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WASHI NGTON - David Hannemann and his wife were aware when they
bought their Ellicott Cty, M., hone 18 years ago that it had
alum num el ectrical wiring, a known fire hazard.

But they waited until this February to nmake the fix that has | ong
been reconmended by the Consuner Product
Saf ety Comm ssi on.

It wasn't the safety consideration that nade them act. It was

their belief that insurance conpanies wll soon crack down on
peopl e who own homes such as theirs, wired in part with alum num
rat her than copper.
"My wife worked in insurance, and she suggested we'd better doit,"
said Hannemann, a federal enployee in Washington. The underwiter
at his wife's forner agency "told her he wouldn't wite the line
anynore” unless a house had been repaired as the CPSC recomends,
Hannemann sai d.

About 2 mllion U S. houses are believed to have been built wth
al umi num branch-circuit wiring, which for three decades has been a
wi dely publicized fire hazard. The CPSC is nobre anxious than ever
because Anericans are | oading up on high-tech appliances
and products that draw nore current. That's exacerbating the basic
probl em of overloaded circuits, which can result in overheated
pl ugs and outlets that catch fire.

Insurers say they haven't noved industry-wide to limt coverage
of alum numw red houses or to require the reconmended fixes. Sone
| ocal real estate and insurance agents say, however, that they're
seeing signs that insurers are taking a harder | ook at such
houses, especially if other red flags pop up during hone
i nspections and apprai sal s.

Oficials at Nationwide Mitual Insurance Co., State Farm
I nsurance Co. and Allstate Insurance Co., for exanple, say al um num
wiring could trigger a requirenment for an electrical inspection
before a policy is issued. Two |ocal Nationw de agents |ast week
were blunter, saying they wouldn't wite a policy on an al um num
wi red house unless their underwiter cleared it based
on additional information.

The discovery of aluminumw ring during a recent hone inspection
played a considerable role in killing one $800,000 sale in
Bet hesda, Ml., said WC. & AN MIller agent Liz Smth.

Her clients were already nervous about spending that nuch noney,
she said. Wien the wiring was found during the hone inspection and
t he woul d-be buyers | earned that replacing it would cost $15,000 to
$25,000 while the CPSC approved repair would cost $5,000, they
became nore rattled. After phone calls to local insurance agents
suggest ed ot her possible hurdles, the buyers bolted.

The CPSC has been warning since the early 1970s that houses built
or renovated from 1965 to 1973 with al um num branch-circuit wring
are a fire risk.

Branch-circuit wires are those that distribute electricity to
each roomfromthe service panel. In other words, they're the wires
that run to lights, switches and nost outlets. They're nuch snaller
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versions of the heavier, high-voltage alumnumwres that typically
run to the house fromthe street or that run inside the house from
the service panel to mmjor appliances.

Bui l ders started substituting alum num for copper branch wring
in houses in the md-1960s when copper prices soared. In addition
to the 2 mllion houses that the CPSC estimates were built or
nodified with alumnum during the eight years when it was the
cheaper alternative to copper, other houses built or updated |ater
m ght have sone of the material because it remained on deal ers’
shel ves.

The percentage of houses involved, though, is small - there are
about 107 mllion housing units in the United States.

The CPSC started raising alarns after a 1974 fire in Hanpton
Bays, N Y., in which two people died. Fire officials blanmed the
fire on a faulty alum numw re connector at an outl et.

Nuner ous conpl aints from honeowners about overheated outlets and
switches led to a commi ssion research project. The research showed
that houses wired with alum num wire made before 1972 are 55 tines
nore likely to have one or nore connections reach "fire hazard
conditions" than is a hone wired with copper. Mdified wre,
switches and outlets that were made after 1972 still didn't pass
nmuster, according to the federal agency.

The problem the researchers said, is not the wire or the
i nsul ati ng cabl e, but the connections where the splices are.

"That is where the burnouts occur,” said
Jesse Aronstein, a longtime CPSC research consultant.

The CPSC tried to get the material recalled, but lost in court,
Aronstein said. The comm ssion was able only to conduct a public-
i nformati on canpai gn, warni ng homeowners of potenti al
danger.

The product, however, sank under the weight of the criticism
Aronstein said.
"By the md-'70s electricians would have had to be crazy or
desperate to put it in" because of the publicity, he said.
“Basically it died by its own reputation.”

Agency officials say that what's wupsetting is that nany
honeowners still don't recognize the hazard. Although the
agency estimates that "tens of thousands” of honeowners have heeded
its advice and installed a specific repair system called a COPALUM
crinp connector, many nore have not.

Statistics on fires caused by alumnum wiring aren't kept, but
the possibility still frightens federal officials and consuner
advocates. An estimated 40,000 electrical fires of all kinds occur
in houses each year, causing about $2 billion in property
damage and killing three people each day, the agency said.

Scott Wl fson said his agency's fears about consuner inaction
have grown recently because the COPALUM system s nanufacturer had
at one point indicated it mght drop the product at the
end of this year.

Wiile electricians over the years have recomended different
devices to address the problem Wlfson said the COPALUM system
remai ns the only repair CPSC endor ses.

The system sounds |ike a conbination of copper and al um num - and
it is. The product attaches a copper wire to the alumnum wre
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|l eading to each junction box using a crinping power tool that
appl i es about 10,000 pounds of force.

The "cold weld" that's formed as a result is "a permanent bond
that elimnates electrical arcing or glowing connections and
creates a safer electrical connection at outlets, switches, |ights,
circuit breakers and panel board term nals,"” the CPSC sai d.

O her connectors and devices nmde by other manufacturers are
cheaper, but the CPSC says they're not as reliable. That includes
"pigtailing" repairs that use twist-on connectors and COALR
switches and outlets marketed specifically to handle alum numwre.
"Sone 'pigtailing’ repairs nmade with tw st-on connectors may be
even nore prone to failure than the original wire connection,” the
CPSC s consuner bookl et says.

The COPALUM connectors, which have to be installed at every
junction box in a house, cost about $35 to $62 per junction,
according to |l ocal authorized installers. The average single-famly
house has about 100 junction boxes.

The CPSC would be happiest if honeowners elimnated all the
alum num wiring,and replaced it wth copper. But the regulators
recogni ze that the cost of doing so is considered prohibitive in
nost cases.

Because the national electrical code requires that alumnumwre
be Stapled every few feet inside the drywall, it can't just be
pulled out and replaced, said Brian Smth, owner of Al Things
Electric in Dickerson, Mil. Replacing the wiring
means not only a hefty price tag for the electrical work but also
t housands nore for new drywal | .

Tyco El ectronics Corp. of Harrisburg, Pa., keeps lists by state
of electricians that it trains to wuse its special COPALUM
connectors. COPALUM is the only repair system for alum num w ring
approved by the Consuner Product Safety Conm ssion. To find nearby
aut hori zed providers, call (800) 522-6752.
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