Home Aluminum Wiring.… Fire Threat?
If you have an existing home with aluminum wiring or are purchasing an
older home with aluminum wiring, you need to be informed abut the
potential danger. A lot of people are scarred away by the existence of
aluminum wiring because of the potential threat of fire. Let me put the
record straight.

Aluminum wiring cause fires.
But…there is nothing wrong with Aluminum wire
The problem comes when an aluminum wire is
compressed under the screw, on the side of a switch
or receptacle for example. This problem is called
"Cold Flow"
When electrical current flows through an aluminum
conductor, one of the characteristics of aluminum is
that it heats up. With the generation of heat comes
expansion and of course when it cools you have
contraction. This happens on a very small scale but
over time, the action may loosen the pressure of the
screw on the aluminum conductor. What happens
next is Cold Flow.
If you use the plug or switch when the connection has loosened, the
electrical current still tries to go through but now it starts to arc. The larger
the load, (the amount of electricity need to be provided by that plug or
switch) the greater the arcing and consequently the overheating. With
arcing, the screw starts to heat up and eventually the plastic of the device
starts to melt and soon, as we have found, fires occur. Does this occurs in
every situation, no, but the potential is there.

What to do, What to do?
There are a number of methods listed on the internet, to correct the
problem of cold flow. The method that we have adopted, based on our last
25 years experience correcting this problem, is called Pig Tailing. We found
that pig tailing is the most economical and dependable method available in
North America today.
Pig tailing consists of disconnecting the aluminum wire
from the old plug or switch and attaching to it, a short
piece of copper wire. We use a paste compound that is
coated on the wires prior to connecting that prevents
oxidization. (topic for another day) Then we attach this
connection together with a Marrette or wire nut that is
rated to be used for the aluminum and copper
connections. We then attach the copper wire to a new
plug or switch that is rated for copper.
It is always important to get a qualified and experienced person to take on
this project. A lot of home owners will attempt to do their own pig tailing in
an effort to save money, not a good idea. Unfortunately the fire department
has seen the results.
Remember to take out an electrical permit for this project and have a city
inspector check the workmanship. This is to certify that the job was done
correctly and that it meets with common trade practices. I have aluminum
wiring in my house and after I did pig tailing back in 1991, I have never had
a problem.

