
Why Restaurant Kitchen Safety Depends on Hood
Cleaning and Maintenance
I have worked in commercial kitchens for years, and one thing I learned early is that restaurant
kitchen safety is not just about avoiding cuts and burns. The real danger is often hidden above
your head. Grease buildup inside hoods and ducts creates a fire hazard that can destroy a
business in minutes. The National Fire Protection Association sets standards for a reason, and
most violations I have seen come from neglected exhaust systems.

When I first started managing a kitchen, I assumed that as long as the hood filter looked clean,
everything was fine. That mistake almost cost us. A routine environmental health inspection
flagged our ductwork for excessive grease. The inspector explained that NFPA 96 requires
regular cleaning of the entire commercial kitchen exhaust system, not just the visible parts.
That day I learned that restaurant kitchen safety includes what you cannot see from the cook
line.

How Grease Buildup Becomes a Fire Risk
Every time you fry, grill, or saute, tiny grease particles rise with the heat. The hood exhaust fan
pulls them into the hood, through the filters, and into the ductwork. Over time, that grease
accumulates. A layer of grease just a quarter-inch thick can fuel a commercial kitchen fire. If
your fire suppression system has not been inspected or your Ansul system is overdue for
service, that grease becomes the wick for a disaster.

I once helped a friend reopen after a fire. The cause was simple: the hood cleaning service had
been delayed by two months, and a spark from the grill ignited the buildup. The fire
suppression system did activate, but the grease in the ducts burned hotter than the system
could handle. The damage was extensive, and their restaurant insurance claim took months to
settle. That experience made me a believer in sticking to the cleaning frequency recommended
by the manufacturer and by NFPA 96.



What NFPA 96 Requires for Hood Cleaning
NFPA 96 is the standard for ventilation control and fire protection in commercial cooking
operations. It covers everything from the hood and ductwork to the exhaust fan and grease
trap. According to the standard, cleaning frequency depends on the volume of cooking and the
type of food. For example, a busy diner that does solid fuel cooking or high-volume frying may
need monthly cleaning. A lower-volume kitchen might get away with quarterly. But the key is
that the entire system must be cleaned to bare metal. That means no grease left in the ducts,
on the hood interior, or on the fan blades.

I have seen kitchens where the hood cleaning certification was just a piece of paper. The crew
wiped the filters and called it done. That does not meet the standard. A proper hood cleaning
service will remove all components, scrape and wash every surface, and document the work. If
you are paying for a service, ask for photos before and after. That is the only way to verify the
job was done right.

The Role of Fire Suppression Systems
Your fire suppression system is your last line of defense. Most commercial kitchens use a wet
chemical system, often an Ansul system, designed to extinguish grease fires. The system must
be inspected and tested regularly, and the agent must be UL 300 listed. That certification
ensures the chemical is effective against modern cooking oils and high-heat fires. I check the
inspection tag on our system every month. It is a small habit that can save a business.



One thing many operators overlook is the connection between the suppression system and the
hood exhaust fan. In a fire, the system should automatically shut down the fan to prevent
spreading flames through the ducts. If your system is not properly maintained, that interlock
might fail. I have seen a kitchen where the fan kept running during a fire because the inspection
had been missed. The fire department arrived and had to manually disconnect the power. That
is a failure of restaurant kitchen safety that could have been avoided.

OSHA and Insurance Requirements
OSHA also has standards for workplace safety in kitchens, and they enforce them. If an
inspector finds grease buildup in your exhaust system, you can receive citations and fines.
More importantly, your restaurant insurance policy almost certainly requires compliance with
NFPA 96. If you have a fire and the insurance adjuster finds that you skipped hood cleaning,
they may deny your claim. I have known restaurateurs who lost everything because they
thought they could save money by stretching cleaning intervals.

Your insurance company may also require that any hood cleaning service holds a hood
cleaning certification. That certification shows the company is trained to follow NFPA 96
procedures. Do not assume every company is certified. Ask for proof. The difference between
a certified crew and a cheap one is the difference between a safe kitchen and a lawsuit waiting
to happen.

Practical Tips for Maintaining Your Exhaust System
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Between professional cleanings, there is plenty you can do to stay safe. First, clean your hood
filter daily. Grease-laden filters reduce airflow and make the exhaust fan work harder. Second,
inspect the inside of your hood with a flashlight at least once a week. If you see grease
dripping, it is time to call the hood cleaning service. Third, keep a log of every cleaning and
inspection. That log is your proof for the health department and your insurance company.

Check the hood filters every morning before service. Replace damaged ones
immediately.

Schedule professional cleaning based on your cooking volume, not on a calendar
date.

Have your fire suppression system inspected by a certified technician twice a year.

Train your staff to report any unusual smoke or burning smells immediately.

These steps are not expensive. The cost of a professional cleaning is far less than the cost of
a fire. And if you ever need to file a claim, your documentation will save you.

The Bottom Line on Safety
Restaurant kitchen safety comes down to one principle: do not let grease accumulate. Whether
it is in the hood, the ducts, the grease trap, or on the hood fire extinguisher components, grease
is the enemy. The National Fire Protection Association, OSHA, and your insurance company all
agree on that. The best approach is to treat hood cleaning as a non-negotiable part of
restaurant maintenance, not an optional expense.



I have been in kitchens where the staff treat hood cleaning as a chore to be postponed. I have
also worked in kitchens where the manager schedules it like payroll. The second group has
fewer fires, fewer violations, and lower insurance premiums. That is not a coincidence. If you
are serious about protecting your staff, your customers, and your business, make hood
cleaning a priority. It is the single most effective thing you can do to prevent a commercial
kitchen fire.

And remember, safety is not just about passing an inspection. It is about going home at the
end of the night knowing your kitchen is as safe as it can be. That peace of mind is worth the
investment.


