
SAFETY MEETING

Note:  Our company conducts scheduled safety meetings to focus attention on one major safety topic per 
meeting.  Should an employee have a question on any subject related to safety or job procedure, it will be 
addressed by the person conducting the meeting.

TRENCHES AND SHORING

The general thrust of this safety meeting is for all workers involved in trenching operations 
to realize that there are specific rules and regulations designed, developed, and 
implemented for their safety.  As always, safety is a prime concern.  

A trench, by OSHA definition, is:  "a narrow excavation (in relation to its length) made 
below the surface of the ground.  In general, the depth is greater than the width, but the 
width of a trench (measured at the bottom) is not greater than 15 feet (4.6 m). If forms or 
other structures are installed or constructed in an excavation so as to reduce the 
dimension measured from the forms or structure to the side of the excavation to 15 feet 
(4.6 m) or less (measured at the bottom of the excavation), the excavation is also 
considered to be a trench."

Shoring, by OSHA definition, is:  "a structure such as a metal hydraulic, mechanical or 
timber shoring system that support the sides of an excavation and which is designed to 
prevent cave-ins."

Prior to the digging of a trench, utility companies must be contacted to identify the location 
of sewer, telephone, electric, water lines, or any other underground installation that may be
reasonably expected to be encountered.

For the safety of workers, trenches over four (4) feet deep will have a means of egress 
such as a stair, ramp or ladder.  Measures will be taken to protect workers from falling 
loads, vehicular traffic, and dangerous atmospheres.  In fact, if the atmosphere in a trench 
is dangerous or likely to be dangerous, testing will be done as often as needed and 
emergency rescue equipment will be available such as breathing apparatus, safety 
harness and line, or a basket stretcher.

Shoring is not required for trenches less than five (5) feet deep if an examination by a 
competent person determines the soil has no potential for a cave-in.  In this situation, 
vertical sides are allowed.

Once a trench is over 20 feet deep, protective systems, which may include shoring, must 
be designed by a registered professional engineer.  

The whole idea behind shoring is to protect workers from cave-ins.  There are other 
methods of protection from cave-ins such as sloping or benching the adjacent ground 
according to specific criteria dependent on the soil conditions, weather, and adjacent 
structures.  The total number of cave-in accidents is relatively small, however, when they 
do occur, they are generally very serious and are much more likely to be fatal than other 
types of accidents in the construction industry.  The fatality rate for trenching work was 
estimated by OSHA to be 112 percent greater than the rate for construction in general.
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