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Electricity can be friendly, 
but don’t take it for granted...

ELECTRICAL SAFETY

Electricity can be friendly, 
but don’t take it for granted...
Here is an electrical accident that might have been prevented.

(continued on back)

Plugged-in Hair Dryer 
An electrical short caused by a plugged-in hair dryer sparked a fire in a home
at about 10:30 p.m., leaving about $20,000 in damage. The firefighters were
called to the white, three-bedroom home at about 10:20 p.m. No one was
injured. Evidently, a hair dryer, which was lying on the toilet tank, shorted out,
catching napkins or a box of tissues on fire. The fire then spread to the walls,
the fire chief said. 

A 17 -year-old boy and his friend noticed the fire when they were driving
home from a gas station, only a few blocks away from his house. “We were driv-

ing back and my friend said that I left the bathroom light on,” the 
17-year-old boy said. “I said ‘that’s no light, that’s a fire!”’ The two tried to go
into the house but were forced back outside by the smoke and heat. They called
the fire department from a neighbor’s house. 

Preventative Action:
Check all electrical outlets, switches, circuit breakers, fuses, ground fault cir-
cuit interrupters (GFCI), and other devices on a regular basis and make timely
repairs when faults are found. 

Ground Fault
Circuit Interrupter
(GFCI) –Safety at
Bargain Price 

The addition of ground wires
(the green or bare wire found in
today’s circuits) in household elec-
trical wiring was a big step in elec-
trical safety instituted by the
National Electrical Code (NEC)
around 1960. While the ground
wire brought a new level of safety
to our homes, shocks were still
very common in the damp or wet
areas of our homes–the kitchens,
bathrooms, basements, and yards.
Part of the problem was the
increased availability and use of
plug-in devices such as hair dryers,
power tools, and coffee makers
that are commonly used around
sinks, in bathrooms, in basements
or in the garage. 

Moisture is a Problem
Water or moisture in the soil, con-
crete or on wet floors make both
surfaces good electrical con-duc-
tors and good grounds. It is under
these conditions that a
person’s body could easily become
the perfect ground path for an
electrical leak from a frayed cord
or faulty tool or appliance. Even
worse, metal faucets and drains are
also excellent grounds, because the
water supply lines and sewers that
they connect with are usually

FRAYED WIRE
IN WATER

Ground Fault Circuit Interrupter (continued from front)

underground. Shutting off a faucet
with one hand while holding a faulty
hair dryer with the other could 
be fatal. 

What Protection do we have?
Fuses and circuit breakers protect the
wires in your house from overheating,
melting the insulation, and causing a
fire. They do not protect you!
Fortunately, a special type of circuit
breaker called a ground fault circuit
interrupter (or GFCI for short) was
invented about 25 years ago. 

What does the GFCI do?
GFCIs provide protection against
electric shock resulting from ground
faults or contact with electrically
charged or live parts by a grounded
person. Ground faults occur when the
electrical current in a product strays
outside of the path where it should
flow. In other words, normally the cur-
rent passing through the hot and neu-
tral wired to a product are equal,
although they travel in opposite direc-
tions. GFCIs function very simply -
they constantly monitor the electricity

you might feel a light shock. If the
circuit were unprotected the shock
may be violent enough to kill you. 

Check Your GFCIs Often
To make sure that the GFCIs are
working, manufacturers added the
“test” and “reset” buttons that you see
on them. Pushing the test button cre-
ates a small electrical fault, which the
GFCI should sense and immediately
react to by shutting off the circuit.
You should test your GFCIs every
week and replace them immediately if
they are not 
working properly. 

flowing into a circuit or product to
detect an unbalanced current condi-
tion. If the electricity flowing
through the circuit differs by a slight
amount from that returning, the
GFCI will quickly shut off the cur-
rent flowing through that circuit.
The imbalance could be caused by a
person completing the path to
ground from a faulty device. 

An Unprotected Shock Can Kill!
In a GFCI protected circuit if you
happened to cause the imbalance by
touching a frayed wire or by holding
a damaged electric tool, for example,
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