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HOME SAFETY - ELECTRICAL 

Homes are full of electrical appliances.  These may be unsafe if not used properly.  This information sheet gives some general advice on electricity and electrical appliances in your home.  

You should not attempt any electrical work unless you are completely confident.  If you are in any doubt, contact an electrician.

ELECTRICAL FIRES

Electrical fires are one of the most common types of household fires.  Follow these simple steps to reduce the risk of fire within your home.

Find out how old your wiring is and get the installation checked at least every 10 years and when you move into a new home. If you rent your home, the electrical installation and appliances provided are the landlord’s responsibility. Ask to see a copy of the certificate or report confirming that the installation meets the UK national standard BS 7671 (Requirements for Electrical Installations) and is safe to use. 
Check your sockets regularly, if you see burn marks or they feel hot, get a registered electrician to check if they need repairing or replacing. 

Turn off any electrical appliances that you are not using, particularly at night, when a fire can spread quickly and cause more damage. 

Check flexible cables to appliances regularly for damage, such as fraying and wear and tear to confirm that you can keep using them. Also check to see that the cable is fastened securely to the plug. You should always carry out these checks before you plug the appliance in. 

Be careful when using hand-held electrical appliances and make sure that you switch them off and unplug them when you have finished using them. This is particularly important with items that get very hot such as hair dryers and curling tongs which, if you leave them on, can easily cause any flammable material that they are in contact with to catch fire. 

Check the current rating of an electrical adaptor before you plug appliances in and always make sure that the total current used by the appliances are not more than the adaptor’s rating. 

GET TO KNOW YOUR HOME

You may have to use steps or a ladder to access your fuse box or light fittings.  Do not stretch or overreach and make sure steps and ladders are safe and stable.  If you are in any doubt about safety, contact an electrician.
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A consumer unit or fusebox is used to control and distribute electricity around our homes.

They usually contain:

A) Mains switch

B) Fuses or Circuit Breakers

C) Residual Current Device

Mains Switch

The mains switch allows you to turn off the electricity supply to your electrical installation. Some electrical installations have more than one mains switch, for example, if your home is heated by electric storage heaters, you may have a separate consumer unit (fuse box) for them. The consumer unit should be easy to get to, so find out where the mains switch is to turn the electricity off in an emergency.

The main unit may contain wire or cartridge fuses, or possibly circuit breakers if it is less than 15 years old.

Fuses

Rewirable fuses have a piece of special fuse wire running between two screws. When a fault or overload current flows through the fuse wire, it will become hot, and melt when the current goes above an acceptable level. The melted fuse breaks the circuit, disconnecting the faulty circuit.

Circuit Breakers

Circuit breakers are automatic protection devices fitted in the consumer unit which switch off a circuit if there is a fault. Circuit breakers are similar in size to fuseholders, but give more precise protection than fuses. When they ‘trip’, you can simply reset the switch. However, you first need to find and correct the fault that caused the trip.  If you are not confident doing this yourself contact an electrician. 
There will be one fuse or circuit breaker for every ‘ring main’ and ‘lighting circuit’ in the house.  The bigger the house the more circuits.  Not all the fuses in the consumer unit may be in use.

If a fuse or circuit breaker trips, which commonly happens when a light bulb goes, you can simply flip the individual switch in the fuse box back in.  However, if you think a circuit breaker or fuse has blown you should turn the fuse box off by using the main OFF switch before you attempt to replace any parts.

If your fuse box contains cartridge or wire fuses, you should keep some spare fuse wires or cartridges.  You can get these from DIY stores.  A cartridge fuse is similar to a fuse in a plug, but usually much bigger.  Fuses will normally be 5amp for lighting circuits, 20/30amp for ring mains and 30/45amp for cookers and showers.  You should always use the correct size of fuse for the job, if you are unsure contact an electrican.  

The fuses/circuit breakers should be labelled with a description of what they are and which part of the house they serve e.g. lights, bedrooms etc.

If your fusebox has a wooden back, cast iron switches, or a haphazard mixture of fuses it is likely that it dates back to the 1960s and will need to be replaced.  You should also get an electrician to check that the wiring is safe.  
‘Ring Mains’ and ‘Lighting Circuits’

‘Ring mains’ connect a number of 13 amp sockets to the fuse box in a loop of cable.  Lighting circuits are similar, but with a thinner cable.

Cooker control units, immersion heaters and showers must have their owner fuse/circuit breaker and be connected to their own cable, not a circuit.  This is because they consume large amounts of power.

The fuses/circuit breakers should be labelled with a description of what they are and which part of the house they serve e.g. lights, bedrooms etc.  If they are not labelled, find out and label them.  This will save you a lot of time if something does go wrong.  This can be done quite easily using this simple guide.

· Lights

· Switch the lights on in every room.

· Switch everything off at the fuse box then take out one of the fuses or switch off a circuit breaker.

· Switch the fuse box back on again and check which lights are off.

· The lights which remain off are controled by the fuse of circuit breaked you removed.

· Sockets
· Repeat the above process by using low power items in each room, such as a radio.

Appliances

Water and electricity make a lethal combination.  It is important that fixed electrical equipment is installed correctly, and that you use appliances in your kitchen with care.

All appliances that plug into a wall socket should have a fuse in the plug.  The fuse should be the lowest possible that allows the appliance to work and should never be more than a 13amp.  If you need to change a fuse, follow the manufacturers instructions.  

If any of your appliances or hanging lights have fabric covered cables this could be a fire hazard.  Fabric covered cables are often very old and should be changed.

Faults

If an appliance stops working, switch it off, unplug it from the wall and try something else in the socket.  If the second appliance works this means the fault is with the original appliance.  You can easily open the plug to check the plug fuse and cable connections, try replacing the fuse and see if it now works.

If the second appliance does not work there may be something wrong with the circuit.  Try a different socket on the same circuit.  If the second socket also does not work then you should check the consumer unit.  If you still cannot solve the problem, call an electrician.

If an appliance shows signs of overheating or you can smell burning, switch it off and unplug it straight away.  The appliance will either need to be repaired or replaced.

Sockets and Extensions

If your sockets are damaged they should be replaced by a professional.  

If you do not have enough sockets in a room ask an electrician to fit more, or to replace single points with a double socket.  Try not to use extension cables as these can present dangers such as being a trip hazard, having a greater capacity to be overloaded (increasing the risk of fire) and cable damage where they are walked over, become tangled or are stored badly.  Multi plug adapters also place stress on the socket contacts because of the angle and weight of the plugs.  Again this can cause electrical overloading.  Where additional connection points are required, a multi-way trailing socket should be used, however take care not to overload the unit.

CARE & REPAIR EAST LOTHIAN

Care & Repair East Lothian operate a Small Repairs Service for over 60 and disabled people over 50.  The service is offered free of charge with customers paying only for any materials required.

Small Repairs Officers can carry out repairs to small electrical appliances as well as carrying out electrical safety checks, checking sockets, circuits and plugs on appliances.

For more information on the Small Repairs Service contact Care & Repair East Lothian on 01620 828445 or visit www.careandrepair.eastlothian.co.uk. 
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