


 

Inventor plugs need for safer cord
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John Ryeczek's frustration with a faulty lamp and a wandering curiosity with a children's toy prompted him to develop an electrical cord he believes could save hundreds of lives each year and prevent thousands of household fire-related injuries. 

The Point Marion, Fayette County, coal miner's two-decades-long effort to develop, patent and market the electrical cord that changes colors when a heat-producing malfunction or overload occurs is nearing completion. 

Ryeczek, 54, and Walt Ogrodnik, 55, an Upper St. Clair businessman and chief executive officer of HazardGuard Safety Wire Inc., hope to have extension cords, and accompanying color-changing plugs, in stores next summer. 

"It could save your life and your home," said Ryeczek, a self-described part-time inventor. 
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More than 6,000 people are injured and 800 people are killed annually in electrical fires, according to the U.S. Consumer Product Safety Commission. 

The estimated 155,000 electrical fires each year also cause more than $1.5 billion in property damage, the commission said. Half of all electrical fires are caused by faulty flexible power cords such as extension cords, surge strips and appliance cords. 

"We're hoping that the sooner we are able to get the word out, the sooner we may be able to have an impact," Ogrodnik said. 

HazardGuard's safety cords have thermochromic coatings that change colors when an electrical malfunction occurs. The plugs work the same way. 

Ryeczek patterned the cords after a toy his sons played with as children. The toy incorporated heat-sensitive liquid crystals. When his sons pressed their hands on the toy, the crystals left an imprint of their hands. 

Similar technology has been used on miniature toy car paint, baby spoons, Duracell's battery tester and on the labels of microwavable syrups. 

Trisha Irbe, vice president of marketing for Woods Industries, which produces electrical products, said she's familiar with HazardGuard's safety wire. "We've been experimenting with it," she said. 

"It's a legit product," Irbe said, but added that the application might work best in the aviation industry, where dozens of wires may be bundled together, making it difficult to identify a faulty cord. 

"It's much easier to go to that gang of 30 wires and say, 'Oh, there's the bad one,' " Irbe said. 

"We have concerns about consumers recognizing (the color change) on a 100-foot extension cord," she said. 

Ryeczek believes thermochromic coatings can change the electrical cord industry and save lives. 

He worked for years around his schedule at the mine and on weekends to develop and patent the cords, spending hundreds of thousands of dollars in the process. 

He took out a second mortgage on his home and incorporated his new company so he could sell stock to help cover costs. 

The applications for such safety wires range from household extension cords and Christmas tree light cords to the aviation and automobile industries. Cost is minimal, Ogrodnik said, estimating the coatings would add about a penny per foot of cord. 

Ryeczek also received patents for cords that taste like hot peppers, which he hopes will prevent children and pets from being electrocuted, and cords that emit odors during a malfunction. 

For now, though, he and Ogrodnik are focusing on marketing the color-changing cords and plugs. 

With manufacturers' interest piqued, they are optimistic Ryeczek's vision of a revolutionary safety cord finally will become reality. 

Rob Amen can be reached at ramen@tribweb.com or 412-320-7982. 


