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onterrey, MexicoÐ12:30 on a Saturday after-
noon. The phone rings. I pick up. ªJuan, this is Moses, we need
you to do a job. It's urgent,º the voice said. ªMos es who,º I 
asked? ªMoses from XYZ Company. We had a fire in one of 
our dining halls. The whole kitchen is burned.º I r eplied, ªI'll
be there in two hours.º This is a manufacturing com pany I had
been trying to land for months.

I gathered my crew of three and showed up at XYZ's facil-
ity in time. What we saw was a building all black, top-to-bot-
tom. Windows shattered, equipment out of place, it was as if
the whole kitchen had been dipped in charcoal. I assessed the
scene and without providing an estimate said to the  kitchen 
manager ªthree days.º
The Problem

XYZ provides free meals to its more than 1000 employees
in three shifts. They had outsourced this service to a profes-
sional caterer. The fire, caused by a dirty exhaust system, had
destroyed most major kitchen equipment. We needed to empty
all material from the kitchen and begin the cleanin g process
immediately so other contractors could go in and re place
wall coverings, paint, electrical, equipment, etc. We were the
first to come in and begin the restoration process. Other 
contractors were waiting in line behind us. I did n ot want to
be the bottleneck that increased the cost of having to source 

High Risk in Not Cleaning
Kitchen Exhaust Systems
by Juan Carlos Gastelum

Skipping or skimping on cleaning
kitchen exhaust systems means 
risking having to clean up fire 
damage. This case study shows
what can happen when an exhaust
system is not properly maintained.
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more than 3000 meals a day from
somewhere else.

I had anticipated a time frame
(three days) in which we would
finish cleaning the site without hav-
ing done any testing. I just hoped our
usual cleaning methods would work.
The Cleaning Process

We immediately began to feed our
550-gallon fresh water tank. Rolled
out our high pressure hoses and
put protective gear on. The tank
was full before we cleared out the
kitchen. We pulled everything out
to a service access area for cleaning.
Outside, we spent two hours pres-
sure washing burnt grills, hood fil-
ters, stoves and ovens, before we
were told the equipment would be
completely replaced for new.

We then attacked the real job.
We started with the cubed box ceil-
ing using 4 gpm at 3500 psi, one
gun, rotating nozzle. The pressure
was taking the blackened material
off, but it was also chipping the tex-
tured concrete away. We switched to
a 15 degree nozzle. That did it.
Before long, night had fallen. In the
rush of things, we did not pack our
tripod light system, and since there
was no electricity at the site, we
were forced to stop. It was 9:00 P.M .
We had to call it a day and resume
the following morning.

I arrived at 6:00 A.M. My crew was
on site and had begun preparation 
for the day. First we set dams to
channel runoff water to a transfer
pump for containment. We ran two
cold water guns as before, each at 
3500 psi at 4 gpm. It took six hours 
to clean the ceiling, which was 
the hardest part of the work. (Try
holding a pressure gun up for 15
minutes straight. You'll feel it the
next day.) Once we had finished 
the ceiling, we went to the walls.
With a pass of the pressure gun you
could see the difference immediate-
ly. We had to work intermittently 
to allow the transfer pump to drain
the waste water.

By 7:00 P.M. we had done most of
the work. We set our own lighting

For information circle 263

www.watertreatmenttech.com
800-420-6662
760-630-9425

WHY PAY
MORE?

Basic Filtration Units
Stationary & Mobile

Complete Systems
& Accessories

Oil/Water &
Solid Separators

WATER TREATMENT
TECH EQUIPMENT
MFG.

For information circle 64



system in place and began to work
on the floor. We used a 24-in. flat 
surface floor tool with our clean-
and-capture system. By 10:00 P.M. we
had finished. Their supervisor com-
plimented our work and was glad
things were moving on target.

Monday we arrived at 7:00 A .M .
We pressure washed the remain-
ing kitchen equipment, some metal
work tables, and large cooking pots.
We checked out with the manager
and had him sign off on our service
policy. We got paid the following day.
A Word of Caution

We have struggled to market our
kitchen exhaust cleaning services in
Mexico. Restaurant operators and
commercial kitchen managers do not
see the value in this service. They
seem to believe that cleaning hoods
and filters regularly is sufficient to mit-
igate the risk of fire. But as this story
proves, not cleaning the exhaust sys-
tem can trigger a tragic fire. This
company could have avoided this
fire by simply hiring a cleaning con-
tractor to pressure wash their exhaust
system three or four times per year. The
cost associated with the loss of equip-
ment, business, and potentially, a
human life is extremely high. Other
costs include replacement of dam-
aged property, insurance premium
increases, and hiring a cleaning con-
tractor to restore fire damage.

When approaching a job like this,
regardless of pressure from the client
to tackle the problem immediately,
a cleaning contractor should evaluate
the work to be done and assess any
potential challenges that may be
involved. Careful planning should
be done before rushing into a rem-
edy. In our story, we ran with some
good luck. We were able to satisfy
our customer's needs in terms of time
and quality of work. Our work was
recognized and praised, and we got
paid very well for it. For tips and
information on kitchen exhaust sys-
tem cleaning visit www.ikeca.org .

Juan Carlos Gastelum is general
manager for Hydroman Maintenance in
Monterrey, Mexico.CT
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