
 I thought it was dead, 

NOW I AM
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How many electricians have fallen with this possibly being their last words? 
After the fact, we often hear that the electrician was always safe and performed 
his job by the book. However, accidents like this that claim the lives of  
electricians occur every day. What are some of the common mistakes made 
and what are some methods that can be applied to help prevent these? 
Mislabeling, tracing out wrong conductors, not properly verifying the circuit is 
in an electrically safe working condition, and being unaware of back up or 
emergency circuits and connections have all contributed to these incidents 
and fatalities. Perhaps it is time to change the culture of electricians and teach  
them to consider all possibilities when working on and around existing 
equipment, and understand the common mistakes that can be life-ending.
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We know that many electricians have consciously 
chosen to work on circuits that were energized without 
applying the principles found in NFPA 70E, The Standard 
for Electrical Safety in the Workplace. Many of them 
have been injured or killed as a result. The common 
theme here is that the electrician thought nothing 
would ever happen to him because he was trained 
and therefore “qualified” to work on energized circuits. 
In turn, these workers were not properly qualified to 
perform those tasks because they did not account for 
the infinite possibilities that could go wrong. Today, most 
electrical contractors have adopted policies prohibiting 
work on energized equipment except for testing and  
troubleshooting by a qualified person wearing 
appropriate PPE, or in situations that are deemed a  
greater hazard as defined by OSHA regulations. 
Adhering to those policies would save many electricians 
from the ultimate sacrifice — their own life.

A trend the industry is now seeing is the incidents that 
occur when the workers thought they had properly  
prepared for the tasks at hand but unknown or unforeseen  
conditions or events resulted in tragedy. In some of these 
situations, the electrician did not perform the verification 
process adequately and removed personal protective 
equipment based on his or her own experience and 
observations. Verifying the proper operation of the test 
meter, for instance, could have prevented some of these 
outcomes. Visual confirmation of disconnect blades in 
an open position in a properly locked and tagged-out 
disconnect can also help prevent incidents like these 
from occurring. One situation found that a circuit breaker 
contact had not opened on one phase, with voltage still 
going to the starter in the controller. In this situation, 
the electrician could have received a fatal shock when 
disconnecting the wiring from the starter if he had taken 
for granted that the conductors were de-energized.

Up-to-date as-built drawings and wiring diagrams are 
essential in all electrical installations. When changes 

occur to the system or circuits, and those changes are 
not documented, it becomes a question of when and 
not just if an incident will occur. Anytime raceways are 
concealed, workers cannot be totally sure of conduit 
runs containing electrical wiring. Many conductor 
sizes and insulations are the same in adjacent runs, 
so additional measures should be employed in the 
verification process. This is never more important than
when working on or around shielded medium-voltage 
cable, a cable that a tick-tracer or other induction tester 
cannot sense properly.

In today’s workplace, there are data centers and other 
installations that have redundant and backup systems 
to prevent loss of information or prevent production 
downtime. Hospitals, for instance, have life safety 
systems that are critical in patient care and operations. 
The qualified person should be aware of all systems and 
operations to ensure all sources of power and energy 
are isolated before beginning any work. This alone could 
help save many from unintentional or normal operations 
that re-energize circuits and inadvertently claim the lives 
of electricians.

Before any airplane takes off, the pilots review all the 
known possibilities and conditions that could affect 
the flight. How many electricians really consider 
what all could happen when they are beginning their 
work? Taking time to review and prepare for these 
possibilities could prevent many incidents and fatalities 
from ever happening. When these incidents occur, it 
affects everyone — from the family of the injured or 
deceased, to coworkers, employers and owners of the 
facilities where the work is being performed. If not for 
themselves, perhaps electricians and qualified persons 
should consider all these possibilities to ensure their 
safety and their return home each night.

“I thought it was dead, now I am” Article Continued

www.westex.com       2    

This article was originally featured in Flame Resistant Insights, Volume 06, January 2016, Web: http://www.westex.com/ezine/january-2016/


