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Loss Control Insights 
 Recognizing a Confined Space  

Is there a manhole to a sewage system near your workplace, or an underground vault for an 
electrical system? Any boiler, tunnel, well, silo, shaft or poorly ventilated crawl space can be a 
potentially dangerous confined space.  

Even if your job doesn’t involve entering a confined space, if there is one nearby it is important 
to be aware of the dangers. One atmospheric hazard in such spaces is 
an oxygen level below what is needed to sustain life. Toxic gas is 
another atmospheric hazard. It might be created by a substance stored 
in the space or seeping in, gasoline vapors from an underground fuel 
spill or naturally occurring methane from rotting organic material. Other 
hazards could be fire or explosion, flammable gases, vapors or dusts, 
electric shock, temperature extremes, shifting materials such as sand, 
equipment in motion, slippery surfaces or chemicals.  

Confined space entry is not something to be undertaken lightly. It 
requires training, protective equipment, correct procedures and 

authorization. Even in an emergency, you have to follow all precautions. About half of the 
confined space fatality victims are rescuers. The chain of events repeats: Somebody gets into 
trouble in a confined space and someone else rushes in without using a proper respirator. Then 
two people are down. There have been cases of one rescuer after another dying in a confined 
space.  

It is very important to use the right respirator, and for much of confined space work an actual air 
supply is required. The chemical cartridge respirator that you might use for chemical exposure 
won’t save your life if the problem is lack of oxygen.  

There are common procedures for confined space entry, including:  

• Getting a written entry permit.  

• Assembling tools such as personal protective equipment (PPE), lifeline, retrieval harness, 
testing devices, lighting and communications equipment.  

• Preventing pedestrians or vehicles from entering the work area.  

• Testing the air for dangerous gases and lack of oxygen.  

• Isolating electrical hazards and closing off lines of flowing liquids or solids.  

• Ventilating the area or purging it with inert gas that can’t explode. Inert gas can cause oxygen 
deficiency. Don’t use pure oxygen because of the danger of explosion.  

• Wearing proper PPE. 

 
• Posting an attendant outside the confined space. 



 

 

 
• Removing possible sources of ignition and using non-sparking tools and lighting.  

As you can see, preparing to work safely in confined space is an involved process that takes 
special authorization, training and equipment. What you need to remember is, do not enter a 
confined space unprepared — even to rescue someone.  

Once is not enough for training: Confined space training should be given on an annual basis.  

Experience alone can’t guarantee job safety. It’s been estimated that nearly a quarter of serious 
injuries happen to experienced workers as a result of human errors.  

Since there’s no one alive with a perfect memory or the ability to avoid developing bad work 
habits, the need for continued safety training should be obvious.  

Refresher courses, new training with new information and regular safety reviews can all be 
scheduled into your program. Updating doesn’t have to follow a rigid format or timetable. Near 
misses or minor incidents indicate something is wrong with the way you are working.  

Individuals should also be encouraged to seek answers for their specific questions from 
supervisors, qualified co-workers and the company's safety “coordinator”.  

New (and not so new) employees should take time to read again the information presented 
when they started their jobs. It will make much more sense the second time around. This could 
include company safety policies and procedures, emergency instructions, operating manuals for 
equipment, material safety data sheets and labels for chemicals on the worksite.  

It may be possible to provide cross-training in other jobs, allowing workers to look at hazards 
and safety procedures from a new perspective.  

Reality Check: Crew Follows Boss Into Confined Space  

When a construction foreman was found dead in water at the bottom of a manhole, his workers 
followed him into the confined space and risked death themselves.  

The fatality occurred when his crew was installing a sewer line. He had told his workers he was 
going to take some measurements to plan the next stage of work, but it is not known why he 
entered the manhole when he could have made the same calculations outside.  

Four of his workers risked their lives by entering the confined space to try to rescue him without 
preparing for hazards such as an atmosphere lacking oxygen or containing toxic gases. Any 
time there is a "person down" incident in a confined space, atmospheric hazards must be 
suspected. As it turned out, the four workers did escape without injury,  

although the first rescuer into the manhole reported nausea and breathlessness, which should 
have alerted the other three to the possibility of a problem with the air inside.  



 

 

When atmospheric testing was done after the incident, the air was found to be normal at that 
time. Investigators surmised that the foreman slipped and fell when he entered the manhole. A 
coroner confirmed he died by drowning.  

It is vital for everyone on a crew to be aware of the hazards of confined space entry. Many 
rescue attempts turn into multiple fatalities. No one should enter a confined space without the 
proper training, equipment, authorization and outside backup help.  

 

 


