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That which many
people call the

electrical panel (also

known as a load
center) is reallytwo

separate components,
although in residential

configurations they
usually are shipped as

one component.

Electr ical Panel Cabinet
By BRUCE BARKER, ACI

ONCE AGAIN, The'Word invites you to travel

into the dark realm of terms that often are

misused or misunderstood in home inspection

reports. The W'ord hopes you will find this uip

informative and maybe a little entertaining.

The \fordt term today is electrical panel

cabinet. The lVord finds this term interesting

because we tend to pay more attention to wires

and overcurrent protection devices (usually

circuit breakers) inside the cabinet than we

pay to the cabinet itself.

What's in a Name?
That which many people call the electrical
panel (also known as a load center) really is

two separate components, although in residen-

tial con6gurations they usually are shipped as

one component. The interior component is

the panelboard on which the circuit break-

ers are mounted. The exterior component is

the cabinet. Not that this has much practical

importance; however, if you are describing a

deficiency on or near the cabinet, it is more

accurate to refer to the electrical panel cabinet

and not to the electrical panelboard inside.

The Service Equipment
Do we all remember the basic service equip-

ment requirements? This is important because

our Standard ofPractice requires us to inspect

the service equipment and to describe its loca-

tion. The service equipment is where you shut

off all electricity to a building using six or

fewer switches or circuit breakers in a cabinet

or in a group ofseparate cabinets. The service

equipment cabinet(s) should be located out-
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Clearances Around
Electrical Panels

side or, if located inside, they should be as

close as possible to where the service entrance

wires enter the building. This is because there

is no overcurrent protection on the property

for service entrance wires. The service equip-

ment cabinet (and other electrical panel cabi-

nets) should not be located in a bathroom,

clothes closet, storage area or above stairs. The

service equipment circuit breakers or fuses
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within should be readily accessible and not

more than 79 ir-rches above the surrounding

grade or floor when the handle is in the up

posit ion.

Readily accessible?
The service equipment (and electrical panel-

boards) should be readily accessible. Some-

thing is readily accessible if you can reach

it quickly without moving or cl imbing over

objects and without using portable ladders.

Owner belongings that block access to Pan-
elboards prevent ready access. So do mirrors,

art and similar hanging obiects that seem

as though they are used to hide these com-

ponents From inspectors. Obstructions that

prevent ready access are a deficier-rcy, and you

shor.rld report them as sr-rch.

Do locks prevent leady irccess? Strangely

er.rough, they c{o not. This makes sense in

occupancies other than single-Family residen-

tial because one does not want to allow access

to this equipment by unauthorized persons

and because, in theory, access to the key or

combination should be readi ly accessible to

authoriz-ed persons.

In sir-rgle-far-ni ly lesidential occrtpancies,

locked electrical p:rr-rel cabinets can create

access problcms. In The Word's world, wl.rere

most electr icir l  panel cabinets are outside,

people often lock them. When The Word

requests rrcccss, there is frequent firmbling

and mtrmbling as people search, sometirnes

in vain, to f incl thc key. Furnbl ing and mum-

blir-rg, in 
- lhe 

Worcl 's opinion, is not ready

access. So, while people may have good rea-

sons to lock exterior electr ical parrel cabi-

r re ts .  The W,r r t l  r t r l v ises  e l i cnrs  tha t  rhe  key

or combination shott l t l  be rcirdi ly accessible

to al l  occttpants : t t  r t l l  t intes.

Cabinet Access
Speaking of ,rccess. rrh,rt  ebortt  clearances

eround electr icr l  p:urel crrbirtets? We al l  prob-

.rbly remernber tfrat the cle:rr ilrea ir-r Front of

rhese cabinets shoLrlcl  b. '  ,r t  lerrst 36 inches

deep, 30 ir.rches s icle (or the ri'iclth oF the

c,rbinet, wl-ricl-rer.er is ri icle r) end at least 78

inches high. But did vou knou't l-rr i t  this clear-

.urcc sprce also applies to cor-rtponents l ike

.r ir  condit ioner conrlenser t l iscctttnects? The

.: i . . ,rnncct t loes nor I l , tYe thc rcquired access

: : :  i .  krcrrtcd behind the condettser. Other

- . . - : - \n ( ) \ \  n  access  rcqr t i rc l l le l l t s  inc lude:

: r  : : r ing  o thcr  t l t ; rn  c lcc t r i c r r l  comPonents

is allowed directly below the electrical panel

cabinet and within 6 feet directly above the
'cabinet 

or to the f inished cei l ing; and (2)

artificial light is required near electrical panel

cabinets.

Communication Breakdown
It is important that occupants know not only

where the service equipment and other electri-

cal panel cabinets are located, but also what

circuits are protected by the components

within. The service equipment shoLrld be

cleaLly labeled as such using a non-technical

term such as main electrical shut-off. Use of

r-ron-technical terms is not required, but it's

a good idea.

Individual branch circr-rits should be clearly

labeled irs to which specific circuits they pro-

tect. Terms like general lighting irnd recep-

tacles are not suff icient. Labeling oFindividual

cilcuits is a recent requirernent; howeve r, even

ir.r olc{er homes, brancl.r circuit  label ing is a

good safety upgrade to recommencl.

The Bottom Line
The location ofelectrical panel cabinets and

the functions performed by the components

within are important parts of the client edu-

cation aspect of a home inspection. Access

and service clearances are important safery

issues. I f  injury or property damage is pre-

vented based on the education you provide,

you will have perFormed a service far beyond

your inspection fee.

Memo to the electrical gods: The \Word

does not reside or.r Mt. C)lympus ( just at i ts

base) and welcomes other viewpoints. Send

your l ightning bolts or e-mails to inspec-

torbruce@cox.net. The thoughts contained

herein are those oFThe Word. They are not

ASHI  s tandards  or  po l i c ies . I

Bruce Barker, Dream Home Consul-

tants, Peoria, Ariz., has been buildtng

and inspecting homes since 1987. He

is the author of "Everybody's Building

Code" and currently serves as chair of the ASHI

Standards Committee.

10sr
Poner UallGy Ins[GcturG usGls

/4€to.'

F e b f u a i y 2 0 l l  w w w . A S H l R e p o r t e r . o r g1 5

- - , - ' - February  20 ' t  j www.ASHlRepor te r .o rg  2 l


