THE HOMEOWNER:  RESPONSIBILITY FOR YOUR ELECTRICAL INSTALLATION AND APPLIANCES

People stand still for major disasters such as earthquakes, floods, tornado’s and many others, but hardly take note of the smaller disasters such as house fires.  House fires are devastating to the involved people and leave them destitute and mourning over lost loved ones.  

Winter is coming up and the danger of electrical fires skyrockets as we all pull out the heaters, electrical blankets and other alternative heating sources.  The daylight hours get shorter and people in general spend more time indoors.  So the hazard of electrical fires rises.   The intention of this article is not to horrify you with statistics, neither to bore you with tips you already know.  It is to remind you of the danger when users abuse a safe electrical installation.  The abuse is not always intentionally but due to a lack of knowledge and ignoring the danger signs in front of you.    

We service our vehicles and ensure our cars are roadworthy to see to the safety of our families and to avoid large fines from authorities.  This has been put in place to keep vehicles off the road that pose a danger to ourselves and other road users.   Should someone die in a motor vehicle accident and the driver is partly to blame, you can get charged with homicide.  The principle is the same with an electrical installation.  Any person get injured or dies from electricity in your household, direct or indirectly, and it proven that it is due to neglect, you can be charged with homicide or requested to cover very expensive medical bills.  Still consumers do not service electrical appliances and electrical wiring until something goes wrong.  

The Occupational Health and Safety Act requires virtually every installation to have a Certificate of Compliance. This certificate has no expiry date except if any alterations get done to your installation.  The Act also states that this certificate is the homeowner’s responsibility.  The onus rest on you, as homeowner to ensure that electricity in your house does not pose a threat to you, your family or any other person.   This also places the responsibility on you to prevent any hazardous situations that may trigger an electrical incident.  

Safe yourself the money and heartache that accompanies these incidents and “service” your electrical installation, appliances or any other alternative hazardous source on a regular basis.  

Appliances:
The definition of an appliance according to the SANS 10142 Wiring Code:

“machine, tool, device or instrument that is operated by electricity for the purpose of doing work, or for providing heat, light or motion, or in which electrical energy is modified into another form of energy.”

We can differentiate between 2 different classes of appliances.

Class 1 appliance:  According to the Wiring Code.

“An appliance that has at least basic insulation throughout, and that is provided with an earthing terminal or earthing contact and is designed for connection by means of a three-core flexible cord.”

This will be e.g. kettles, heaters, toasters, washing machines and tumble dryers.  These appliances must have an earth protection due to certain types with metal casing. 

Class 2 appliances:  According to the Wiring Code.

“Appliance that has double isolation or reinforced insulation throughout”

This glass appliance comes normally with a two-pin plug.    

We can differentiate between appliances that require different level qualified electricians, such as an ordinary electrician, single phase tester and installation electrician.  

Fixed Appliances:

This appliance is fastened or secured at a specific location e.g. geysers and stoves.  For a new stove installation an accredited electrician needs to perform the work and provide you with a certificate of compliance.  Should it be a repair on the stove, only a trained electrician is needed.   An accredited electrician is registered with the Electrical Contracting Board and must have a wireman’s license.  A qualified electrician is somebody that completed his or her trade test as an electrician but does not have a wireman’s license. 

As soon as the bonding of your geyser gets removed, an accredited electrician is required to do the reconnection and should also supply you with a certificate of compliance after the work has been performed.  A plumber can perform general maintenance e.g. replacing a valve.

Stationary Appliances:

Appliances normally not moved e.g. large deep freezers and certain types of air-conditioners.  An accredited electrician should service these appliances.  

Portable appliance:
Appliance that can easily be moved while in use e.g. toasters, kettles and irons.  An accredited electrician is not needed for maintenance on these appliances.

Following are some less common facts about prevention of hazardous situations:

· Ensure your household appliance bears a label of a testing laboratory.  This should indicate that it meets the basic safety standards.

· Avoid using several high-amperage appliances (such as irons or heat producing appliances) on the same circuit

· Dust, spider webs etc are an invitation for a fire to start in an electrical system.  Practice thorough housekeeping.

· Dimmed lights, reduced output from heaters and poor television pictures can be symptoms of an overloaded circuit.

· Avoid plugging 2 appliances in the same outlet or circuit if together they exceed 1000 Watts.  Examples of such appliances are refrigerators, air conditioners, hot plates, irons, microwave ovens, dishwashers etc.  Wattage requirements are also available in Appliance manufacturer’s instruction manuals.

· Clean your tumble dryer thoroughly as a blocked or dirty lint filter can catch fire or set fire to clothes inside the drum.

· Be cautious when drilling holes or driving nails into walls.  If you hit or damage electrical wires a fire hazard can be created.

· Your swimming pool motor is part of your Electrical Installation and should be on your home’s Certificate of Compliance.

· Appliances where the cord get twisted and move a lot, e.g. an iron, can create wear and tear.  Keep a look out for damaged cords.

· Most important, never attempt to put water on an electrical fire as water conducts electricity and can cause the fire to get larger.  Use a CO2 fire extinguisher.  Every house should have one.

· Always use an accredited electrical contractor to work on your electrical installation. 

 Associations such as the ECA(SA) encourage and train electrical contractors to perform safe installations in terms of safety legislation and guidelines and takes disciplinary action against non complying members.  By supplying the electrical industry with professional, qualified electricians, the ECA(SA) attempt to protect the public against faulty installations but the responsibility for the upkeep of your installation ultimately lays with the homeowner.  For any further information contact the ECA(SA) National Office at 011 392 0000.
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