 Life Safety Code Q&A
By Brad Keyes - CHSP
Power Strips
Q: I have been cited in a recent survey for not having every appliance plugged into its own electrical outlet. First off, the electrical capacity cannot accommodate such a process. Our current policy allows the use of UL grounded (three-prong) surge protection power strips in break areas. The power strips are checked and tagged, and we do not allow power strips to be daisy chained. What is the rule on this issue?
A: Power strips, as you describe them, are poorly regulated in the NFPA standards. First of all, they do not refer to them as “power strips” in the standards, but the closest things in the standards that would describe them are “power cords” and “extension cords.” Since we are still on the 2000 edition of the LSC, we need to be looking at the 1999 edition of NFPA 99 for direction. NFPA 99 (1999 edition) section 7-5.1.2.6 says extension cords must meet the requirements of NFPA 99 sections 9-2.1.2.1 and 9-2.1.2.2, and they must be adequate for the application to avoid overloads. Section 9-2.1.2.1 says general things about the attachment plug, such as:
· Must be listed for the purpose
· The plug must be two-pole, three wire grounding type, unless the appliance it serves does not require and does not contain a ground conductor
· A strain relief is required
· Each cord assembly must be tested for continuity and polarity when placed in service and when repaired
· Section 9-2.1.2.2 also says general things about the power cord, such as:
o Must be suitable type for the application
o A grounding conductor is required, unless the appliance is a listed double-insulated type
o Separate power cord sets are discussed, and allowed to be used, but it is unclear exactly how this applies to extension cords (or power strips)
o Each cord assembly is required to be tested for continuity and polarity when placed in service and when repaired
NFPA 70 (1999 edition) section 305-6(a) and (b)(2) discuss temporary wiring (extension cords and power strips) that are used to provide power for temporary equipment for construction, demolition, repair remodeling, maintenance or similar activities:
· Ground-fault circuit interrupters are required on all 125 volt, single phase, 15, 20 and 30 ampere receptacle outlets that are not part of the permanent building.
· In lieu of the above mentioned ground-fault circuit interrupter, a written assured equipment grounding conductor program will be accepted, provided it meets the requirements identified.
There is nothing to suggest that extension cords or power strips are required to be “hospital grade” such as standard 120-volt receptacles are so required. Extension cords and power strips are temporary wiring devices, even though they are often used as permanent devices. There is no standard that I have found that says you cannot plug one extension into another (daisy chain) but I’m pretty sure any AHJ worth their salt will cite the organization for unsafe conditions. I do not see any standard that says the extension cord (or power strip) needs a power surge “circuit breaker” built into it, but many hospitals only allow that type in their facility.
First, let me say that what you describe to me, I too would advise you to have an electrician install some permanent electrical outlets for the appliances. But, having said that, it appears to me that you do have a position in that the NFPA standards do not specifically preclude you from using power strips in the fashion that you have described. The real issue at hand: Is it safe? Joint Commission EC.02.01.01, EP 1 is all about identifying safety risks in the environment. You say you have a policy on this issue, but do you also have a risk assessment? If not, then I strongly suggest that you conduct a risk assessment that compares the advantages vs. the disadvantages of using power strips, in the fashion that you described. Once you complete the risk assessment (and I suggest you have it approved by your Safety Committee), then you have complied with EC.02.01.01, EP 1, by identifying risks in the environment.
But I’ll tell you, Joint Commission surveyors may very well cite you for an unsafe environment, and may use EC.02.06.01, EP 1 to do so. Here is what I would suggest: Write an online question to the Joint Commission Standards Interpretation Group (SIG) via the online method at www.jointcommission.org, click on ‘Standards’ and follow the directions for asking an online question. Ask the question if power strips are permitted to be used in the way that you described. Also tell them you created a risk assessment that says it is OK. They will get back to you with an answer that you can follow. Keep in mind, Joint Commission is allowed to have a level of standards higher than what NFPA specifies. So, in this case, I would first go to Joint Commission for their written position on this issue. But remember this: just because Joint Commission says it’s OK to do something, it has no bearing on how a CMS surveyor decides on the same issue.
CMS will likely want to see an evaluation of the areas where you intend to use the power strips, with the different type of power strips available. In lieu of non-existing NFPA standards to regulate power strips, we turn to Underwriters Laboratories (UL) for direction. I suggest that you modify your policy on power strips in these areas of your facility, to meet certain UL standards:
· Patient Care Areas: Use listed power strips that meet UL-60601-1 standard for shock prevention for devices that potentially come into contact with patients and staff.
· Mobile Applications: Use listed power strips that meet UL-1353A standard for power strips mounted as components on movable equipment assemblies.
· Administrative Areas: Use listed power strips that meet UL-1449 standard for office areas.
· Operating Rooms: Use listed power strips that meet UL-1363 standard for use with isolated power systems.
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