Main power switch in house

All homes have an electrical service panel, commonly known as a breaker box or fuse box. The
panel receives the incoming power from the electrical utility and distributes the power to the
various circuits of the house. After shutting off the power to a circuit, always test for power in
the wires and devices you will work on or near, using a non-contact voltage tester, before
touching any wires or devices. The main breaker or main fuse does not shut off the power to the
incoming service lines from the utility or the connections where those lines meet the main
breaker or fuse inside the service panel. The lines remain liveâ€”carrying deadly levels of
electrical currentâ€”unless the utility company shuts them off. The breaker automatically shuts
off if there is a problem with the circuit, such as a short, or if the circuit is overloaded and draws
too much power for the circuit to safely handle. Breakers and the circuits they protect can also
be turned off manually by switching them to the OFF position. The number printed on the
breaker's toggle switch is the amperage rating and indicates how much power the circuit can
safely handle. These breakers are usually amp or amp if they are volt circuits. To turn off the
power to all of the branch circuits, switch the main breaker's toggle switch to the OFF position.
This will turn off all of the power inside the house. If you need to work on an individual
circuitâ€”such as when replacing an outlet receptacle or light fixtureâ€”and you can't identify
the correct branch circuit breaker to shut off the power, you can turn off all the household
circuits by using the main breaker. Just be prepared to reset all your clocks! Identify the correct
breaker for the circuit by using the directory usually stuck to the back of the service panel door
or the writing next to each breaker. Older homes may have service panels with fuses instead of
breakers. Fuse panels typically include one or more blocks that contain cartridge fuses. One of
these blocks serves as the main fuse, or main disconnect, for the service panel. Each of the
other blocks usually serves a volt appliance, such as an electric range or a clothes dryer. The
fuse box also contains a number of screw-in fuses serving individual branch circuits. To shut
off the power to all of the branch circuits, grip the handle on the main disconnect blockâ€”using
one hand onlyâ€”and pull straight out to remove the block completely from the panel. Using one
hand is a safety precaution to prevent electrical current from passing easily through your body
in the event of a short circuit. Branch circuits are controlled with fuses that have threaded ends
that screw into sockets in the fuse panel. To shut off the power to an individual branch circuit,
unscrew the fuse while touching only the rim, or face, of the fuse. Unscrew it all the way and
remove it completely from the socket. Do not touch the metal threaded base of the fuse while
removing the fuse from its socket. Screw-in fuses come in two main types: Edison fuses have
large threaded sockets that look just like light bulb sockets. Type-S , or "Rejection," fuses are
similar to Edison fuses but have smaller threaded bases. In an old fuse panel, there may be
Edison-type sockets containing adapters that accept Type-S fuses. These prevent users from
installing the wrong type of fuse and creating a potential fire hazard. In This Article Expand.
Circuit Breaker Basics. Main Breaker. Branch Circuit Breaker. Main Disconnect in a Fuse Panel.
Removing Fuses. Warning The main breaker or main fuse does not shut off the power to the
incoming service lines from the utility or the connections where those lines meet the main
breaker or fuse inside the service panel. Related Topics. Home Repair Electrical Repair. Read
More. Your electrical panel is full of circuit breakers, running from top to bottom of the service
panel. For the sake of convenience, the breakers are usually numbered and mapped, with the
odd-numbered breakers running down the left side of the panel, and the even-numbered circuits
along the right. But sitting atop both rows of branch circuit breakers there is a single larger
circuit breaker that is usually located dead center in the panel. In most installations, this larger
breaker is located at the top of the panel, but depending on how the main service panel has
been installed, it could be at the bottom, or even at one end of a panel mounted sideways. This
large circuit breaker is known as the main breaker , and it plays a crucial role in the electrical
system by offering the means of disconnecting power to the entire circuit breaker panel and
hence shutting off power to the entire house. The main circuit breaker is really no different than
any other breaker, but it is designed to handle the large amperage load of the main feeder wires
bringing electrical power to the house. For this reason, it will be by far the largest breaker in the
box in terms of amperage rating. In a few older homes, the main breaker may be rated as low as
amps, but it's much more common for the main breaker to be rated for amps, amps, ampsâ€”or
even more in a few very large homes. Your main service panel is designed to bring volts of
power into your home via two main service wires, each carrying volts of current. Inside your
service panel, these service wires connect directly to the main breaker, which then distributes
power down through two individual hot buss bars in the service panel. The individual circuit
