
TOOLBOX TALK #29 

 

TRENCHING AND EXCAVATION SAFETY- PROTECTIVE 

SYSTEMS 

 

One of the most important things to identify is who the competent person will be. That 

competent person will determine based on depth, 

width, soil type and work processes that will 

occur which protective structure is the best one 

for the workers.  

 

OSHA standards and even ANSI standards 

provide multiple options for how to protect 

employees. Unfortunately, most people go with 

sloping and benching as the first choice because 

the equipment is already out there to dig the 

excavation. But when dealing with Type C soil, unless you’re out in a wide open field, in 

most cases we just don’t have the room to properly slope an excavation (benching won’t 

hold up in Type C soil). 

 

But people are so accustomed to taking shortcuts, not having that competent person truly 

evaluate the soil type and running the calculations to determine how wide or deep it has 

to be, that people take it for granted. In the northeast, timber shoring is still used. Near a 

river or a heavy waterway it is one of the strongest methods. It is a costly method and it is 

difficult to work in, but it is not the same as walking into an excavation and seeing a 2x4 

and a piece of plywood leaning up against the wall. You must have the charts and graphs 

to understand what size timbers you need. And when we say “timbers”, this is material 

you are probably not going to get at the local hardware store. This is stuff you will get 

imported from a lumber yard just because of its sheer size and structural strength. 

 

But the competent person has other options like manufactured shoring systems or a 

trench box/shield. There are many choices to make but the competent person has to base 

it on all of the relevant information they have on the soil. 

 


