
WHAT HOMEOWNERS NEED TO KNOW ABOUT ELECTRICITY

STAY OUT OF HIDDEN TRAPS

Homeowners are at risk of having their in-
surance claims rejected if it is found that 
they are not in possession of a valid Elec-

trical Certificate of Compliance (CoC) for their 
property. This is according to Marike van Niekerk, 
Legal and Compliance Manager at MUA Insur-
ance Acceptances, who says that insurers expect 
their policyholders to prove that they have taken 
reasonable measures to manage the risks associ-
ated with their insured assets. “Legislation requires 
a homeowner to be in possession of an ECOC as 
proof that the home’s electrical installation is safe. 
Insurers expect the same.” 

In the event of an electrical fire in one’s home, 

insurers may request proof that the home’s 
electrical connections had been inspected and 
certified by a qualified electrician. “The most 
important thing to remember,” says van Niekerk, 
“is that a CoC does not last indefinitely. In terms 
of the Occupational Health and Safety Act (OHSA) 
anyone selling a home is required to present a 
CoC (that is no older than two years) before the 
property can be transferred to a new buyer. If any 
changes have been made to the home’s electrical 
connections since the last CoC was issued, the 
seller will have to apply for a new certificate before 
the transfer”.

Van Niekerk warns that new homeowners also 

need to make sure the CoC is valid when they 
buy their home. “An insurer may decide not pay 
a fire claim (for example) due to faulty electrical 
installations if the current homeowner did not 
conduct due diligence and ensure that his or her 
ECOC was valid. It has happened that sellers 
provide certificates that are invalid due to electrical 
upgrades or, in worst cases, certificates that are 
fraudulent.”

Van Niekerk adds that homeowners should 
ensure their electrical risks are proactively managed. 
“Being able to prove that the owner of a property 
did everything reasonable to manage the risks that 
regular wear and tear pose to a home’s wiring, can 

help a claim.  It is also good maintenance practice 
to have one’s property re-inspected by a qualified 
professional at least every two years.”

To prevent any possible claims rejections, Van 
Niekerk advises homeowners to get registered 
installers to perform maintenance on all installed 
electrical appliances, such as ovens, as well. 
“There are major implications to not adhering to 
all the regulations pertaining to a home’s electrical 
connections, and homeowners place themselves in 
peril –financially and physically – if they do not take 
this responsibility seriously,” concludes Van Niekerk. 
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For years, while I was still married, my wife and I would be invited, 
once a year, to the house of any one of a number of couples for 
‘Christmas drinks’. On arrival we would be offered some warm 

wine out of a box and we’d stand around and chew horrible snacks and 
I would wonder why we had been invited. All would become clear when 
the host, theatrically striking his forehead, would say: “Wait! You’re an 
electrical engineer, aren’t you?” “Yes,” I would say, “I am.” “Oh! Great!” 
he’d say, “Our Christmas lights don’t work! Can you fix them?” 

For a year or two I fell for this story and then a partner at the 
consulting practice where I worked forbade me to do it. Yes, forbade. 
In fact, what he said was, I could do whatever electrical work I wanted 
for myself or my family, but nobody else. I thought this a bit much but 
he insisted. He explained that, no matter how kind my actions seemed, 
no matter what my intentions, if, after whatever work I did, somebody 
was injured or killed, I (and he) would be sued by the family. I thought it 
ridiculous at the time, but not anymore. I have now met quite a number 
of attorneys and my experience has been that they will ignore what 

could be regarded as a simple explanation, and go straight for the 
money. In the case of the Christmas tree lights, if they subsequently 
shorted out and gave someone a shock through no fault of mine, I 
would soon face a letter demanding vast sums for pain and suffering, 
with the only compensation being that I would now be denied a glass of 
warm wine by my new best ex-friend and his wife at Christmas.

I am wiser now. I’d take it further: never do any work that does not come 
through your employer or your business. If you are a registered electrician, 
there are insurances which will cover you. If not, you are on your own.

There are other, less serious reasons, for not doing electrical work for 
which you are not paid. Does this scenario sound familiar? You are at 
the house of your friend or neighbour. They tell you that, funny, the earth 
leakage protection keeps tripping whenever the wife makes pancakes on 
a Sunday night. So you have a look and you can see that the socket outlet 
she uses for the electric frying pan is wired to the lighting circuit. So you say, 
“Hey, there’s your problem,” and you tell them to get an electrician to sort it 
out. A few weeks later you meet them again and they look a bit unhappy. 

After a while they tell you, “There was so much wrong, the electrician had 
to rewire the whole house,” implying this is your fault. You want to tell them 
they’ve been ripped off but, after that, things are not the same. 

How should this have been handled? Get your friend who is an 
electrician to investigate and report. And give advice to the electrician. 
Explain to your friend/neighbour what the problem is and why it 
has occurred. Does this sound like a lot of work? It is. You shouldn’t 
have got involved in the first place. You should have said, “I work 
on a diametric calibration of hopper drives. I know nothing about 
household wiring ...”

Further, and more commonly: You are at the house of your friend or 
neighbour. You smell an ‘electrical burn smell’. You find that the socket 
outlet of the fridge is misconnected. You fix it. You can’t not fix it since it’s 
dangerous, so you do. All good? No. From then on, every time you go to 
their house, they will (normally the lady of the house) say, “Isn’t It funny? 
Ever since you fixed the plug of the fridge, the TV doesn’t work properly.” 

You can see that you can’t win. Don’t even try.  
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