
Grease Traps 101: What Every Restaurant Owner 

Needs to Know 

 
 

● Grease traps are essential devices for restaurant owners to prevent fats, oils, and 

grease (FOG) from clogging sewer lines, which can lead to environmental damage, 

fines, and costly plumbing issues.  

● Professional cleaning services are recommended for proper disposal of waste, thorough 

cleaning, and early detection of potential problems, ensuring compliance and preventing 

operational disruptions. 

● Implementing best practices in the kitchen, such as scraping plates, dry wiping grease, 

and using drain strainers, can significantly reduce FOG buildup and extend the lifespan 

and efficiency of grease traps. 

The success of a restaurant depends on a range of factors, including delicious food, excellent 

service, and kitchen hygiene. While there are several components to kitchen hygiene, grease 

trap maintenance is something that often goes unnoticed. It sounds mundane, but ignoring it 

can lead to clogged pipes, foul odors, and hefty fines. If you’re a restaurant owner, 

understanding the role of grease traps and their importance can help you make an informed 

decision.  

 

Let’s dive into everything you need to know about grease traps. 



What Are Grease Traps? 

Grease traps, sometimes called grease interceptors, are simple devices installed in your 

kitchen’s wastewater line. They sit between your sinks or dishwashers and the sewer line. As 

wastewater flows through, fats, oils, and grease (collectively called FOG) cool and solidify. The 

trap captures these solids while letting the water flow on to the sewer system. 

 

A grease trap may look like a box tucked under a sink, but a clever baffling system separates 

grease from water inside. Over time, grease floats to the top, and solids sink to the bottom. 

Clean water in the middle drains away. This separation stops FOG from clogging municipal 

pipes, which can cause sewer backups and environmental damage. 

Types of Grease Traps 

Here are some of the popular grease trap types: 

● Under-Sink (Hydromechanical) Traps: These compact units slide neatly beneath a 

sink or dishwasher, making them ideal for tight kitchen spaces. Installation is 

straightforward and often DIY-friendly, with simple inlet and outlet connections. However, 

they require cleaning every one to three months to prevent rapid buildup and odors. 

● In-Ground (Gravity) Interceptors: Buried outside or in a dedicated utility room, these 

large tanks use gravity to separate fats, oils, and grease. Their larger capacities make 

them best suited for busy restaurants or institutional kitchens. With proper sizing, they 

only need cleaning every three to six months, but pumping requires a vacuum truck and 

professional service. 

● Passive (Manual) Traps: Relying solely on gravity and simple baffles, passive traps 

have no moving parts and are the most basic design on the market. They’re easy to 

install and very durable, but the trade-off is frequent manual pumping, often every month 

or sooner in high-volume settings. If neglected, they can overflow or introduce foul odors 

into the kitchen. Regular inspections help spot cracks or blockages before they become 

costly problems. 

● Automatic (Active) Traps: These high-tech units use mechanical skimmers, heat, or 

pumps to continuously remove grease from wastewater. They can reduce FOG by up to 

90%, keeping grease storage minimal and extending cleaning intervals to nearly twelve 

months. Most models feature built-in alarms or digital displays that alert you when 

maintenance is due.  

Why Are Grease Traps Needed in the Food Industry? 

Grease traps don’t just trap food and prevent clogs for restaurants. They help: 

● Protect Our Environment: If untreated FOG gets into sewer lines, it can cause raw 

sewage to overflow into rivers, lakes, and oceans. This harms wildlife and can be 
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dangerous for people. Grease traps act as a barrier to reduce this environmental 

damage. 

● Follow the Rules: Almost every city and health department has strict rules about how 

much FOG restaurants can put into the sewer. Breaking these rules can lead to big 

fines, legal action, and even having your restaurant shut down. Knowing and following 

these local, state, and federal laws is a must for any food business. 

● Save Public Systems: City sewer systems aren't built to handle large amounts of FOG. 

