
U.S. CONSUMER PRODUCT SAFETY COMMISSION 

WASHINGTON. D. C. 20207 

Record of Commission Action 
December 8, 1982 

In the Matter of: ~elianceElectric Company/Federal Pacific Electric Company 
(~eliance/FP~) Circuit Breakers (Restricted OS #3487) 

Commissioners Present and Voting: Chairman Nancy Harvey Steorts 
Commissioner Stuart M. Statler 
Commissioner Sam Zagoria 

Decision: Meeting in closed session on December 8, 1982, the Commission 
considered the disposition of the Section 15, CPSA, case con- 
cerning the ~ e l i a n c e / F ~ ~  circuit breakers. The Commission had 
discussed this matter at its meeting of September 22, 1982, and . T  

voted subsequently by ballot as to whether to authorize staff to 
develop evidence necessary to support the issuance of a complaint 
or to close the file. The result of the ballot vote did not 
resolve the issue: Commissioner Edith Sloan voted to develop 
evidence to support issuance of a complaint; Commissioners Statler 
and Zagoria voted to close the matter; Chairman Steorts did not 
vote. Therefore, this meeting was scheduled. 

Following discussion, the Commission voted 3-0 to close the 
Section 15 case and instructed the staff to draft a CPSC press 
release concerning this matter to be sent to Reliance pursuant 
to Section 6(b), CPSA, prior to its release. Commissioner Sloan 
was not present,;~but informed the Office of the Secretary that 
her prior vote by ballot stands; therefore, the vote to close 
the case is 3-1. 

The decision in this matter will be made public information upon 
approval and issuance of a press release." 

For the Commission: 

U s L  I 

Sadye E .r~unn 
Secretary 

* A Press Release was issued March 3, 1983, copy attached; Decision read 
into the record and incorporated in Minutes of March 9, 1983. 



COMMISSION CLOSES. INVESTIGATION OF 
FPE CIRCUIT BREAKERS AND PROVIDES 
SAFETY INFORMATION FOR CONSUMERS 

WASHINGTON, D.C. -- The Consumer Product  Sa f e ty  Commission 

announced today t h a t  i t  i s  c l o s i n g  i t s  two y e a r  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  i n t o  

Federa l  P a c i f i c  E l e c t r i c  Stab-lok type  r e s i d e n t i a l  c i r c u i t  breakers .  

This  a c t i o n  was t aken  because t h e  d a t a  c u r r e n t l y  a v a i l a b l e  t o  t h e  

Commission does no t  e s t a b l i s h  t h a t  t h e  c i r c u i t  b reakers  p r e sen t  a 

s e r i o u s  r i s k  of i n j u r y  t o  consumers. 

The Commission i n v e s t i g a t i o n  i n t o  Federa l  P a c i f i c  ~ l e c t r i c  (FPE) 

c i r c u i t  b reakers  began i n  June,  1980, when Rel iance  E l e c t r i c  Co., a 

subs id i a ry  of Exxon Corpora t ion  and t h e  p a r e n t  t o  FPE, repor ted  t o  

t h e  t h e  Commission' that  many FPE c i r c u i t  b r eake r s  d id  no t  f u l l y  comply 

wi th  Underwriters Labo ra to r i e s ,  Inc.  (UL) requirements .  Commission 

t e s t i n g  confirmed t h a t  t h e s e  breakers  f a i l  c e r t a i n  UL c a l i b r a t i o n  

t e s t  requirements .  The Commission i n v e s t i g a t i o n  focused p r ima r i l y  

on 2 po le  r e s i d e n t i a l  c i r c u i t  b reakers  manufactured be fo r e  Reliance 

acquired FPE i n  1 9 7 9 .  

- - 
TO meet UL s t anda rds ,  r e s i d e n t i a l  c i r c u i t  b r eake r s  must pass  

- -- - - - - - - 
a number o f  so -ca l l ed  " c a l i b r a t i o n  t e s t s . "  The purpose of  t he se  

t e s t s  i s  t o  determine whether t h e  c i r c u i t  b reakers  w i l l  hold  t h e  
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c u r r e n t  f o r  which they  a r e  r a t e d  and a l s o  au tomat ica l ly  open o r  

" t r i p "  ( s h u t  o f f  t h e  c u r r e n t )  w i th in  s p e c i f i e d  t ime limits i f  

over-loading of t h e  c i r c u i t  causes c u r r e n t  l e v e l s  i n  excess of t h e  

b reake r ' s  amperage r a t i n g .  (Overloading can occur  because a 

consumer plugs too  many products  i n t o  a c i r c u i t  o r  due t o  t h e  f a i l u r e  

of a product o r  component connected t o  t h a t  c i r c u i t ) .  While t h e  

 omk kiss ion is. concerned about t h e  f a i l u r e  of t hese  FPE breakers  t o  

meet UL c a l i b r a t i o n  requirements ,  t h e  Commission i s  unable a t  t h i s  

time t o  l i n k  t h e s e  f a i l u r e s  t o  t h e  development of a hazardous s i t u a t i o n .  

