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Understanding the Operational and Financial Risks of Arc Flash Incidents

By Gene Hughes, General Manager, ABM Power Services, Southeast


Electrical hazards remain a critical concern in facility operations, with arc flash incidents representing one of the most severe and potentially disruptive risks in the built environment.

An arc flash occurs when electrical current deviates from its intended path and travels through the air between conductors or to ground. This results in an explosive release of heat and light energy that can cause serious injury, equipment damage, and operational disruption. Common contributing factors include equipment failure, inadequate maintenance, human error, and insufficient training.

Beyond immediate safety impacts, arc flash incidents can lead to unplanned downtime, damage to critical infrastructure, regulatory scrutiny, and significant financial consequences. This makes prevention a key priority for facility management professionals.

NFPA 70E and its Role in Electrical Safety
NFPA 70E is widely recognized as a leading standard for electrical safety in the workplace. While it is not directly enforced as regulation, it is frequently used as a benchmark in evaluating workplace safety practices.
Aligning with NFPA 70E guidelines can help organizations:
· Improve worker safety and reduce exposure to electrical hazards 
· Support compliance with workplace safety expectations 
· Protect critical assets and infrastructure 
· Reduce the likelihood of costly incidents and operational disruption

Understanding the Scope of Risk
Arc flash incidents continue to impact facilities across industries. Available industry data indicates:
· Arc flash events occur regularly, resulting in thousands of workplace injuries each year 
· The total cost of a single incident can reach into the millions when accounting for medical care, equipment damage, downtime, and legal exposure 
· Operational disruption can extend beyond the initial event, affecting productivity and business continuity 
For facility managers, these risks highlight the importance of integrating electrical safety into broader risk management and operational planning strategies.

Core Elements of an Effective Electrical Safety Program
A comprehensive electrical safety program plays a central role in mitigating arc flash risk. Key components include:

1. Defined safety policies and procedures
Establish a formal program that outlines safe work practices, responsibilities, and compliance expectations.
2. Arc flash risk assessments
Conduct regular evaluations to identify hazards, supported by accurate system documentation and clearly labeled equipment.
3. Workforce training and qualification
Ensure personnel are trained to recognize electrical risks and are qualified to perform tasks safely.
4. Protective equipment and tools
Provide appropriate personal protective equipment (PPE), insulated tools, and voltage-rated devices.
5. Preventive maintenance programs
Maintain equipment proactively to reduce the likelihood of failure and associated hazards.
6. Engineering controls and mitigation strategies
Incorporate system design solutions that reduce hazard exposure, such as protective devices and equipment upgrades.
7. Continuous improvement and program updates
Regularly review and update safety practices to reflect operational changes and evolving standards.

Applying Electrical Safety Practices in Facility Operations
Arc flash incidents are largely preventable when organizations take a proactive and structured approach to electrical safety. Integrating established standards, ongoing training, and preventive maintenance into daily operations can significantly reduce both safety risks and operational disruptions.

For facility management professionals, prioritizing electrical safety is essential to maintaining safe environments, protecting assets, and supporting long-term operational resilience.
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