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Loss Control Insights 
                     The Roulette Wheel 

 

The Roulette Wheel Continues to Spin at Jobsite Excavations  

Recent Headlines:  

“Lack of cave-in protection cited in Georgia fatal accident, employee dies from injuries sustained 
in trench cave-in”  

“OSHA cites New York employer for exposing employees to a potential crushing accident in 
unprotected trench”  

“Contractor faces nearly $130,000 in fines for cave-In and underground utility hazards at Rhode 
Island jobsite”  

There are an estimated 75 to 200 deaths and more than 1,000 lost work days per year from 
trenching accidents. Sometimes there is warning—small amounts of soil falling into the 
excavation, water seeping from the face of the trench, or cracks that run parallel to the trench 
one or two feet out from the edge. At other times, the sides of the trench just come crashing in. 
Tons of soil hit the hapless victims in the blink of an eye—slamming their bodies into the 
opposite side of the trench, breaking bones, crushing rib cages, and burying the victims. Broken 
ribs can pierce the lungs and heart like knives.  

On average, soil weighs 100 pounds per cubic foot, and the force of several cubic yards of soil 
hitting a victim can actually drive the body from six to twelve inches into the opposite wall of the 
trench, leaving a grizzly reminder. If the victim is lucky, he or she won’t be completely covered, 
allowing the victim to breathe. If not, suffocation can occur in a matter of minutes. Each time a 
buried victim exhales, the loose soil closes in on the chest making the next inhalation more 
difficult until the victim suffocates. Even partial engulfment can put so much pressure on the 
victim’s chest that suffocation occurs.  

Rescues can be tricky and dangerous. Rescuers have been killed or injured in attempts to go in 
and remove victims without first stabilizing the trench. Victims have been decapitated by would-
be rescuers who have tried to dig them out with backhoes without first knowing the exact 
location of the victims. Although individuals properly trained in trench rescue operations are the 
best answer to avoiding potential disasters, prevention is the ultimate solution to trench cave-
ins.  

Inspecting excavation jobsites: Are your employees in danger?  

The fatality rate for excavation work is 112% higher than general construction. If you do not 
inspect your trenching activities daily as it is required, the odds are that your operation will have 
a trenching accident.  



 

 

 

If trenches and excavations at your site are not inspected daily for evidence of possible cave-
ins, hazardous atmospheres, failure of protective systems, or other unsafe conditions, your 
employees are in danger.  

What precautions are necessary?  

¨  Daily inspections of excavations, the adjacent areas, and protective systems must be 
made for evidence of situations that could result in possible cave-ins, indications of failure of 
protective systems, hazardous atmospheres, or other hazardous conditions.  

¨  The inspection must be made prior to the start of work and as needed throughout the 
shift. Inspections must also be made after every rainstorm or other occurrence that could 
increase hazards. These inspections are only required when employee exposure can be 
reasonably anticipated.  

¨  Where there is evidence of a situation that could result in a possible cave-in, indications 
of failure of protective systems, hazardous atmospheres, or other hazardous conditions, 
exposed employees must be removed from the hazardous area until the necessary 
precautions have been taken to ensure their safety.  

How do you avoid the hazards?  

Inspect excavations: 
Before construction begins. 
Daily before each shift. 
As needed throughout the shift. 
Following rainstorms or other hazard-increasing events (such as a vehicle or other 
equipment approaching the edge of an excavation).  

Inspections must be conducted by a competent person who:  

Has training in soil analysis. 

Has training in the use of protective systems.  

Has authority to immediately eliminate hazards. Consequences of an unsafe trench  

 


