
TOOLBOX TALK #28 

 

TRENCHING AND EXCAVATION SAFETY- SOIL TYPES 

 

According to OSHA, there are four soil types. Stable rock is the most stable structure. It 

pretty much speaks its own mind. There 

is Type A, which are clays and solid 

materials. It has an unconfined 

compressive strength of 1.5 tons per 

square foot or greater. Type B, or silts, 

are materials that want to stick together 

but are not strong. They have an 

unconfined compressive strength of 

anywhere from 0.5 to 1.5 tons per 

square foot. Type C soils, or gravels, are 

sand materials that no matter what you 

do to it, just does not want to stay 

together. It has an unconfined 

compressive strength of less than 0.5 

tones per square foot. 

 

The standards require you to do one of 

two things when analyzing soil. You can 

decide not to analyze it and assume it to 

be Type C, then pick your protective 

system accordingly. If you are going to 

grade the soil, you must do at least one 

manual test and one visual test. 

Remember, these tests can be very 

subjective to the person doing the 

analysis. The manual tests can be anything such as a ribbon test, the dry strength test, 

pocket penetrometer, using a torvane or any other mechanical tool. With the manual tests, 

unless you are using one of the tools, it really depends on the size of particles you feel, 

how well the material holds together when your role it into a ribbon or compose a thread 

test. If you’re doing the ribbon test, do you get it to hold a 1/8-inch strength down to 2 

inches? More than 2 inches? Does it even form a ribbon? It really is a subjective measure, 

which is why even completing just one test may or may not give you a correct analysis of 

the true soil type. 

 

When people are being trained in how to do soil analysis, they need to know that you 

really have to get your hands dirty. It’s not something you can just step back and take a 

look and say this looks like Type C soil. You actually have to put your hands into the dirt 

because you may have to justify how you came up with a determination. 

 