breakers for branch circuits will receive their power by connecting to one or both of these hot
buss bars. Circuits for volt circuits connect to one buss bar; circuits for volt circuits connect to
both hot buss bars. Branch circuit breakers are designed to shut off power to individual circuits
if they overload by trying to draw more power than the wires can safely handle, and the main

circuit breaker is much the same. The main breaker shuts off power to the entire house if the
overall load demand grows too high or if there is another serious problem in the electrical
system. Usually, these problems involve momentary power surges, but sometimes there may be
system problems that will need to be diagnosed. It is fairly rare for the main circuit breaker to
"trip," because usually, it is individual circuit breakers that trip long before there is a need for
the main breaker to shut off. The main breaker also provides the means of shutting off power to
the entire house if you need to do some major work on the system. In this case, there is a
recommended procedure to follow if you are shutting off power to the entire house:. There are a
number of reasons why the main breaker might trip. Lightning strikes, power surges from the
utility company, or an overload to the electrical panel can all cause the main breaker to trip. If an
individual circuit breaker fails and loses its ability to trip as designed, it may actually be the
main breaker that trips to provide the secondary safety shutoff. Again, there is a recommended
procedure for resetting the main breaker:. Always practice electrical safety while turning on and
off circuit breakers and working in an electrical panel. Usually, the main breaker trips due to a
temporary issue and resetting it will solve the problem. The problem may involve a short circuit
in the main panel, a failed main circuit breaker, or another serious problem. In This Article
Expand. Difference Between Breakers. System Shutoff. Breaker Amperage In a few older homes,
the main breaker may be rated as low as amps, but it's much more common for the main
breaker to be rated for amps, amps, ampsâ€”or even more in a few very large homes. Related
Topics. Electrical Repair. Read More. Join us to get great money-saving tips, cool ideas, and
valuable advice from home improvement expert Don Vandervort! Knowing how to turn off the
power to your house is a safety practice all families should learn. To shut off the electrical
power to your entire house, locate the main electrical panel it pays to know where this is before
you need it! If you home is equipped with an older fuse box, pull the main disconnect or pull out
the fuse block to shut off the power to the house. Unscrew counterclockwise individual fuses to
shut off individual circuits. The top circuit breakers typically shut off electricity to the entire
house. The lower circuit breakers are for individual branch circuits. The main circuit breaker,
usually located inside the main panel at the top, shuts off all of the electricity to the house. In a
dire emergency, this is the one to turn off. Otherwise, shut off only the breaker that serves the
problem circuitâ€”that way, other parts of your house will continue to have lights and power.
The main circuit breaker does not shut off the wires that run from the main panel breakers to the
electric meterâ€”these are always hot electrically charged. A protective panel should conceal all
wiringâ€”only the breakers or fuses should be exposed. If this is not the case, call an electrician
to have your electrical panel made safe. Touching the wrong wire or bare metal contact in an
exposed electrical panel can electrocute you. Never touch bare metal contacts inside a
disconnect panel. Once the block is out, you can remove the fuse from its mounting clips in the
blockâ€”a special tool called a fuse puller makes this an easier job. Do not put your fingers near
the socket. A special pliers-like insulated fuse-pulling tool, available at home centers, makes
this job safer. To unscrew a fuse, turn it counterclockwise. Don Vandervort writes or edits every
article at HomeTips. HomeTips articles may contain links to Amazon. How often? Only every
month or two. Unsubscribe anytime! October 11, This post may contain affiliate links. For more
information see our disclosures here. Search for:. Affiliate Disclosure HomeTips articles may
contain links to Amazon. Search Expert Articles Search for:. The main circuit breaker panel is
essentially a big switch that safely distributes the supply of power to your house. The circuit
breaker box also houses other smaller sub-switches that connect with specific areas of your
house. These small switches are called breakers and their function is to ensure electrical safety.
So as a homeowner, you would only need to access the main circuit breaker panel when the
power trips or when performing repairs or replacements. This leaves you and your family
susceptible to electric hazards from your home appliances, HVAC system, and the electronic
equipment and electric shocks, burns and fires can do serious damage to life and property. The
circuit breaker panel supplies power but is also designed with safety features that protect the
wiring and avoid electrical shocks and fire due to overloading or heat build-up. The safety
mechanism of the circuit breaker panel guards your home and its residents against all the
hazards of improper grounding, short-circuits, voltage fluctuations, faulty wiring, and damaged
insulation. These are the main electrical supplies and materials of the circuit breaker panel:.
