Stay Safe
With Society
Trench Safety
When you go into a trench, you could be dead in a matter of minutes. We know what causes
trenches to collapse, but we think it won't happen to us. There are ways to keep the odds in
our favor.
A collapse of either side wall can kill within a matter of minutes. The separation of a mass of
soil or rock from the side that suddenly moves into an excavation, either by falling or sliding,
is sufficient to trap or bury a person. Soil weighs between 100 and 130 pounds per cubic foot
-- or more than 2,700 pounds per cubic yard. That's equivalent to having your car or pickup
truck fall on you.
Water from groundwater or a heavy rain reduces cohesion and the ability of soil to stick
together. Water in the bottom of a trench undermines the side walls.
Evaluate the vibration from traffic or nearby construction. Vibration tends to collapse the air
pockets found in soil, which allows nearby particles to move. This happens without warning,
resulting in a major section of the side wall falling into the trench. The side walls of an open
trench will dry out when exposed to the air for more than a day. The cohesiveness of the soil
will change as the moisture evaporates, most likely resulting in a less-cohesive mixture.

Checklist:

¥¥

Trenches of 4 feet or more in depth must have additional protection.

¥¥

Remove standing water with pumps.

¥¥

Install protection if water is seeping in from the bottom or side walls.

¥¥

The toe of the spoil must be at least 2 feet from the edge of the trench
(including sloped trenches).

¥¥

Install protective systems from the top down so that no one works in an
unprotected trench.

¥¥

Don't cross over a trench unless you can use a walkway with guard rails.

¥¥

To prevent damage, support any utilities that run across the trench.
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