According t o  Rel iance,  f a i l u r e s  of t hese  FPE breakers  t o  

comply wi th  c e r t a i n  UL c a l i b r a t i o n  requirements do n o t  c r e a t e  a 

hazard i n  t h e  household environment. I t  i s  Rel iance 's  p o s i t i o n  

t h a t  FPE breakers  w i l l  t r i p  r e l i a b l y  a t  most over load l e v e l s  unless  

t h e  breakers  have been operated i n  a r e p e t i t i v e ,  abusive manner 

t h a t  should no t  occur  dur ing  r e s i d e n t i a l  use. Reliance maintains 

t h a t ,  a t  those few overload l e v e l s  where FPE breakers  may f a i l  t o  

t r i p  under r e a l i s t i c  u se  condi t ions ,  c u r r e n t s  w i l l  be too  low t o  

generate  hazardous t empera twes  i n  household wir ing.  ~ e l i a n c e  

be l i eves  i t s  p o s i t i o n  i n  t h i s  regard i s  supported by t e s t  da t a  t h a t  
. . 

it provided t o  t h e  Commission. 

The Commission s t a f f  be l i eves  that it c u r r e n t l y  has  i n s u f f i c i e n t  

d a t a  t o  accept  o r  r e f u t e  Reliance ''s p o s i t i o n .  
- - 

- . -  . . . - - - - -..A - .. . 
.The Commission s t a f f  es t imates  t h a t  it would c o s t  ' severa l  

m i l l i o n  d o l l a r s  t o  ga the r  t h e  d a t a  necessary t o  a s ses s  f u l l y  whether 

those c i r c u i t  b reakers  which are i n s t a l l e d  i n  homes b u t  which may 
, 

f a i l  UL c a l i b r a t i o n  tests p resen t  a r i s k  t o  t h e  publ ic .  Based on 



t h e  Commission's l i m i t e d  budget  ($34 m i l l i o n  f o r  f i s c a l  year  1 9 8 3 ) ,  

t h e  known hazards  t h e  Commission has i d e n t i f i e d  and mus t , add re s s  

( involving products  of o t h e r  manufacturers)  and t h e  unce r t a in ty  of 
- 

t h e  r e s u l t s  of such a c o s t l y  i n v e s t i g a t i o n ,  the.Commission has 

decided no t  t o  commit f u r t h e r  resources  t o  i t s  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  of 

FPE1s c i r c u i t  br 'eakers.  However, d e s p i t e  i t s  d e c i s i o n  t o  c l o s e  

t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  i n v e s t i g a t i o n ,  t h e  Commission w i l l  con t inue  i t s  

i n v e s t i g a t i o n  of c i r c u i t  b reakers  genera l ly .  The C o m i s s i o n  can 
. . 

reopen i t s  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  of FPE c i r c u i t  b reakers  i f  f u r t h e r  information 

warrants .  

The Commission adv ises  consumers t o  t a k e . c e r t a i n  s a f e t y  

p recau t ions  wi th  a l l  c i r c u i t '  b reakers  and fu se s .  Consumers should : 

-Know your e l e c t r i c a l  c i r c u i t .  Know which o u t l e t s  arih products  

a r e  connected t o  each c i r c u i t .  

-Never overload any e l e c t r i c a l  c i r c u i t  by connect ing t oo  

many products  t o  t h e  c i r c u i t .  Be p a r t i c u l a r l y  c a r e f u l  n o t  

t o  connect  s e v e r a l  products  t h a t  demand high c u r r e n t  (such 

a s  h e a t i n g  app l iances )  t o  a low amperage c i r c u i t .  

-Comply with l o c a l  bu i l d ing  codes i n  wi r ing  or adding e l e c t r i c a l  

c i r c u i t s .  Make s u r e  t h e  wiring and devices  used i n  t h e  

c i r c u i t  a r e  connected t o  a c i r c u i t  breaker  o r  f u s e  of t h e  

proper s i z e .  

-Immediately d i sconnec t  any e l e c t . r i c a 1  product  i f  problems develop. 
- -- - - 

Have t h e  product  examined bF a competent r e p a i r  person. 

- Inves t i ga t e  t o  determine why a fuse  blows o r  c i r c u i t  breaker  

t r i p s .  Do n o t  simply r ep l ace  t h e  fu se  o r  r e s e t  t h e  breaker .  

~f a f u se  blows o r  b reaker  t r i p s ,  it i s  o f t e n  a warning t h a t  



the  c i r c u i t  i s  overloaded. ~ h e c k . t h e  c i r c u i t  f o r  causes of 

. overloading ( f o r  example, too many appliances plugged i n ,  a 

malfunctioning product, a sho r t  c i r c u i t )  . When i n  doubt, 
.-. 

consult  a l i censed  electr i 'c ian.  

Consumers who have questions conce rn ing . c i r cu i t  breakers ,  o r  

who wish t o  r epo r t  information r e l a t i n g  t o  t h e i r  s a f e ty ,  may c a l l  

t he  U.S.  Consumer Product Safe ty  Commission's t o l l - f r e e  sa fe ty  

ho t l i ne  a t  800-638-CPSC, t e le typewr i te r  f o r  t h e  hear ing  impaired 

a t  800-638-8270 (Maryland only 800-492-8104). 


