
Understanding NFPA 96 Requirements for a Safer
Commercial Kitchen
Walking into a busy commercial kitchen feels a lot like stepping into a controlled storm. The
heat hits you first, then the noise, then the smell of oil and cooking. In the middle of that chaos,
an exhaust system is working hard to pull out grease-laden vapors before they settle on every
surface. That system is your first line of defense against a kitchen fire, but it only works if it is
kept clean and maintained according to the NFPA 96 requirements.

The National Fire Protection Association publishes NFPA 96 as the standard for ventilation
control and fire protection of commercial cooking operations. It covers everything from the
design of the hood and ductwork to the frequency of cleaning and the records you need to
keep. If you own or manage a restaurant, you have probably heard about the Bare Metal
Standard. That is the benchmark that NFPA 96 sets for how clean your exhaust system must
be after a cleaning. No buildup, no residue, just bare metal visible throughout the system.

Why the Standard Exists
Grease buildup is the single biggest cause of kitchen fires. When a layer of grease lines the
interior of your ductwork or collects on the exhaust fan blades, it becomes fuel. A spark from
the cooking line, a malfunctioning fan motor, or even a small flame from a flambé station can
ignite that grease and turn a small incident into a catastrophic fire. The NFPA 96 requirements
are designed to eliminate that fuel source by mandating regular, thorough cleaning of the entire
exhaust system.

I remember visiting a kitchen that had been running a busy fry station for years without a deep
clean. The ductwork looked like a solid tube of black tar. The hood filters were caked, and the
exhaust fan struggled to move air. The owner told me they had never had a fire, so they figured
the system was fine. That kind of thinking is dangerous. A fire can happen the first time
conditions are right. The Bare Metal Standard exists to make sure that does not happen.

What NFPA 96 Covers
The standard addresses several key areas of a commercial kitchen exhaust system. It
specifies how the system should be designed and installed, how often it must be inspected
and cleaned, and what documentation is required. Here are the main points:
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Cleaning frequency: The standard sets intervals based on the volume and type of
cooking. High-volume cooking, especially with solid fuels, requires quarterly cleaning.
Moderate-volume cooking may allow for semi-annual or annual cleaning.

Visible inspection: A certified inspector must look at the entire system, including
hood, ductwork, fans, and fire suppression components. Any sign of grease buildup
means the system must be cleaned before the next inspection.

Bare Metal Standard: After cleaning, all interior surfaces must be free of grease, ash,
and other residues. No coating, no sheen, no film. The metal must look like new.

Fire suppression system: The kitchen hood must have a functioning fire suppression
system that meets UL 300 standards. This system works with the exhaust cleaning to
stop a fire before it spreads.

Record keeping: The facility must keep records of all inspections and cleanings.
These documents are often required during insurance inspections or fire code audits.

These NFPA 96 requirements are not suggestions. They are adopted by many local
jurisdictions as part of the fire code. Failure to comply can lead to fines, forced closure, or
denial of insurance claims after a fire.

The Bare Metal Standard in Practice
When a hood cleaning crew arrives, they do not just wipe down the exterior. They remove the
hood filters, access the ductwork from the roof or through access panels, and clean every inch



of the interior. They use specialized tools, degreasers, and pressure washers to strip away
years of buildup. The exhaust fan gets the same treatment. The goal is to reach bare metal so
that if a fire does start, there is nothing for it to feed on.

One of the common misunderstandings I see is that a visual inspection from the kitchen floor
is enough. It is not. The worst buildup often hides inside the ductwork, above the ceiling, or on
the fan blades. A thorough cleaning requires access to the entire system. That is why NFPA 96
requires that the cleaning be performed by a qualified person who follows the standard.
Companies like Clean Hood Pros specialize in this kind of work. They know where the hidden
grease hides and how to get it out without damaging the system.

The Bare Metal Standard is not about perfection for its own sake. It is about removing the fuel
source. If you can see a layer of grease anywhere in the system, you have a fire hazard. The
standard leaves no room for interpretation. Bare metal means bare metal.

How Often Should You Clean?
The cleaning frequency depends on your cooking volume. A high-volume fast-food restaurant
that runs fryers all day may need cleaning every three months. A smaller cafe that does mostly
light cooking might get away with every six months or once a year. But the standard gives you
a minimum, not a recommendation. If your cooking volume changes, you need to adjust your
schedule.

I worked with a pizzeria that used a wood-fired oven. The solid fuel created heavy grease and
ash deposits. Even with quarterly cleaning, the ductwork needed extra attention. The owner
learned the hard way that the standard is a baseline. Some operations need more frequent
cleaning to stay safe. The key is to monitor the system between cleanings and schedule
sooner if you see buildup.



An insurance inspection can happen at any time. If the inspector finds grease buildup, you
could be cited, fined, or have your coverage suspended. Maintaining a regular cleaning
schedule based on the NFPA 96 requirements is the best way to pass any inspection and keep
your kitchen safe.

The Role of Fire Suppression
Cleaning the exhaust system is only part of the equation. The standard also requires a fire
suppression system that meets UL 300. This system is usually installed in the hood and
connected to a chemical agent that discharges when a fire is detected. The suppression
system buys you time, but it cannot stop a fire that has already ignited a thick layer of grease.
That is why cleaning and suppression work together. Clean the grease, and the suppression
system has a much better chance of extinguishing the fire before it spreads.

Restaurant fire safety depends on both. You can have the best suppression system money can
buy, but if the ductwork is lined with grease, you are still at risk. The suppression system might
put out the cooking fire, but the grease fire in the duct could continue to burn and spread to the
rest of the building.

Documentation and Compliance



Keeping records of every cleaning and inspection is a requirement of the standard. These
records should include the date of cleaning, the name of the company that performed it, a
description of the work done, and a statement that the cleaning meets the Bare Metal
Standard. Many fire departments and insurance companies will ask to see these records
during an inspection.

I have seen restaurant owners scramble to find old invoices when an inspector shows up. That
is a stressful situation that is easy to avoid. Keep a binder or digital file with every cleaning
report. If you use a professional cleaning service like Clean Hood Pros, they can provide
documentation that meets the standard. But it is still your responsibility to keep those records
accessible.

Fire code enforcement varies by location, but most jurisdictions adopt NFPA 96 as the
minimum standard. Some may have additional requirements, so it is worth checking with your
local fire marshal. The important thing is to treat the standard as a living document, not a one-
time checklist. Your exhaust system changes as your cooking changes. The NFPA 96
requirements give you a framework to stay ahead of that change.



Final Thoughts
NFPA 96 is not a punishment or a bureaucratic burden. It is a practical set of guidelines that
has been developed over decades based on real fires and real lessons. Every time a kitchen fire
is prevented because a duct was clean, the standard proves its value. As a restaurant owner or
manager, you have the power to prevent most kitchen fires by following these requirements
and keeping your exhaust system in bare metal condition.

It takes effort and money, but it is far less than the cost of a fire. A single grease fire can
destroy a business, injure employees, and put lives at risk. The investment in regular exhaust
cleaning and fire suppression maintenance is one of the best decisions you can make for your
kitchen and your community.


