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This talk aligns with OSHA 1926 Subpart P (Excavations), along with related standards in 29 
CFR 1926 for general construction safety, ensuring compliance throughout the project from 
groundbreaking to completion and maintenance. 

 
Excavation is a critical step when building from the ground up, whether for foundations, 
utilities, or site preparation. Unsafe excavation practices can lead to cave-ins, falls, 
equipment accidents, or struck-by hazards, which can cause serious injuries or fatalities. 
This toolbox talk focuses on safe excavation practices to protect workers during the initial 
phases of construction, while also ensuring safety during later maintenance work involving 
excavations. 

Key Safety Points 

Pre-Excavation Planning  

o Competent Person: OSHA requires a competent person to inspect the 
excavation site daily and as conditions change (1926.651(k)). This person 
must be trained to identify hazards like unstable soil or water accumulation. 

o Call 811: Before digging, contact 811 to locate underground utilities (gas, 
water, electricity). Damaging utilities can cause explosions, electrocution, or 
service disruptions. 

o Soil Assessment: The competent person must classify soil (Type A, B, or C) 
to determine appropriate protective systems. Unstable soil (Type C) requires 
more robust protections. 

Protective Systems  

o Sloping, Benching, Shoring, or Shielding: For excavations deeper than 5 
feet, OSHA mandates protective systems unless the excavation is in stable 
rock (1926.652(a)).  

 Sloping: Angle the excavation walls to prevent collapse (e.g., 1.5:1 for 
Type C soil). 

 Shoring: Use supports like hydraulic jacks to stabilize walls. 

 Shielding: Trench boxes protect workers from cave-ins. 

o Ensure systems are installed correctly and inspected before workers enter 
the trench. 
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o For excavations less than 5 feet, a competent person must confirm no cave-
in risk exists. 

Access and Egress  

o Provide safe access and egress for trenches deeper than 4 feet using ladders, 
ramps, or stairways (1926.651(c)(2)). 

o Ladders must extend 3 feet above the trench edge and be secured. Place 
them every 25 feet of lateral travel. 

o Ensure workers can exit quickly in case of an emergency. 

Hazard Controls  

o Spoil Piles and Equipment: Keep spoil piles and heavy equipment at least 2 
feet from the excavation edge to prevent collapse (1926.651(j)(2)). 

o Water Accumulation: Remove water from trenches using pumps or 
drainage. Wet soil increases cave-in risk (1926.651(h)). 

o Fall Protection: Install guardrails or barriers for excavations near walkways 
or work areas to prevent falls (1926.501). 

o Atmospheric Hazards: Test for hazardous atmospheres (e.g., low oxygen or 
toxic gases) in excavations deeper than 4 feet, especially in confined spaces 
(1926.651(g)). 

Maintenance and Later Work  

o During building maintenance or utility repairs, re-inspect excavations for 
changing conditions (e.g., weather, nearby construction). 

o Ensure maintenance workers are trained in excavation safety and follow the 
same OSHA standards. 

o Store tools and materials away from trench edges to avoid creating hazards 
during repair work. 

Personal Protective Equipment (PPE)  

o Wear high-visibility clothing, hard hats, and steel-toed boots (1926.95). 

o Use gloves and eye protection when handling materials or working near 
equipment. 
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o Ensure PPE is inspected and maintained regularly. 

Best Practices 

• Daily Inspections: The competent person must check for cracks, water, or 
equipment vibrations that could destabilize the trench. 

• Training: All workers must be trained on excavation hazards and emergency 
procedures (1926.21(b)(2)). 

• Weather Awareness: Rain, freeze-thaw cycles, or heavy equipment can weaken 
soil. Stop work and reassess if conditions change. 

• Emergency Plan: Have a rescue plan in place, including trained personnel and 
equipment for quick response to cave-ins or injuries. 

Discussion Questions 

1. Have you seen any unsafe conditions in our excavations? How can we address 
them? 

2. What challenges do you face when entering or exiting trenches? 

3. How can we ensure maintenance workers follow the same safety protocols during 
repairs? 

 
Excavation safety is critical from the moment we break ground to the maintenance phase 
years later. By planning, using protective systems, and staying vigilant, we can prevent 
accidents and keep everyone safe. If you see something unsafe, report it immediately, your 
actions could save a life. 

OSHA References 

• 29 CFR 1926 Subpart P (Excavations) 

• 29 CFR 1926.21 (Safety Training and Education) 

• 29 CFR 1926.501 (Fall Protection) 

• OSHA’s Trenching and Excavation Safety Guide: https://www.osha.gov/trenching-
excavation 

Note: Always check local regulations and site-specific requirements, as they may 
supplement OSHA standards or call MSC Safety Solutions 303-477-1044. 
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