When FOG builds up, it can damage pipes, cause blockages, and lead to expensive 

repairs for public infrastructure. Grease traps help protect these important public 

systems, saving taxpayers money and preventing widespread service issues. 

● Stop Costly Kitchen Problems: On a day-to-day level, grease traps save your 

business from nasty plumbing nightmares. These can include slow-draining sinks, 

terrible smells in your dining area, and overflowing floor drains. 

Signs of a Grease Trap Failure 

Your grease trap, like any other essential part of your kitchen, will signal when it's in trouble. 

Spotting these signs early can stop a small problem from becoming a huge, expensive 

emergency. 

Nasty Odors 

If you notice a strong, rotten-egg smell coming from your kitchen drains, sinks, or even the 

grease trap lid, it's a clear sign that FOG and food particles are rotting inside the trap or your 

pipes. This terrible smell won't just bother your staff; it can quickly send your customers running. 

Slow Drains or Backups 

If water is draining slowly from your kitchen sinks, dishwashers, or floor drains, or worse, if it's 

backing up completely, your grease trap is most likely the cause. A trap that's too full or clogged 

can't handle wastewater fast enough, making it overflow back into your kitchen. This leads to 

unsanitary conditions and slippery floors, stopping your kitchen from running smoothly. 

Water Pooling Outside the Trap 

If you have an outdoor gravity interceptor, seeing water gather on the ground right above or 

around the trap means there's a big problem. This could mean the trap is overflowing or has a 

crack, or the pipe leading to the sewer is blocked. 



More Pests Than Usual 

The rotting FOG and food waste in a failing grease trap are a perfect breeding ground for pests 

like cockroaches, flies, and rodents. If you start seeing more of these unwanted guests in your 

kitchen, your grease trap could be attracting them. 

Gurgling Sounds 

Odd gurgling noises from your drains or pipes can mean that air is struggling to get past a 

blockage, which is often caused by FOG buildup. 

High FOG Levels in Inspections 

You might not see this directly, but if your city inspects your wastewater discharge and finds 

high levels of FOG, it means your trap isn't working well, probably because it's too full. This will 

lead to warnings and fines. 

How Often Should Grease Traps Be Cleaned? 

The biggest factor is usually what your local city, health department, and wastewater treatment 

plants require. They often have specific rules about how often restaurants must clean their 

grease traps. In addition to these, you should also consider: 

● How Much Food You Make: A busy restaurant that fries a lot will produce much more 

FOG than a small coffee shop. More FOG means the trap fills faster and needs cleaning 

more often. 

● What Kind of Food You Make: Restaurants focused on fried dishes, baking, or heavy 

meat prep will build up FOG quicker than those serving mostly salads or cold meals. 

● Your Trap's Size and Type: Smaller traps (HGIs) fill up much faster and need more 

frequent service compared to large outdoor traps (CGI). 

● How Well Your Staff Follows Best Practices: If your kitchen staff does a great job of 

scraping plates and wiping down greasy surfaces, it will directly slow down how quickly 

your grease trap fills up. 

● The "25% Rule": A common guideline in the industry is the "25% rule." This means your 

grease trap should be cleaned when the FOG and solids layers take up about 25% of 

the trap's liquid space. Regular checks by a professional can tell you when you hit this 

point. 

 

For many busy restaurants, monthly or quarterly cleaning is often necessary to keep FOG from 

building up too much and to stay within the rules. Smaller places might need less frequent 

service, while extremely busy kitchens might even need cleaning every two weeks. 



 
 

The Importance of Professional Grease Trap Cleaning 

You might think about cleaning your grease trap yourself to save a few bucks, but professional 

cleaning can provide several benefits. A specialized service can also be vital for staying 

compliant, keeping your kitchen running, and protecting your restaurant's long-term health. 

Here’s why calling in the experts is the best choice: 

Stay Legal and Avoid Fines 

Local authorities have strict rules about how grease trap waste must be handled, and they often 

require licensed professionals to do it.  

