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Readers of this column may or may not know that I am a con-
sulting electrical engineer. This means that I have a degree in 
electrical engineering and I’m registered with the Engineering 

Council of South Africa as a professional engineer.
It so happens that, in South Africa, anybody – your local refuse 

collector, a nurse, a parking attendant – can call themselves an 
‘engineer’. But no one can call themselves a ‘professional engineer’ 
unless they are registered with the Engineering Council. Things are 
a bit grey as to who can call themselves a ‘consulting engineer’… 

Electricians are much more regulated than engineers. In the 
electrical business, electricians who work on commercial buildings 

and, in fact, on any electrical installation, have to be registered either 
as registered installation electricians or as master electricians. The 
latter are usually found in refineries. 

It is a requirement of the Occupational Health and Safety Act 
that work on an electrical installation must be supervised by a 
registered installation electrician who must provide a Certificate 
of Compliance when the work is completed. This does not mean 
that the registered installation electrician has to be on site all the 
time – if there are a lot of labourers chasing walls, there’s no need 
for the installation electrician to watch them do it. However, the 
registered installation electrician should at least exercise control 

over the work – although this doesn’t always happen. 
Recently, I was phoned by a builder’s foreman who said I had to 

go to site because they “couldn’t understand the drawings”. When I 
arrived at the site, I found that there was no registered installation 
electrician there but merely one of his staff, who did not have the 
ability to understand our drawing. 

In fact, he had misunderstood it to the extent that he had 
installed three socket outlets in the wrong position. I told him: 
“Sorry, but these should go on that wall”. The builder’s foreman 
said that couldn’t be done as the wall had already been painted so I 
told him that he would have to install the socket outlets in the right 

place and repaint the wall. 
I was a bit upset that I had to go to site and 

deal with somebody who wasn’t a registered 
installation electrician and that the registered 
person clearly wasn’t giving his workman the 
right instructions. That same day, I received 
a phone call from the architect. She said, “I 
understand you want the builder to repaint the 
wall.” I replied that I wanted the electrician to 
put the socket outlets in the right place and then 
repaint that part of the wall. “Oh,” she said, “That 
will cause the builder to claim a delay.” 

I explained that as it was his subcontractor, 
he could claim whatever he wanted to and she 
could just refuse his claim. “Tell them to work 
overtime,” I said. 

The following day, I received another phone call, 
this time from the builder’s foreman, who asked 
me to come to site and speak to the registered 
installation electrician. I asked: “What about?” 

“Oh,” he said, “the socket outlets. He has a 
proposal that implies we won’t have to paint 
the wall.” Then the architect phoned to say that 
she was going to meet me on site to discuss an 
alternative proposal for the socket outlets that 
were in the wrong place. 

So, I went to site and told the registered 
installation electrician, in effect, to put the socket 
outlets wherever the architect wanted them.

This was a costly waste of time and all 
because the registered installation electrician 
was trying to supervise four sites all at the same 
time and was doing a bad job of it. Also, the 
registered installation electrician took a chance 
– when there is poor site supervision, there is no 
assurance that the electrical contracting staff 
are working safely. 

What I’ve described is by no means 
uncommon and I urge anyone who is a registered 
installation electrician to look carefully at the 
way they work. The way the Law of Delict works 
is that the person who is responsible for anyone 
who is injured can be sued – and sued for a 
great deal of money. 

You may have insurance but do not think 
that an insurer will pay a claim if you have been 
neglectful. 

Think about it.
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