
Ask three different Cabling Services Provider California tradespeople whether cabling is the same as wiring and you
will probably get three slightly different answers. An electrician who lives in the California Electrical Code will
answer one way. A low‑voltage contractor who spends his days pulling Cat 6 in offices will answer another. A cable
or internet installer who gets paid by the drop will have a third take.

From a building code standpoint in California, the truth is nuanced. In many situations, cabling and wiring are
treated together under the broad umbrella of “wiring methods.” In other contexts, especially for
telecommunications and data systems, cabling lives in its own regulated world.

Understanding that nuance matters if you are planning a remodel, tenant improvement, or new construction. It
affects who is allowed to do the work, which permits you actually need, how inspectors will look at the job, and
what will be safe and legal over the life of the building.

I will walk through how California codes draw the line, what that means in practice, and answer the practical
questions I hear most often, like “Do electricians install cable outlets?”, “Is cabling difficult?”, and “What is the best
wire for home use?”

How California organizes its building and electrical rules
California does not write its codes from scratch. It starts with model codes, then amends them for seismic, wildfire,
and energy concerns. For wiring and cabling, you mainly run into three pillars:

California Building Code (CBC) and California Residential Code (CRC)

California Electrical Code (CEC)

Specialized standards for telecom and low‑voltage (for example, TIA and BICSI practices, adopted by reference
in specifications and some jurisdictions)

The California Electrical Code is based on the National Electrical Code (NEC), with state amendments. Whenever
you see an NEC article about “wiring methods,” “cables,” or “raceways,” California has nearly the same language
unless it has been specifically modified.

That matters because the NEC uses very broad terms. In many code sections, “wiring” means all installed
conductors and cables, including power, lighting, control, and signaling, unless the code clearly carves out an
exception.

So when a building official in Los Angeles tells you your “wiring” needs to be in conduit, he may very well be
including certain types of cabling in that statement, depending on occupancy, rating, and use.

How codes use the terms “wiring” and “cabling”
In field conversations, people use “wiring” to mean higher‑voltage branch circuits and “cabling” to mean
low‑voltage or data. Code language is not that casual.

Several patterns show up in the California Electrical Cabling Services Provider California Code:
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1. The word “wiring” is used broadly to refer to electrical systems as a whole.

2. Specific cable types are defined, such as NM cable, MC cable, fiber‑optic cable, and communications cable.

3. Low‑voltage and communications systems have their own articles and often more relaxed rules, but they are
still subject to the code.

So is cabling the same as wiring under California building codes?

Functionally, yes, in the sense that both fall under the regulatory umbrella of electrical and building safety
requirements. Inspectors will absolutely look at data and communications cabling as part of the overall wiring
system if it passes through fire‑rated assemblies, penetrates shafts, or shares pathways with power.

Legally and technically, there are distinctions:

“Wiring methods” in the CEC refer to how conductors or cables are installed: in conduit, raceway, cable trays,
or as listed cable assemblies. Both power conductors and many types of cabling are captured here.

Low‑voltage and telecom cabling have separate code articles with tailored rules for spacing, support, plenum
ratings, grounding, and firestopping.

When you read a California plan check comment that says “all wiring shall comply with CEC Art. XXX,” it is
reasonably safe to assume your cabling must also meet the relevant parts of that article, unless the reviewer has
explicitly excluded low‑voltage systems.

What cabling actually does in a building
Owners sometimes treat cabling as an afterthought, a few strings you pull in after the walls go up. In practice,
cabling is the nervous system for modern buildings.



At a minimum, cabling:

Moves data between users, servers, and equipment

Connects security devices, cameras, and access control

Carries control signals for HVAC, lighting control, and building management systems

Delivers voice, television, and internet services

The three primary components of cabling in most commercial installations are:

1. Horizontal cabling, running from telecom rooms to outlets in each workspace.

2. Backbone cabling, connecting floors, telecom rooms, and main equipment spaces vertically and horizontally.

3. Cross‑connects and patching, where equipment, backbone, and horizontal cables are interconnected and
labeled.

California codes care about these pieces where they affect safety: combustibility, smoke generation, fire spread,
support, and interaction with higher‑voltage wiring. For example, a plenum‑rated Cat 6 cable routed through a
return air plenum must carry the correct CMP rating under both national and California modifications, regardless
of whether you personally think of it as “wiring” or “cabling.”

Common types of cabling and how codes see them
You will hear several overlapping schemes for classifying cables. Different industries talk about “three types of
cabling” or “five types of cable,” depending on context.

From a practical building perspective, five broad groups show up over and over:

1. Power and lighting cable, including NM, MC, and THHN/THWN in conduit

2. Structured data cabling, mostly twisted pair like Cat 5e, Cat 6, Cat 6A

3. Coaxial cable, for television, satellite, and some broadband systems

4. Fiber‑optic cable, for high‑speed backbone and long runs

5. Specialty low‑voltage cable, such as security, fire alarm, access control, and thermostat cable

When someone asks, “What are the three types of cabling?” they might mean a simplified grouping: power, data,
and control. I have heard that shorthand used in design meetings where the finer distinctions do not matter to
the owner but do matter to the engineer.

