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Editor’s note:  PASS ON EACH ISSUE OF THIS NEWSLETTER TO EVERYONE WITH  
SAFETY RESPONSIBILITIES AT YOUR COMPANY. 

 
Electrical Safety When Installing/Maintaining Irrigation Systems 

 

Key Points 
 Electrocution is the fifth leading cause of occupational fatalities in the United States, according to the 

Bureau of Labor Statistics’ Census of Fatal Occupational Injuries, and the landscaping and horticultural 
services industry is among the groups with the highest fatality rates.  

 While many deaths result from contact with underground or overhead electrical lines, injuries and fatalities 
also stem from other electricity-related hazards. Installing and maintaining the electrical components of 
irrigation systems is one common task in our industry that carries risks. 

 Under federal OSHA, as well as most state/local occupational safety regulations, a licensed electrician is 
required to wire an irrigation system directly into a structure’s electrical system. However, a large 
percentage of irrigation system controllers and pumps are hard-wired into structures by landscaping 
company employees.  

 While low-voltage (less than 30 volts) electrical work typically can be performed by those who are not 
electricians, this work can be just as dangerous, depending on the amperage involved, so crew members 
should not let down their guard. (If an electrical system is equated to plumbing pipes, voltage would be 
water pressure and amperage would be flow rate.) 
  

Employers’ and Supervisors’ Checklist 
 Know that according to federal OSHA’s profile of the landscape and horticultural services industry, failure to 

abide by general-industry standard 1910.269 involving electric power generation, transmission, and 
distribution is the sixth leading citation, and not following standard 1910.305 (electrical wiring methods, 
components) is the ninth. 

 Understand and ensure employees follow the federal OSHA standards noted above, as well as state and 
local regulations regarding electrical hazards. 

 Provide employees with the appropriate personal protective equipment (PPE). Federal OSHA requires this. 
In relation to electrical hazards, such equipment could include rubber gloves and boots, insulating blankets, 
matting, and other electrical safety equipment. 

 Create written company rules and protocols regarding electrical safety and make sure each employee 
receives a copy. These rules/protocols should be part of your overall safety program. 

 Don’t assume crew members have existing knowledge about electricity, electrical safety, and hazards. Train 
employees in these areas when they are hired and conduct regular reviews. Also train them in specific 
procedures related to the tasks they perform. 

 Make sure electrical hazards are part of a safety plan you develop for each job site. This plan should 
address risks specific to the site and work to be performed.  

 Test employees on their knowledge of electrical safety and procedures. Go over any deficiencies in 
awareness or understanding during your weekly staff or crew meeting. 

 Teach crew members that it is imperative to turn off electricity at the breaker when they are working on the 
electrical components of an irrigation system. Emphasize that performing electrical work outside is different 
from doing such work indoors because they cannot avoid wet conditions when outdoors. 

https://www.osha.gov/pls/oshaweb/owadisp.show_document%3Fp_table=standards%26p_id=9868
https://www.osha.gov/pls/oshaweb/owadisp.show_document%3Fp_id=9882%26p_table=STANDARDS
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 Ensure employees follow federal OSHA’s and any state or local lock-out/tag-out procedures. When they turn 
off power at the breaker, they should put a note on the breaker panel alerting others to their actions.  

 If it is necessary to wire an irrigation system directly into a structure’s electrical system, hire a licensed 
electrician to perform this work. Federal and usually state and local laws require this because of the voltage 
involved (usually 120 to 240 volts). 

 Know that even performing low-voltage electrical work requires some type of licensing in many states. Click 
here for more information on low voltage state licensing requirements. 

 Make sure irrigation systems connected to a power source with an appliance cord are plugged into a 
ground-fault-circuit-interrupter (GFCI) outlet and those wired directly into a structure’s electrical system are 
connected to a GFCI breaker. An additional advantage to hiring a licensed electrician to connect an 
irrigation system is that he/she will ensure the system is wired to a GFCI breaker. 

 Know that when appliance cords are plugged into outdoor receptacles or those in a garage, the receptacles 
and plugs must be protected by weatherproof outlet covers. These can be found at home improvement 
stores. 

 Ensure appliance cords used with irrigation systems are stamped with the UL code SJTW. Other cords 
might be rated for outdoor use, but the gauge of the wire and the insulating jacket are not sufficient. 

 Do not instruct or allow crew members to install irrigation-system controllers meant for indoor use in outdoor 
locations. This could cause fire and shock hazards and will shorten the life of the controller. 

 Check employees’ work to make sure electrical components have been installed or maintained correctly. 

Employee Dos and Don’ts 
Do: 

 Always ensure power is off at the breaker when working on the electrical components of an irrigation 
system. Because you can’t avoid wet conditions when outdoors, this is extremely important to avoid electric 
shock. 

 When you turn off power at the breaker, put a note on the breaker panel alerting others to your action so 
they do not turn the switch back on while you are working.  

 Know that a licensed electrician should be present when irrigation systems are wired into a structure’s 
electrical system. 

Don’t:  

 Replace a fuse with one of an incorrect size. This creates a fire hazard. 

 Put a coin or other piece of metal in place of a fuse. This also causes a fire hazard. 

 Install irrigation-system controllers meant for indoor use in outdoor locations. This could cause fire and 
shock hazards and will shorten the life of the controller. You can easily tell a controller is meant for indoor 
installation if the plug is attached to a square block transformer. 

 Perform any electricity-related work when your skin or clothing is wet or if you are standing in water. 

 Modify cords or use them incorrectly. Never remove ground prongs from cord-connected equipment or 
extension cords. 

 Perform any electrical work you haven’t been trained to perform or aren’t comfortable doing. Express your 
concerns to a supervisor.  

 
Kurt Thompson, irrigation director for Massey Services in Orlando, Fla., and incoming chairman for PLANET’s 
Irrigation & Water Management Specialty Group, contributed information to this issue of Safety $ense.  
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