Most homes ideally have or amp breaker boxes depending on the amount of electricity that the
panel needs to handle and the number of circuits that are added to the main circuit breaker
panel. So, when someone needs a bigger breaker box, they could be referring to the amps or
the number of circuits. Ideally, the longevity and reliability of the circuit breaker box can suffice
for years but you may need to replace it earlier if you spot any of the following signs:. But
before you get going with your DIY project, keep these points in mind:. If you are facing issues
with your circuit breaker panel frequently, switch to our high-quality, reliable and durable circuit

breakers for lasting peace of mind. Call us at 1. It is an international clearinghouse, with ,
square facility located in Hayward, California. It keeps an extensive inventory of electrical
connectors, conduit fitting, circuit breakers, junction boxes, wire cable, safety switches etc. It
procures its electrical materials supplies from top-notch companies across the globe. The
Company also keeps an extensive inventory of electrical explosion proof products and modern
electrical lighting solutions. Besides, it is able to meet the most discerning demands and ship
material on the same day. Get to usâ€¦. Call Us Today! Circuit Breaker Box Basics for
Homeowners. Previous Next. Main Safety Features of a Circuit Breaker Panel These are the
main electrical supplies and materials of the circuit breaker panel: The Main Circuit Breaker â€”
This is the switch that goes on and off to control the flow of current. So if there is an overload
due to a short circuit or because too many appliances are running simultaneously, the
corresponding circuit breaker automatically trips to shut off the flow of current. Standard
breakers can be further subdivided into the following two categories: Single-Pole Breaker â€”
These single switches are typically between amps, are commonly found in most circuit breakers
and can handle up to volts. Double-Pole Breaker â€” These pole breakers are available in
different amperages and can handle volts. Double-pole breakers are designed for large home
appliances like air conditioners, water heaters, washing machines and stoves. Arc Fault Circuit
Interrupters â€” These are special purpose circuit breakers designed for additional safety
against electric fires and electrocution. Bus Bars â€” The two rows in the main circuit breaker
panel connect to hot bus bars. This is where the current flows from the main breaker to the
branching circuits and reaches the outlet. Understanding the Difference between Breaker Box
Sizes Most homes ideally have or amp breaker boxes depending on the amount of electricity
that the panel needs to handle and the number of circuits that are added to the main circuit
breaker panel. Facebook Facebook. Related Posts. The Basics of Electrical Transformers
September 12th, InspectAPedia tolerates no conflicts of interest. We have no relationship with
advertisers, products, or services discussed at this website. This article summarizes inspection
of the main electrical switch - the main switch at buildings and also outlines other electrical
panel and switch defects that can be found by visual inspection. We include information about
How many main disconnect switches are allowed, other main disconnect switch hazards. This
article and others in the series discusses procedures for safe and effective visual inspection of
residential electrical systems including electrical panels and other components, when the
inspection is conducted by trained building inspection professionals, home inspectors,
electrical inspectors, and electricians. The Implications: electrical shock or fire. Look for these
electrical panel hazards when inspecting the main circuit breaker:. Reader Question :. At the top
of each buss line there was a main breaker. What is the current policy regarding this type of
main panel box wiring configuration? Is there need for further evaluation by a licensed
electrician? The short answer is that we are allowed up to two main switches to turn off power
in the main electrical panel. A sub panel containing 6 circuits or less can omit a separate main
breaker and may be switched by the breaker on its input feed circuit. That situation is called the
"rule of six" - meaning that if there are six breakers or less in a panel then that panel does not
have to also have a main switch. But there are other issues with Pushmatics that argue for
viewing this equipment with caution. I'm not confident that the advice "have the panel examined
by an electrician" is at all an adequate warning, since there are surely electricians living by rigid
code interpretation who will deem safe electrical panels known to have safety defects but that
have not been subject to a government-ordered recall. Where we have independent, unbiased
testing and field reports of comparatively high levels of field failures, an astute home inspector,
electrical inspector, or electrician ought to call out those hazards - even where they may call for
a costly panel replacement. If I understand your photo, you are pointing your dangerously close
bare fingers made me nervous to a pair of split-main breakers, an arrangement that lacks a
common internal trip or external trip tie. This design would allow one side of the panel to be
switched off while leaving the other side "on". Each lighting and appliance branch-circuit
panelboard shall be individually protected on the supply side by not more than two main circuit
breakers or two sets of fuses having a combined rating not greater than that of the panelboard.