From a code inspector’s viewpoint, the details matter more than the count. Each cable family has distinct:

Voltage and insulation ratings

Flame and smoke classifications (plenum, riser, general purpose)

Listing requirements for particular uses

Separation rules from power circuits

For computer networks, the most common type of cabling used in networks in offices and homes is still
twisted‑pair copper such as Cat 5e or Cat 6. Newer installations often standardize on Cat 6A for higher speeds
and future‑proofing, but Cat 6 remains typical in many small commercial and residential projects. California codes
do not mandate Cat 6 versus Cat 6A, but they do require that whatever you use be listed and installed per its
rating, particularly in return air spaces and shafts.

Best wire choices for California homes



Homeowners often ask, “What is the best wire for home use?” and expect a simple one‑line answer. There is not
one wire that does everything, but there are solid, code‑friendly defaults:

For power and lighting circuits in one‑ and two‑family dwellings under the California Residential Code, NM‑B cable
is extremely common where permitted, with copper conductors sized per load and distance. In multifamily or
where local amendments are stricter, you may see MC cable or individual THHN/THWN conductors in conduit
instead.

For data and networking, I normally recommend at least Cat 6 for new runs. The incremental cost over Cat 5e is
modest compared to the drywall work and labor. In high‑end homes or where 10‑gigabit service is expected, Cat
6A and some strategic fiber runs can make sense, especially for long backbones from a main panel to remote
media closets.

For television service, RG‑6 coaxial cable remains the workhorse in most California residences. Even with streaming,
cable and satellite providers still rely heavily on coax, and it adapts reasonably well to different providers.

For security and low‑voltage controls, use listed security or control cables selected to match the equipment
manufacturer’s recommendations, and pay attention to plenum or riser ratings if the routes pass through those
spaces.

Codes in California will not tell you “install Cat 6 here.” They will, however, control where and how you can run
those cables, how to support them, how to penetrate rated assemblies, and whether they need fire‑resistant
properties based on their location.

Who is allowed to install what: electricians, low‑voltage, and cable
providers
On a mixed project, you may have a C‑10 electrical contractor, a C‑7 low voltage systems contractor, and then a
cable or internet provider’s crew who shows up at the end. They do not always share the same understanding of
requirements.

The basic breakdown is:

Electricians, holding a C‑10 license, install power, lighting, and often structured cabling when it is within their
scope and license. Many also install low‑voltage, especially in residential work, though some GCs prefer a
dedicated low‑voltage integrator.

Low‑voltage specialists handle data, telecom, AV, security, and controls. Under California law, a C‑7 or related
specialty license is typically used for structured cabling and signal systems under 91 volts.

Service providers (cable, fiber, internet) typically handle the “demarcation to device” cabling that ties their
network into the building. They work under their own regulatory framework and licensing, but still have to
respect local codes for penetrations, firestopping, and structural attachment.

When clients ask, “Do electricians install cable outlets?”, the honest answer is that they can, and often do,
especially at the rough‑in stage. The electrician will set the low‑voltage rings, pull coax or Cat cable if it is in their
scope, and leave the ends coiled in the box. The service provider, such as a cable company, then terminates and
activates their specific service.

On projects where I have seen issues, the problem is usually not who installed the outlet. It is coordination and
code compliance: low‑voltage cabling draped over ceiling tiles without support, unsealed penetrations in fire walls,
or improper mixing of high‑ and low‑voltage in the same box without a listed barrier.



From the building department’s standpoint, whether that cable feeds Netflix or building automation is less
important than whether the installation protects life safety.

How difficult is cabling, really?
The question “Is cabling difficult?” comes up from DIY‑minded owners and sometimes from junior staff. The honest
answer is “it depends what you mean by difficult.”

Pulling a single Cat 6 cable from a closet to a nearby office in a wood‑framed building can be straightforward for
someone who is physically able and comfortable with basic tools. Where it gets complicated, particularly under
California’s tight code environment, is in the planning and coordination:

Knowing required separations from power to reduce interference and meet code

Respecting firestopping requirements in rated walls and floors

Choosing the correct cable type for plenums, risers, and damp locations

Managing maximum pull tensions and bend radii for copper and especially fiber

Integrating labeling and documentation so future changes do not turn into exploratory surgery

On a multifloor office buildout in San Jose, I once walked into a space where the GC thought “cabling is just pulling
strings” and had their carpentry crew run network cables. They had stapled Cat 6 to studs with regular Romex
staples, crushed the jacket, laid bundles directly on ceiling tiles, and punched holes through rated corridors without
any fire caulk. Before we were done fixing it, the owner had paid for the same cabling job twice.

