is necessary. Some cleaning
companies use dry steam or chemical solvents. Whatever method you choose, the result must
be visually clean and free of any residue. I've learned that a good cleaning company will show
you before-and-after photos of the ductwork. If they can't, ask why.

Another aspect that surprises many owners is that the grease trap and the fire suppression
system are part of the same ecosystem. If the grease trap overflows, grease can enter the
exhaust fan or even the fire suppression system's piping, rendering it ineffective. A well-
maintained grease trap is a critical part of grease buildup prevention, yet it's often overlooked.

Practical Habits for Daily Operations

Beyond the scheduled cleaning, there are small habits that make a big difference. For example,
training your cooks to scrape grills and wipe down hood surfaces at the end of each shift
reduces the amount of grease that ever reaches the ductwork. I've seen kitchens where the
night crew spends ten minutes doing this, and the difference in the monthly cleaning bill is
substantial. Less grease entering the system means less to remove later.



Also, pay attention to your grease hood's design. Some hoods have built-in baffle filters that are
more effective than older mesh types. Upgrading your hood filter can reduce the amount of
grease that escapes into the ductwork by a significant margin. It's an investment that pays for
itself in lower cleaning costs and reduced fire risk.

The exhaust fan should be on your weekly checklist. Listen for unusual noises. Check for
grease drips around the fan housing. If the fan blades are coated, they lose efficiency and can
cause the motor to overheat. That heat is a potential ignition source. Keeping the fan clean is
one of the most overlooked aspects of restaurant ventilation maintenance.

When to Call a Professional

While daily habits help, nothing replaces the thorough work of a certified hood cleaning
service. NFPA 96 requires that cleaning be performed by a qualiflied company that follows the
standard's methods. I've seen kitchens try to DIY this, and it rarely ends well. The ductwork is
often inaccessible without special tools, and missing a section can mean failing an inspection
or, worse, a fire.

A professional cleaning company will also inspect for damage: cracks in the ductwork, rusted
sections, or loose connections. These are things you might not notice until they cause a
problem. They can also verify that your fire suppression system is properly aligned and that the
nozzles are not blocked by grease. This integrated approach is what makes grease buildup
prevention a comprehensive strategy, not a check-box exercise.



Fire Code Compliance as a Business Asset

I've worked with restaurants that treat fire code like a burden, and others that treat it as a
standard of excellence. The latter group rarely has surprises during inspections. They keep
logs of cleaning dates, they have certificates from their cleaning company, and they know their
system inside out. That peace of mind is valuable, especially when the fire marshal shows up
unannounced.

Good grease buildup prevention also extends the life of your equipment. A clean exhaust fan
runs cooler and lasts longer. Clean ductwork moves air more efficiently, which can lower your
energy bills. And a kitchen that smells clean and operates without smoke backing up into the
dining room is a kitchen that runs better overall. It's good for your bottom line and your
reputation.
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In my experience, the kitchens that invest time in understanding their ventilation system and
commit to a regular cleaning schedule are the ones that rarely face emergencies. They see
grease buildup prevention not as a cost but as an investment in their business's continuity. And
when you consider the alternative - a grease fire that shuts you down for weeks or worse - that
investment is one of the smartest you can make.



Start with your hood filters today. Check them after tonight's rush. If they look greasy, clean
them or replace them. That single action is the foundation of a safer kitchen. Then build from
there: schedule your next professional cleaning, inspect your exhaust fan, and make sure your
fire suppression system is serviced. Every step you take reduces risk and brings you closer to
the bare metal standard that NFPA 96 demands.



