
Switching off
The IET Wiring Regulations, BS 7671 (17th Edition) includes a range 
of requirements for isolation and switching, including isolation, 
switching off for mechanical maintenance, emergency switching 
and functional switching. Graham Wretham considers the 
requirements for ‘switching off for mechanical maintenance’.

S
witching off 
for mechanical 
maintenance, as defined, 
is the replacement, 

refurbishment or cleaning of 
lamps and non-electrical parts of 
equipment, plant and machinery. 
As the definition suggests, such 
switching off for mechanical 
maintenance would be required 
for tasks such as those below:
•	 Lamp	replacement
•	 Replacement	of	worn	belts	 

for a motor
•	 Cleaning	fan	blades
•	 Replacement	of	saw	blades	on	

a circular saw pedestal machine

The list is not exhaustive and is 
meant to identify that the tasks 
undertaken are mechanical 
rather than electrical. Indeed, 
the purpose of switching off for 
mechanical maintenance is not 
to prevent electric shock – the 
task of isolation does that – but 

to provide protection against 
physical injury. This then allows 
non-electrical maintenance 
tasks to be undertaken without 
the risk of burns or injury from 
mechanical movement.  

Switching off for mechanical 
maintenance is provided, then, 
for operatives who are not 
necessarily electrical operatives 
and, as such, may not be fully 
aware of electrical dangers such 
as electric shock.

In most circumstances, 
isolating devices are likely to meet 
the requirements for switching 
off for mechanical maintenance 
as well as those for the safe 
isolation of a circuit to enable 
competent electrical operatives 
to undertake alterations, 
additions to and maintenance of 
electrical conductors. Indeed, it is 
common practice for designers 
to incorporate the functions of 
isolation and switching off for 

mechanical maintenance in the 
same device. The main difference 
between the functions of the 
devices is:
•	 for	isolation	–	the	device	can	 

be an off-load device
•	 for	mechanical	maintenance	–	

the device needs to have the 
capability to switch off the full 
load current. 

Having established the purpose 
of this switching/isolating device, 
the next stage is to assess what 
type of switch is recognised as 
providing a suitable means of 
switching off for mechanical 
maintenance and where that 
device should be located.

The IET Wiring Regulations 
state that ‘Suitable means 
shall be provided to prevent 
electrically powered equipment 
from becoming unintentionally 
reactivated during mechanical 
maintenance, unless the means 
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TO SUM UP
›	 Switching off for mechanical maintenance provides 

protection against physical injury such as burns of injury 
from mechanical movement.

›	 A device for switching off for mechanical maintenance 
shall preferably be inserted in the main supply circuit.

›	 A device for switching off for mechanical maintenance 
shall require manual operation.

›	 A device for switching off for mechanical maintenance 
shall be designed and/or installed so as to prevent 
inadvertent or unintentional switching on.

›	 A device for switching off for mechanical maintenance 
shall be so placed and durably marked so as to be readily 
identifiable and convenient for the intended use.

›	 Where a switch is used as a device for switching off for 
mechanical maintenance, the switch need not necessarily 
interrupt the neutral conductor.

›	 A plug and socket-outlet of a rating not exceeding 16A 
may be used as a device for switching off for mechanical 
maintenance.

›	 Switching off for mechanical maintenance requires a  
safe isolation procedure.

›	 Lamp replacement requires switching off for  
mechanical maintenance.

electrical conductors. As stated 
previously, the dangers now are 
physical injury rather than risk of 
electric shock as it is likely that 
no electrical enclosures are to be 
opened during this mechanical 
maintenance procedure. 

The correct procedure for 
safe isolation should follow the 
sequence below:
•	 Seek	permission	to	turn	off	 

the device.
•	 Locate	the	correct	device.
•	 Check	the	condition	of	the	

voltage-indicating device to be 
used (namely any probes and 
leads – especially those of the 
voltage tester and proving unit).

•	 Check	that	the	voltage-indicating	
equipment functions correctly.

•	 Turn	off	the	switching	off	for	
mechanical maintenance device.

•	 Confirm	that	the	device	has	
correctly operated by checking 
for voltage using the voltage 
indicating device – i.e there is 
no voltage present.

•	 Re-confirm	that	the	voltage	
indicating device still functions 
correctly by checking on a 
known supply or a suitable 
proving unit.