 

Grease trap waste is considered controlled waste. Professional services have the necessary 

licenses and facilities to transport and dispose of the FOG waste legally and in an 

environmentally friendly way. If you dispose of the waste improperly, you could face huge fines, 

legal trouble, or even lose your operating license. 



Get a Truly Clean Trap 

DIY attempts usually just skim the surface grease. It misses the packed-down sludge at the 

bottom and the grease stuck to the inside parts and pipes. Professionals use special equipment, 

like powerful vacuum trucks and high-pressure water jets, to remove all the FOG and solids. 

This thorough cleaning gets your trap back to working its best. 

Stop Costly Backups and Closures 

An inefficient or overflowing grease trap is a ticking time bomb for your restaurant. When FOG 

builds up, it will eventually clog your internal pipes or the main sewer line. This leads to bad 

smells, slow drains, and worst of all, raw sewage backing up into your kitchen. These events are 

not only dangerous but also stop your business cold, meaning lost sales and emergency repair 

costs. 

Protect Your Health and Safety 

Grease trap waste is full of bacteria and can release harmful gases. Handling it without the right 

training, safety gear, and disposal methods puts you and your staff at serious health risk. 

Professionals have the right safety procedures and protective equipment to handle this waste 

safely, keeping everyone out of harm's way. 

Make Your Trap Last Longer 

Regular, thorough professional cleaning stops too much buildup that can eat away at the trap's 

inside parts and pipes. This proactive approach significantly extends how long your grease trap 

and connected plumbing last, delaying the need for expensive repairs or early replacement. 

Spot Hidden Problems 

During a professional cleaning, technicians also inspect the trap's structure, its internal dividers, 

and the pipes connecting to it. They can spot small issues like cracks, worn-out seals, or pipe 

corrosion early on, before they turn into major failures. This ability to find problems early is 

priceless and goes beyond just emptying the trap. 

Grease Trap Best Practices 

Implementing sound operational best practices among your staff can dramatically reduce FOG 

accumulation, extend the time between professional cleanings, and prevent avoidable 

problems.  

 

Before rinsing, instruct kitchen staff to scrape all food scraps, grease, and oil from plates, pots, 

and pans directly into the trash or compost bin. After scraping, encourage staff to use paper 

towels or rags to "dry wipe" any residual grease from cooking surfaces, pots, and pans before 

washing. This further minimizes FOG entering the plumbing system. This is the single most 

effective way to reduce the amount of FOG and solids entering your drains.  



 

Install and regularly clean drain strainers in all kitchen sinks to catch larger food particles that 

might otherwise make their way into the grease trap. The kitchen staff should not pour used 

frying oil down the drain but collect it in designated containers for recycling. Conduct periodic 

training sessions with your kitchen staff on proper FOG disposal techniques and the importance 

of grease trap maintenance. You can also use posters, and clear guidelines can serve as daily 

reminders. 

How Can Drainage Solutions Inc. Help? 

When it comes to managing the complexities of grease traps, you need a partner with 

unparalleled experience and a deep understanding of commercial drainage systems. This is 

precisely what Drainage Solutions Inc. offers. With a combined 75 years of experience in the 

drainage industry, our team brings a level of expertise that sets us apart, making us the ideal 

choice for restaurants, commercial kitchens, and food service establishments. 

 

We use state-of-the-art vacuum trucks and high-pressure jetting equipment to thoroughly clean 

and pump out all types of grease traps, from small hydromechanical units under sinks to large 

outdoor gravity interceptors. We can work with you to develop a customized cleaning schedule 

tailored to your establishment's FOG output, ensuring your trap always functions efficiently. 

 

 

 

At Drainage Solutions Inc., we are able to tackle any job with the least amount of impact to your 

surrounding area with our experience and latest equipment. Contact our team today for expert 

grease trap cleaning, maintenance, and comprehensive drainage solutions! 
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