Exception No. Your photo shows an electrical panel that uses two main breakers so by my
understanding, on this point it would be acceptable. Further, this particular Pushmatic main
breaker design is not visually ambiguous - that is, switching off one side of the panel would not
make it look as if both are off. A handle-only connection in some designs may leave one breaker
"on" and the other "off" - a dangerous condition because of the chance of fooling the electrician
or homeowner into thinking that all electrical power is off when it is not. Common internal trip
ties would be required by NEC Separately, NEC also permits a maximum of six disconnects to
turn off all power in an electrical panel. We encounter this condition usually in sub-panels or
branch panels. If the sub panel contains more than 6 breakers and is remote from the main

switch it needs to have its own main switch. A General. The service disconnecting means for
each service permitted by There shall be no more than six sets of disconnects per service
grouped in any one location. For the purpose of this section, disconnecting means used solely
for power monitoring equipment, or the control circuit of the ground-fault protection system or
power-operable service disconnecting means, installed as part of the listed equipment, shall not
be considered a service disconnecting means. Your comments also prompted me to read other
related issues on main panel boxes that were posted on your website. About your finger near
that Pushmatic breaker, I know you were smart enough not to electrocute yourself. The chance
that someone else will fail to understand that they need to be careful when inspecting electrical
panels is a worry that leads me take opportunity to point out shock hazards where I can see
them. Even though at home inspections I habitually stood blocking my inspection client from
direct access to the electrical panel as I examined that component, I once had a client reach
right over my shoulder and stick his finger right into a live fuse socket while asking "What the
heck is this! Watch out: at a home inspection training seminar we had an electrician tell newbie
home inspectors how to inspect the electrical panel by saying " Well the first thing you wanna
do is grab a-holt of each of the entry main wires just above where they come into the main
breaker - and give them a good shake! I could just imagine that with that fool statement he had
probably killed one or two of the fellows in the room, sending volts right through their hearts.
Information in this electrical inspection article series was presented by Daniel Friedman InspectApedia. On by mod - How many disconnects are allowed on a residential home to turn
off. A common rule of thumb is 6 breakers max to be switched off to cut all power to a home;
more than 6 you need a separate main switch. In a typical main panel, up to 2 main switches are
allowed as main disconnect for the panel. Try the search box just below, or if you prefer, post a
question or comment in the Comments box below and we will respond promptly. Note:
appearance of your Comment below may be delayed: if your comment contains an image, web
link, or text that looks to the software as if it might be a web link, your posting will appear after it
has been approved by a moderator. Apologies for the delay. Just ask us! Search the
InspectApedia website. Comment Form is loading comments Means shall be provided for
disconnecting all ungrounded conductors that supply or pass through the building or structure.
The disconnecting means shall be installed either inside or outside of the building or structure
served or where the conductors pass through the building or structure. The disconnecting
means shall be at a readily accessible location nearest the point of entrance of the conductors.
For the purposes of this section, the requirements in Service Equipment - Disconnecting Means
Means shall be provided to disconnect all conductors in a building or other structure from the
service entrance conductors. A Location. The service disconnecting means shall be installed at
a readily accessible location either outside of a building or structure or inside nearest the point
of entrance of the service conductors. Service disconnecting means shall not be installed in
bathrooms. Where a remote control device s is used to actuate the service disconnecting
means, the service disconnecting means shall be located in accordance with D Marking. Each
service disconnect shall be permanently marked to identify it as a service disconnect. C
Suitable for Use. Each service disconnecting means shall be suitable for the prevailing
conditions. Service equipment installed in hazardous classified locations shall comply with the
requirements of Articles through U. Article A readily accessible disconnect is required at the
remote building, located either outside or nearest the point of entrance inside []. There shall be
no more than six disconnects mounted in a single enclosure, or up to six separate enclosures
[]. The disconnects must be grouped and each disconnect must be marked to indicate the load
served [ and ]. The A or over service disconnecting means shall comply with Article of the
National Electrical Code and shall be installed on the outside of the building as near the po
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int of entrance of service wires as possible considering the type of building and accessibility in
case of fire or other reason for opening the service switch and disconnecting the building. The
sign shall be located on the exterior of the building at the service doorway. If the service
disconnecting means is located at a point that is not accessible and available for meter reading,
servicing, and disconnecting in case of emergencies, there shall be a shunt trip switch installed
and so noted as above. This switch may be locked. It shall have an indicating sign at or on the
switch. Outside electrical service feeder wires: see Article , not Article Service conductors. Paul,
Minnesota Tel: Email: info carsondunlop. Carson Dunlop Associates' provides extensive home
inspection education and report writing material. The text is intended as a reference guide to
help building owners operate and maintain their home effectively. Field inspection worksheets

are included at the back of the volume.

