Electricity – Extension Cords

Extension cords are the lifeline to all operations on a construction site.  They allow us to connect our tools to the power source at almost anywhere on the jobsite.  Extension cords, although appear simple, can easily harm you if you are not careful.    
Management Directive
Discuss types, care, insulation, and repairs of extension cords.  

Extension Cord Types
Construction work is more demanding and rougher than home or office work.  Because of this extension cords must be more durable and constructed stronger.  Before connecting your tools check to see if the cord you are using is OSHA compliant.  The cord must be printed with one of the following markings: SJ, SJO, SJT, SJTO, S, SO, ST, STO, or W.   The identification is usually found on the plug or tag which is attached near the plug.  These types are considered hard or extra hard duty cords.  They are both the 3-wire type providing sufficient grounding.  

Construction grade extension cords cannot be the flat type, they must be rounded and maintain the outer sheath insulation.  

Check your cords often to make sure the third prong is still attached.  Many times on construction sites the third prong, the grounding prong, is removed for two-prong outlet convenience.  The third prong must remain attached.

If the receptacle you are trying to use does not accept the type of cord you are using, do not modify the cord or receptacle, go get an adapter to make the correct connection

Insulation

You should check your equipment before each use; this also includes extension cords and power supplies.  Look for breaks in insulation, specifically on extension cords with broken or exposed wires.  Any damaged cords or tools should be repaired, if possible, or discarded from the jobsite to reduce electrical risk.  The outer sheath can be damaged if no strain relief is given or if the cord is exposed to high traffic, rough ground, or sharp edges.

Repairing Cords

Many violations are written because of insufficient repairs to extension cords.  Electrical tape doctoring is the most common, and this does not meet the requirements for safe extension cord use.  Tape only hides the problem; it does not protect the wires like the outer sheath does.  First, only 12 gauge or larger extension cords can be repaired.  Secondly, the cord needs to be repaired to the condition it was prior to the damage.  Typically, by the time you buy a repair kit and do it appropriately, it would be easier, more cost effective, and safer to purchase a new cord and start new.

If you care for your cords like you do for your power tools, they will last a long time and provide you a safe, grounded power source.  

Safety Review Quiz
1. Where can you see if your extension cord is hard duty?

2. Why shouldn’t you remove the third prong?
3. How often should you check the condition of the extension cord?
4. What are you doing to protect your extension cord?

5. What should you do with an extension cord that is damaged?
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