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R290 Transition Playbook for Beverage Systems

If you oversee commercial ice machines, soda dispensers, or slushie units, you’ve probably heard about the phaseout
of R404A. The move to R290 (propane) is more than just a change in refrigerant—it impacts equipment performance,
safety, compliance, and long-term operational planning. This playbook is designed for facility managers like you,
whether you have years of technical experience or are just starting to manage beverage equipment. Inside, you’ll find:

Detailed R404A vs R290 comparisons

Purchasing, service, and compliance checklists

Lifecycle planning and prioritization strategies

Safety guidance and quick-reference sheets

- Mini scenarios and actionable decision frameworks

Use this as your go-to resource to make smart, compliant, and cost-effective decisions for your beverage operations.

Section 1: Understanding the Transition - R404A vs R290

Before we get into action items, let’s break down the key differences between the old standard (R404A) and the new
generation refrigerant (R290):

Feature R404A R290 (Propane) What It Means for Managers
Global Warming | 3,900 <3 R290 is far more environmentally friendly,
Potential (GWP) future-proofing compliance
Flammability | Non-flammable Flammable (small charge sizes) Safety training and certified service
required
Efiiciency | Moderate High Lower electricity bills and more stable
cooling performance
Refrigerant Charge | Higher Lower Less refrigerant needed, smaller
environmental risk if leaked
Compatibility | Widely used Requires new-design equipment  Retrofits are rarely feasible, plan
replacements
Service Complexity | Standard Specialized Technicians must be R290 certified; PM
schedules slightly different

Key Takeaway: R290 is safer for the environment, more efficient, and increasingly required by regulations—but it
changes how you purchase, maintain, and plan for equipment.

Section 2: Smart Purchasing Decisions

When adding or replacing machines, your choices set the stage for safety, uptime, and cost control.

What to Evaluate in New Equipment
Certification & Compliance: Confirm the unit is fully R290-certified by the manufacturer. Look for UL or ETL
marks indicating flammable refrigerant compliance.
Energy Efficiency: Check Energy Star ratings or manufacturer energy consumption specs. Even a small
improvement in efficiency at a high-volume location can save thousands annually.
Serviceability & Modular Design: Machines with accessible compressors, modular components, and easy
refrigerant access reduce downtime and labor costs.
Ventilation & Placement Needs: R290 machines need proper airflow—consult specs before selecting
location.
Lifecycle & Durability: Prefer machines designed to last 8-12+ years with R290; don’t assume older models
can be retrofitted safely.

Purchasing Questions to Ask Vendors

“Is this machine fully R290-certified?”

“What is the exact refrigerant charge size?”

“What training do your service technicians have for R290?”

“What’s the expected energy use and efficiency compared to R404A?”
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5. “How long are replacement parts available?”
6. “What safety features prevent leaks or overpressure incidents?”

Decision Framework for Replacement vs Retrofit

If a machine is older than 8-10 years, on R404A, and showing signs of frequent service calls, replacement is
generally safer and more cost-effective. Retrofits are rarely feasible due to flammability and system design
differences.

Section 3: Service Partnerships & Vendor Management

R290 equipment requires certified service providers. Partnering with the right vendor can save downtime, prevent
compliance issues, and reduce long-term costs.

Evaluating Service Providers
Criteria Why It Matters
R290 Technician Certification \ Ensures safe handling and compliance
Response Time & Coverage \ High-volume locations need rapid service
Preventive Maintenance Programs | Reduces emergency repairs, ensures consistent performance
|

Documentation Practices | Provides proof of compliance, simplifies audits
Track Record & References | Shows experience with multiple machine types and brands

Pro Tip: Ask vendors to provide sample service logs for other R290 installations. Look for thorough documentation of
refrigerant handling, PM checks, and repairs.

PM Schedule Guidelines for R290 Machines
Quarterly: Check for leaks, verify pressures, inspect lines and valves
Semi-Annually: Clean coils, check compressors, inspect electrical connections
Annually: Full system performance review, refrigerant top-off if needed (very small amounts), safety and
compliance inspection

Tip: Even minor leaks are more critical with flammable refrigerants. Proper PM prevents downtime and safety risks.

Section 4: Compliance Awareness

Regulations are evolving rapidly. Being proactive protects you from fines, operational disruption, and insurance
issues.

Tracking Your Equipment: Maintain a log with:
Machine type (ice machine, soda dispenser, slushie unit)
Refrigerant type (R404A or R290)
Installation date and serial number
Service history and preventive maintenance records

Key Regulatory Considerations
EPA Refrigerant Rules: R404A production and servicing is restricted in many jurisdictions
State/Local Codes: May dictate ventilation, storage, and safety protocols for flammable refrigerants
Recycling & Disposal: R404A must be recovered and recycled properly; improper handling can result in fines

Compliance Tip: Regularly audit your logs and vendor records. Make sure every site is ready for inspection at any
time.
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Section 5: Planning Ahead / Lifecycle Management

Step 1: Inventory & Assessment
Identify R404A machines, note age and service history
Flag high-volume locations for priority replacement

Step 2: Upgrade Timeline
Target 12-24 month replacement schedule
Align replacements with budget cycles and operational priorities

Step 3: Internal Communication
Train staff on R290 basics (machine ID, safety do’s/don’ts, emergency contacts)
Encourage reporting of unusual machine performance immediately

Step 4: Budget & Energy Planning
Factor in energy savings from R290 machines
Consider available rebates or incentives for high-efficiency equipment

Section 6: Safety Quick Reference for R290 Machines

What Every Facility Staff Member Should Know:
- R290is flammable in large quantities, but machines use very small charges
Never attempt DIY repairs
Ventilation is critical—keep vents clear
Certified technicians only for service
Document all service and refrigerant handling

Emergency Actions:
If a leak is suspected: evacuate area, ventilate, contact certified technician
Fire or ignition risk: call emergency services immediately

Section 7: Mini Scenarios Examples / Decision Trees

Scenario 1: Ice Machine at a Busy Convenience Store
Machine: 12 years old, R404A, frequent leaks
Options: Retrofit? Not recommended. Replace with R290-certified machine
Action: Schedule replacement, confirm PM and vendor coverage, train staff

Scenario 2: Soda Dispenser Showing Inconsistent Carbonation
Machine: 6 years old, R404A
Action: Temporary repair possible, but plan for R290 replacement within 12 months
Tip: Track service logs to justify replacement budget

Section 8: Resources & References

EPA SNAP Program: https://www.epa.gov/snap
Manufacturer R290 Guidelines: Check your equipment brand’s technical documentation
Training for Technicians: Look for hydrocarbon refrigerant certification programs

Next Steps / Action Plan

Assess Inventory: |dentify which machines are R404A and R290

Prioritize Replacements: High-volume, high-risk locations first

Engage Certified Vendors: Ensure PM schedule and rapid response capability

Track Compliance: Maintain logs, follow regulations, and document service

Plan Budget & Energy Savings: Incorporate lifecycle planning, rebates, and operational efficiency
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