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TRENCHING AND EXCAVATION SAFETY- WORKING INSIDE 

 

The best thing workers can do to protect themselves from hazards related to trench work 

is to make sure there is some barrier between themselves and the soil, whether it is a 

trench box, a trench shield or timber shoring, or whether we remove the soil and create an 

opening. If there is no soil that can entrap them, then there’s no soil that can bury them. 

Soil is by far the biggest hazard in trenching and excavation, but also a serious hazard is 

any underground utility that we come in contact with, such as a gas line we are not aware 

of or a high-voltage electric line that is buried underground. There are so many hazards 

that have to be accounted for and it is constantly changing. The hazards can be controlled 

if people want to, but it takes time and effort. It’s the only way to prevent these fatalities. 

 

Unfortunately, we often find that it is smaller contractors (less than 50 employees) that 

make up the bulk of all fatalities in trenching and excavation. These are the firms that 

need to focus on training even more so that they can make informed decisions on how to 

do the work. It is not only based on time and money. They need to take the active steps in 

protecting their workforce. 

 

One good thing about the OSHA standard is that it is numbers driven. It does not leave a 

lot of guess work as to what you need to do.  

• 2 feet (keep spoil piles back from the excavation edge) 

• 4 feet (provide access in and out of the excavation) 

• 5 feet (requires cave-in protection) 

• 6 feet (fall protection needed when crossing over an excavation) 

• 20 feet (maximum depth before a PE is needed to design the protection) 

 

While people say this standard gives you a lot of leeway, especially in the analysis, it 

does not actually give you a lot of leeway because it is numbers driven. It forces you to 

go through the evaluation. But don’t get completely wrapped up in the numbers. Whether 

you are 4’-11” or 5’-1” deep, it doesn’t matter. What does matter is are our people safe 

from cave-in hazards? Yes or no?  