•	 Lock	off	the	switching	off	for	
mechanical maintenance device.

•	 Post	suitable	warning	notices.

Lastly,	there	is	sometimes	
confusion regarding switching off 
for mechanical maintenance when 
undertaking lamp replacement. 
Many operatives, under pressure 
from clients who do not wish to 
have lighting circuits turned off 
while staff are in the premises, 
will undertake lamp replacement 
even though the fittings remain 
electrically energised. 

However, the removal of 
a lamp may lead to access 
of live parts within the fitting 
itself, by way of the lamp-
holder connection. In these 
circumstances, the Electricity 
at Work Regulations 1989 
prohibits work on – or near – 
live conductors. Accordingly, it 
would be necessary to utilise 
the appropriate switching off for 
mechanical maintenance device 
for such lamp replacement. 

There may be convenient 
means of functional switching 
(the local light switch). However, 
many functional switching 
devices do not meet the 
requirements for the devices 
used for switching off for 
mechanical maintenance.  n

of switching off is continuously 
under the control of any person 
performing such maintenance’.

The IET Wiring Regulations also 
require, in Regulation set 537.3.2, 
the following:
•	 Where	practicable,	a	device	for	

switching off for mechanical 
maintenance shall be inserted 
in the main supply circuit. 
Where a switch is provided for 
this purpose, it shall be capable 
of cutting off the full load 
current of the relevant part of 
the electrical installation. Where 
the device does not interrupt 
the main supply circuit because 
it switches a control circuit, 
additional safety measures – 
such as mechanical restrainers 
– need to be put in place.

•	 A	device	for	switching	off	for	
mechanical maintenance will 
require manual operation. The 
open position of the contacts 
of the device shall either be 
visible or be clearly and reliably 
indicated – i.e. the device clearly 
shows ‘O’ or ‘I’ or ON or OFF.

•	 A	device	for	switching	off	for	
mechanical maintenance shall 
be designed and/or installed 
so as to prevent inadvertent 
or unintentional switching on. 
This is usually achieved by 
the manufacturer providing 
means for locking off the 
device. However, the operative 
will obviously need to provide 
the lock and any appropriate 
warning notice.

•	 A	device	for	switching	off	for	
mechanical maintenance shall 
be so placed and durably 
marked so as to be readily 
identifiable and convenient 
for the intended use – usually 
adjacent to the equipment/
machine to be maintained. 
However, if the switching 
device is remote from the 
location where the mechanical 
maintenance is being 
undertaken then, again, locking 
off would be necessary.

•	 Where	a	switch	is	used	as	a	
device for switching off for 
mechanical maintenance, the 
switch need not necessarily 
interrupt the neutral conductor 
– i.e. the device may be single 
pole. This can then be the 
miniature circuit breaker 
(MCB)	in	the	consumer	unit	or	
distribution board.

•	 A	plug	and	socket-outlet	of	
a rating not exceeding 16A 
may be used as a device for 
switching off for mechanical 
maintenance. However, such 
means is likely only when 
the plug and socket outlet is 
adjacent to the equipment/
machine being maintained 
because it would be difficult 
to prevent inadvertent/
unintentional operation  
by others.

To further summarise the 
regulatory requirements, the  
IET Wiring Regulations require 
each device for switching off  
for mechanical maintenance  
to be durably marked and 
suitable located so as to  
be readily identifiable and 
convenient for the intended use. 
The preferred way of achieving 
this objective is to provide the 
switching device adjacent to  
the equipment to be maintained. 

This also makes its intended  
use obvious and may then not 
require further identification.

However, where the device 
for switching off for mechanical 
maintenance is not continuously 
under the control of the person 
undertaking the mechanical 
maintenance activity, suitable 
provision needs to be made to 
prevent any electrically-powered 
equipment being mechanically 
maintained from becoming 
unintentionally reactivated during 
the mechanical maintenance 
procedure. This will therefore 
require suitable means of 
locking off the device and fitting 
appropriate warning notices. 

This locking off of a device 
for switching off for mechanical 
maintenance requires a safe 
isolation procedure exactly as if 
one was locking off an isolating 
device in order to work on 
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››Switching  
off for mechanical 
maintenance requires 
a safe isolation 
procedure.‹‹


