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TRENCHING
TRENCHING

42
Although trenching is not an everyday activity for county public 

works employees, it must always be performed with safety first and 

foremost in mind. The enormous weight of collapsing earth can 

quickly engulf a worker with tragic results. In addition to trench 

collapse, other risks include falls, falling objects, vehicle strikes and 

hazardous atmospheric conditions. To help mitigate these risks, 

employees should receive thorough training before entering a trench 

and a competent person should be at the site daily to confirm safe 

conditions.
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COMPETENT PERSON
Every job that requires trenching must have a 

competent person on hand to review plans and 

procedures, employ appropriate safety measures and 

inspect the conditions of the trench. The competent 

person must be trained in trenching safety standards, 

be able to analyze different soil compositions and 

determine the type of protective systems that should 

be put in place. 

Before any excavation takes place, the competent 

person must inspect the work area for hazardous or 

unsanitary conditions and ensure corrective measures 

are taken to eliminate them. The competent person 

then determines what type of protective system needs 

to be used given the conditions and dimensions of 

the trench. 

The competent person must inspect the trench and 

protective systems daily or after an event that could 

compromise the excavation, such as a rainstorm or 

excessive vibration from equipment. 

Above all, the competent person must have the 

authority to halt work if he or she determines that 

safety is compromised. Then he or she must take 

measures promptly to correct the hazard.

CONTRACTORS
Hiring a contractor or third party to perform trenching 

operations can be a convenient choice when trenching 

is necessary. Prior to any trenching work, public 

entities should verify contractor safety programs for 

trenching. During a project, it is important to verify 

that contractors are trenching safely. The public 

entity's employees working near contracted trenching 

operations should be aware of trenching safety rules 

and whenever possible maintain a distance from the 

contractor's trenching operation.

OTHER SAFETY POINTS
Before any trenching project begins, a check should 
be made for the presence of underground utilities.

All trenches 4 feet or deeper require a means of 
access. This could include ladders, steps or ramps. 
A means of access must never be farther than 25 
feet away from a worker in the trench. Ladders 
should extend at least 3 feet above the trench edge. 
All means of access should be free of slipping and 
tripping hazards.

All trenches 4 feet or deeper require testing for 
atmospheric hazards if reasonably expected to 
exist. Trenches near vehicle traffic or landfills could 
be exposed to carbon monoxide or other harmful 
gases. Rescue equipment must be readily available 
if the potential exists for atmospheric hazards. See 
Chapter 29 Confined Spaces for more information 
about testing for hazardous atmospheres.

All trenches 5 feet or deeper require a protective 
system, unless dug into solid rock. All trenches, no 
matter the depth, require the competent person to 
decide on the need and type of protection.

If a trench is 20 feet or deeper, a professional 
engineer must assess and design the protective 
system required for that excavation.

All excavated soil and other equipment and 
materials should be kept no closer than 2 feet from 
the edge of the trench. These materials could pose a 
tripping hazard or fall into the trench.

Operators of heavy equipment must be aware of the 
location of the trench either through line of sight or 
other signaling device. 

Heavy equipment should not be operated near 
trench edge.

If trench boxes are used, they must extend 18 
inches above the vertical part of the trench wall.

If the trench is deeper than 6 feet, guard rails 
should be in place to protect from accidental falls.

Trenches should be protected from the public when 
employees are not on site.

If working near vehicular traffic, employees should 
wear high-visibility vests.

Proper protective equipment should always be 
worn when entering the trench: hard hat, reinforced 
footwear, safety glasses, etc.

Employees should never work under suspended 
materials.

Further safety rules and regulations regarding 
trenching and excavation primarily can be found 
in OSHA Excavations Standards 29 CFR1926.651, 
Specific Excavation Requirements, and 29 
CFR1926.652, Requirements for Protective Systems. 
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TRENCHING CHECKUP

ITEM YES NO ACTION ITEM

Are employees who work in trenches adequately trained on the hazards of 
trench work?

Is there a designated “competent person” who has been trained in trenching 
safety, soil analysis and protective systems?

Does the designated competent person have the authority to take prompt 
corrective action when trenching activity presents a hazard?

Does the designated competent person inspect the trenching site before 
work proceeds and at least once a day for the duration of work?

If contractors are used, are trenching safety programs verified prior to 
trenching and are they followed for the duration of the contracted project?

Are protective systems used when trenching is at least 5 feet deep or the 
competent person deems it necessary?

Are means of access (ladders, steps, ramps) located within 25 feet of any 
worker in the trench?

If ladders are used as the means of access, do they extend at least 3 feet 
above the trench?

Are all means of access easily accessible and free of tripping and slipping 
hazards?

Is the area within 2 feet of the trench edge free of equipment and excavated 
materials?

Are hazardous atmospheres accounted for in trenches at least 4 feet in 
depth?

Do all workers wear appropriate personal protective equipment when in 
the trench?

Do workers wear high-visibility vests when working near vehicular traffic? 

Do employees avoid working under suspended loads?

Are operators of heavy equipment aware of trench edges or have a means 
to detect when they are nearing the edge?

If trench boxes are used as a protective system, do they have 18 inches of 
clearance above the vertical part of the wall?

Are trenches deeper than 6 feet guarded against accidental falls?

This manual  is  intended for general  information purposes only and should not be construed as legal  or coverage 
advice on any specif ic  matter .  The appropriate experts should be consulted when making decisions regarding the 
information provided in this  guide.
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