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LEGAL MATTERS THAT MATTER … A LOT!

In this month’s column, I am going to try to get 
electrical contractors to grasp some of the le-
gal issues that could arise from working on site 

– with three stories, which serve as examples of 
what could go wrong. 

Hot work 
In the first case, a consulting engineer (that’s me) 
specified that the roof of a particular building 
should be constructed in three layers: the layer 
immediately beneath the roof sheeting was to 
be board, which was not flammable; below that, 

there was to be a layer of spun fibreglass sheet-
ing; and below that, another fireproof board. 

As it turned out, the roof was built without 
the fire-resistant boards and, instead, shutter 
plywood was used. During construction, the roof 
caught alight and was completely burnt out. The 
contractor had to replace the roof and, later, I 
was very surprised to learn that I had been 
named as being responsible – along with the 
rest of the professional team – for the design, 
which had resulted in the roof being destroyed 
by fire. 

A fire engineer and a quantity surveyor were 
also on the project and we were all sued, de-
spite the fact that my specifications had been 
ignored during construction.  At the end of the 
day, it was shown that the contractor had al-
lowed a subcontractor to work with an open 
flame without a hot work permit and the mat-
ter should have been dropped. But it hasn’t 
been and, although it does seem that I’m no 
longer being sued, I continue to get reports of 
legal processes, which indicate that there is 
still a claim of some sort. 

Drum roll
The second story involves a man who, early one 
morning, was found in a warehouse in which an 
electrical contractor had stored full cable drums. 
The man was trapped underneath one of the 
cable drums with a badly injured leg. The man 
subsequently sued the owners of the warehouse, 
the electrical contractor and the suppliers of the 
cable drum. He claimed that he had broken into 
the warehouse because he was freezing outside 
and he wanted a warm place to sleep. In the 
dark, he had walked into a cable drum, he said, 
and it had rolled onto his leg. 

Stripped pieces of copper wire were discov-
ered near the cable drum where the man had 
been found. Despite the fact that he had obvi-
ously been stealing copper, the judgement went 
against the respondents and they had to pay out 
on the basis that (a) the electrical contractor had 
not adequately secured the drums, and (b) there 
was no notice or sign to inform anybody about 
the inherent dangers of moving cable drums.

Seeing the light 
During the revamp of a church, an electrical 
contractor had to rewire and re-lamp a whole lot 
of lamp fittings, which hung from various stone 
beams in the vestibule. The new fittings were 
heavier than the old fittings and the contractor 
was concerned that one of the lamp fittings, fas-
tened to a beam, could pull out and potentially 
fall onto a person below. 

The builder assured the electrical contractor 
that this could not happen because the fixture 
was attached to the beam using high-strength 
structural glue. He demonstrated this by hanging 
a sack of cement from the fixing point. The elec-
trical contractor nevertheless asked the struc-
tural engineer to review the matter and paid a 
fee for this service. The structural engineer found 
no problem with the fixing. 

Some 10 years later the fixture pulled out of 
the beam and fell to the ground below – fortu-
nately not injuring anyone. However, the church, 
the builder, the electrical engineer, the electri-
cal contractor, structural engineer and architect 
were all sued by a member of the public, who 
claimed to have suffered anguish when the light 
fitting fell. 

The structural engineer investigated the mat-
ter and found that the failure had been due to 
the ageing of the beam and thus the claim was 
dismissed. 

Safety first – always 
What do we learn from all this? Simply put: per-
sonal safety and the safety of all your work when 
on site is extremely important. Equally important 
is to remember that lawyers make money out of 
one party claiming from another. No matter how 
much time elapses or how unlikely the claim, 
they will claim if they can. And they will claim 
from you. 

Bear this in mind. Always ensure that you have 
written records as to who is responsible for any-
thing, including that which isn’t specifically elec-
trical work. Always.
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