Misc feedback  regarding Christmas can light dimmer; see editor’s response at the bottom.

Lifetime subscriber.
Never before have I felt the need to comment on the safety of a project.
Are you kidding me? How did this get by the editors?
Line voltage connected to a can! 
Is it April first? What is going on?
There is no ground available in a two-wire zip cord!
Only the grounded "current carrying" conductor.
This is insanely dangerous!
David Bissen
Although I like the article's concept, there is a safety issue here. Even though the neutral wire is connected to earth ground at the circuit breaker box, devices should never rely on the neutral wire for a safety ground as was done in this project. Since the dimmer enclosure is aluminum, a shock hazard exists if the 120 volt outlet hot and neutral wires are reversed (which is not uncommon) because the aluminum enclosure would then be at a 120 volt potential. Nowhere in the article does Mr. Muratore verify that the outlet is wired properly. Using three-conductor connectors would prevent the potential hazard. Of course, there would be no hazard if the dimmer enclosure was plastic or some other non-conducting material.

Ed Terry

Tips and Tricks by Frank Muratore.  - My Christmas Can Light Dimmer.
Article in Nuts and Volts Issue Vol. 34 No.12  Page 42.
 
 Please be advised that what this article suggests is a hazard of electrical shock.  It suggests using a two-wire zip cord for this project and even though it indicates the use of a "polarized two-pole plug" it implies that it is a safe thing to use.  The article indicates that the wider prong on the plug is the "ground" connection. 
This is far from being true!  It is a current carrying conductor called neutral -- the return path back to the electrical panel.  It may be tied to ground at that point, however ,the farther away from that connection the device is, the wires are adding resistance to the circuit. The more current being drawn through this resistance then causes a voltage to appear at this connection (even though it may be small); it is enough to create a hazard to anyone or anything touching the can.  When the lights are on, the current supplying the device needs to return to the panel it originated from via that neutral wire which is now connected to the can. 
 
In the case of GFI circuits, this connection would cause it to trip anytime someone touched it and was actually grounded themselves because of this connection.
 
In the case of someone in a refurbished house (by other unknown persons), they may have the wires crossed when they installed a new plug, etc.
 
The real problem here is the metal can being used, and being tied to the neutral wire as a safety ground is NOT safe. It would have been much better to have used a plastic box or plastic can, and not ground it at all.  NOTE: Plastic PVC gray boxes can be purchased at Lowes or Home Depot at a very small price.  The better choice would have been to use a three-wire cord and actually use the green ground wire to ground the can for safety.  
 
Not everyone reading this article is an electrician and may not connect the correct wire to the can since zip wire is not color coded.
   
As it shows in the simple schematic drawing on page 44, there’s a plain two-wire circuit indicating one wire as hot and the other as ground.  This is not so simple as seen on the paper drawing.  Please advise your readers of this and the author/provider of the article.      
 

An avid reader of Nuts and Volts,
David W. Bent
Excellent points, David.  The safest approach is to either use a plastic fully insulated enclosure that prevents user contact with either hot or neutral, or to use a metal enclosure connected to true ground through a three-prong power cord.  As you point out, it's possible that even if someone used a polarized plug, the house wiring could be reversed, resulting in connecting the hot lead to the metal case.  And there's also the safety issue, as you note, of using neutral as a false ground.  Given my experience with holiday lighting -- which typically includes the use of at least one questionable extension cord, I'd opt for an inexpensive plastic enclosure and keep ground out of the equation.


Thanks,

Bryan Bergeron, Editor

