
What is the Neutral Wire?

The neutral wire is a fundamental component in electrical circuits, providing the return
path for electrical current to flow back to the power source after it has passed through the
load (e.g., a light bulb or appliance). In a typical UK household electrical system, the
neutral wire is connected to the earth at the distribution board, ensuring a safe and stable
voltage reference.

In alternating current (AC) systems, such as those used in UK residential properties, the neutral
wire carries current back to the distribution board, completing the circuit. It is typically coloured
blue in accordance with British Standard BS 7671 (IET Wiring Regulations). The neutral wire works
in conjunction with the live wire, which carries the current to the load. Together, they ensure the
safe and efficient operation of electrical devices.

Synonym(s): Return wire, Common wire

Practical Example:
In a UK home, when a light switch is turned on, current flows from the live wire through the light
bulb and returns via the neutral wire. This completes the circuit, allowing the bulb to illuminate.
Without a properly connected neutral wire, the circuit would remain open, and the bulb would not
function.

Related Terms:

Live Wire: The wire that carries electrical current from the power source to the load.1.
Typically coloured brown in the UK.
Earth Wire: A safety wire that provides a path for fault current to flow to the ground,2.
preventing electric shock. Typically coloured green and yellow.
Circuit Breaker: A device that automatically interrupts electrical flow in the event of an3.
overload or short circuit, protecting the wiring and appliances.
Residual Current Device (RCD): A safety device that quickly disconnects the circuit if it4.
detects an imbalance between the live and neutral wires, reducing the risk of electric shock.
Distribution Board (Consumer Unit): The central point where electrical circuits are5.
controlled and protected, housing circuit breakers and RCDs.

Relevant Building Regulations and Approved Documents:

Building Regulations Part P (Electrical Safety – Dwellings): Governs the installation of
electrical systems in UK homes, ensuring safety and compliance with BS 7671.
Approved Document P: Provides guidance on meeting the requirements of Part P, including
the use of neutral wires in electrical circuits.
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