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Introduction

As a master electrician, | have installed quite a few standby generator systems — of many different brands.
Thus | am in a unique position to do a direct comparison. That is, which system is the easiest to install, which
is designed better, which is more versatile, etc. The bottom line is, which system would a master electrician
put in his/her own house. The answer is: the PowerStay system by GenTran Corporation.

Perhaps one of the biggest strong points of the PowerStay is the ability of the system to incorporate arc-fault
(AFCls) and ground fault circuit interrupters (GFCls) by simply adding the breaker to the PowerStay panel. To
my knowledge, no other standby panel accepts these. This means that you can add bedroom, bathroom, and
outside outlets to the standby generator system. Other panels, with permanently mounted breakers that
cannot be removed or added to, will be breaking code if you cut over to a common breaker when you cut in
the standby panel. That is, if your main panel is using GFCls and AFCls, you cannot put those circuits into a
standby panel unless that panel can give the same protection.

Material

What material do electricians want their standby panel made of? In one word: steel. Electricians want
something solid that won't break. Several years ago a major manufacturer came out with a plastic main service
panel box — thinking electricians would prefer it over metal. We didn't, and they pulled it off the market. The
same logic goes with generator panels, we want something solid that doesn't bend, break, or crack. We want
steel. This eliminates the Briggs and Stratton and other plastic-base units.

Versatility
All generator panels are not created equal. It does no good to install a generator panel if it doesn't do what

you want it to. That is, most lock you into a set of breakers (built into the frame) that you may not be able to
use. This defeats the whole logic of putting the system in from the get-go.

For example, if the pre-wired system comes with a compliment of breakers (or equivalent) that are |5 amp,
you are stuck with (cutting into the generator) only the |5-amp circuits that are in the main panel. If your
fridge is on a 20-amp circuit, forget it. Same logic with your freezer. Typical examples of this are the Generac,
Reliance Controls, and Briggs & Stratton systems. However, the Briggs & Stratton unit has an additional
problem of breaker arm accessibility. It is quite hard to turn the breakers on and off due to the panel design.
That is, the on/off flippers are flush with the panel cover and you have to get a fingernail down into a narrow
slot to throw the breaker on and off. This is impossible to do with gloves on, and sometimes hurts your
fingers.

Since there is no way the designers of the panel can know ahead of time your exact circuit needs, they
compromise. You might get a 20-amp circuit, you might not. On the other hand, some manufacturers install
almost all 20-amp circuits in the standby panel. This means you cannot cut in the fridge if it is on a |15-amp
circuit in your main service panel. Bottom line: Any standby power system that has fixed or specialty breakers
permanently mounted to the panel frame limits your versatility to the point that you may not be able to
provide emergency power to the needed circuits.

So what is the solution? The absolute best way is to let the electrician decide what circuits to cut in after the
customer tells him/her what appliances need emergency power. That means you need a standby generator
panel that has complete versatility. And the only system | know of that does that is GenTran’s PowerStay
system. This system includes an assortment of breakers, but you can change them out to suit your needs.
With this system, you pop the Siemens interchangeable type breakers in and out like a common panel. Thus,
you can install any |5- or 20-amp circuit you want. Same with double-pole circuits. If you want the electric
water heater on the emergency back-up system, then install a 30-amp double pole. Want the water pump on
the system? Install a 20-amp double pole. Since the breakers are not pre-wired, you install a Siemens' or
interchangeable type breaker for whatever you want on the system.
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Corded vs. hard-wired systems

When you install a standby generator, you have to make a decision as to how you are going to connect your
generator to the generator panel. Is it to run off a cord from the generator panel or are you going to hard
wire conductors from the panel to the generator location outside (to the power inlet box) — and then run a
cord from the power inlet box to the generator. Indeed, you might not even know that bit of info when you
are purchasing the standby system.

This takes us back to versatility again. The standby panel must be versatile enough to accommodate both —
many do not. Some units force you to hardwire it or to use a cord connection, while others require you to
buy additional accessories to install it the way you want. With the PowerStay unit, you can plug directly into
the box or hardwire the system over to a power inlet box where the generator is located. If your system
cannot do this, you will be forced to make your own very long, very expensive, large gauge cord.

Design

We assume that the design is going to be logical and durable. Experience has shown that this is not always the
case. For example, the Briggs and Stratton unit has a plastic hinged cover that binds on the flex conduit
adapter. Push the lid down to get it out of the way and it breaks off. You can't go wrong with GenTran
PowerStay design; it is simply a common steel panel that you put breakers in. The utility breaker is connected
to the generator breaker so that if you throw the utility breaker on if forces the generator breaker off — and
vice versa. Now all you have to do is install breakers to match what you want in the system.

Speed/ease of installation

All the systems installed reasonably fast — within 1-3 hours depending on where the generator was to be
located. All come with wires (that jump from standby panel to main panel) which are lettered so you won't
get them mixed up. However, expect a significant delay, and a significant expense, if you pick a system other
than PowerStay and it does not have an easy way of getting the circuits from the standby box to the generator
in a remote location.
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