So physically, no, it is not rocket science. Within California’s building and electrical codes, however, the details carry
real weight and can create real cost when they are handled casually.

How much does cabling cost?
The unavoidable question on every project is, “How much does cabling cost?” The truthful answer is “less than
re‑doing walls later, and it depends on scope.”

Approximate ranges I have seen in California, keeping in mind regional labor differences and market swings:

Basic residential low‑voltage rough‑in (a few data and TV drops in a small house): often in the range of a few
hundred to a couple of thousand dollars as part of a larger electrical contract, depending on the number of
locations and whether existing walls are open.

Structured cabling in small commercial tenant improvements: often somewhere between 100 and 200 dollars
per data drop, including cable, jacks, patch panels, and testing. Complex pathways or union labor can push
that higher.

Larger commercial or institutional projects: costs are heavily driven by density, performance (Cat 6 vs Cat 6A
vs fiber), code‑driven firestopping, seismic bracing, and coordination with other trades. Per‑drop numbers can
vary widely, and backbone fiber and equipment rooms can be significant line items.

Two code‑driven factors often surprise owners:

First, plenum‑rated cable can add material cost. In California, many corridors and open office ceilings double as
return air spaces by design. Inspectors will insist on CMP‑rated cable in those spaces, which can cost noticeably
more than general‑purpose cable.

Second, compliant firestopping at each penetration through a rated wall or floor is not free. The materials are
specialized, and someone has to do it correctly and document it. Those details are squarely in the building and fire



code’s sights.

If you are collecting bids and wondering, “Who is the cheapest cable provider?”, be careful to separate service
providers from installation contractors. The cheapest monthly internet or cable TV plan has almost nothing to do
with whether the in‑building cabling was installed to code, with proper materials and test results. I have seen
owners chase a slightly lower subscription price and ignore poor inside wiring, then lose far more time and money
later to intermittent problems and failed inspections.

Cabling, wiring, and California’s low‑voltage carve‑outs
California, like many jurisdictions, treats low‑voltage systems somewhat differently from standard power wiring,
but not as a free‑for‑all.

In general:

Systems under 91 volts may qualify as low‑voltage and follow relaxed rules in some areas, but still must
respect building, fire, and electrical safety provisions.

Fire alarm systems are heavily regulated, with their own strict requirements; they are not casual low‑voltage.

Title 24 energy standards intertwine with wiring and cabling where lighting controls, daylighting sensors, and
building automation are concerned.

The fact that your network cabling carries low voltage does not exempt it from the California Electrical Code. It
simply changes which articles and exceptions apply. Inspectors still expect you to:

Use listed cables and devices for their intended purpose

Maintain required separations from power where specified

Protect cables from physical damage

Support cables properly, not lay them on ceiling tiles

Firestop penetrations in rated assemblies

So when someone casually claims, “That is not wiring, it is just low‑voltage cabling,” they are ignoring how
California actually reads its codes. From a regulatory lens, it is still part of the building’s wiring system with all the
attendant life safety concerns.

A practical checklist before you start a cabling project
Owners and project managers who ask about wiring versus cabling are usually trying to make good decisions
early. Before you approve any design or quote, it helps to walk through a few focused questions.

Here is a short checklist I use in kickoff meetings:

What systems are we serving: data, voice, Wi‑Fi, security, controls, AV, or all of the above?

Which codes and standards will apply: CEC, CBC/CRC, local amendments, and any owner or industry
standards like TIA/BICSI?

Where will cables run: plenums, risers, damp areas, exterior, or seismic zones that may require special bracing
or supports?

Who is responsible for each piece: conduit and power, low‑voltage cabling, terminations, testing, labeling, and
coordination with service providers?



How will we handle penetrations through fire‑rated walls and floors, and who is accountable for firestopping
and documentation?

If you cannot get clear answers to those five points, you are not ready to sign a contract for cabling work in
California.

So, is cabling the same as wiring in California?
From a layperson’s standpoint, it is reasonable to think of all building conductors and cables as “wiring,” and
California codes largely behave that way. Cabling, especially structured telecom and low‑voltage systems, lives
under the same safety umbrella, with its own detailed articles and exceptions.

The key practical takeaways are:

You cannot treat low‑voltage cabling as outside the reach of California Building and Electrical Codes.
Inspectors and plan checkers will not.

Terminology in the code is broader and more formal than jobsite slang. When the CEC speaks about wiring
methods, it is generally encompassing cables as well as individual conductors.

Smart choices about cable types, pathways, and coordination will cost less than fixes after failed inspections or
performance problems.

For most owners, the more productive question is not “Is cabling the same as wiring?” but “How do these
systems interact, and how do we design and install them so they are safe, code‑compliant, and future‑ready?”

If you approach cabling as a first‑class part of your building’s wiring system, rather than an afterthought on top of
the “real” electrical work, you will make better decisions, spend your budget more efficiently, and avoid the code
and performance headaches that so often show up at the worst possible time: during final inspection and move‑in.


