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IRON LOT SAFETY TRAINING SERIES 

NATIONAL TRENCH SAFETY MONTH 

WEEK 2 TRAINING: OSHA TRENCH SAFETY BASICS 

 

Training Topic: 

OSHA Trench Safety Basics Every Crew Member Should Know 

Training Duration 

15–20 Minutes 

Audience 

• Equipment Operators  

• Laborers  

• Foremen  

• Superintendents  

• Project Managers  

• Utility Crews  
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Training Objectives 

Upon completion of this training, employees should be able to: 

✓ Understand when OSHA requires trench protection 

✓ Identify common protective systems used in excavations 

✓ Recognize the importance of soil classification 

✓ Understand spoil pile setback requirements 

✓ Recognize access and egress requirements 

✓ Understand the role of daily inspections 

✓ Explain why the Competent Person is critical to trench safety 

 

Why OSHA Trench Safety Basics Matter 

Trench safety regulations exist to help protect workers from hazards that can become deadly 
within seconds. 

Excavation and trenching remain among the most dangerous activities in construction. Many 
trench incidents are preventable when crews understand basic OSHA requirements, recognize 
hazards, and use proper protective systems. 

Every crew member should understand that trench safety is not only the responsibility of 
supervisors. Everyone on the jobsite has a role in recognizing unsafe conditions and helping 
protect workers. 
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OSHA Requires Protection 

OSHA generally requires a protective system for trenches 5 feet deep or greater, unless the 
excavation is made entirely in stable rock. 

Protective systems may include: 

• Sloping  

• Benching  

• Shoring  

• Shielding with trench boxes  

The correct protective system depends on: 

• Soil conditions  

• Trench depth  

• Trench width  

• Site conditions  

• Groundwater  

• Nearby structures  

• Manufacturer tabulated data when using trench boxes or shields  

Discussion Question 

What types of protective systems have we used or seen on our projects? 
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Key Points: 

Soil Classification Matters 

Not all soil behaves the same. 

Soil classification affects trench stability and protective system selection. 

Common OSHA soil classifications include: 

• Stable Rock  

• Type A Soil  

• Type B Soil  

• Type C Soil  

Type C soil is the least stable classification and is commonly encountered in utility and 
excavation work, especially when soil has been previously disturbed. 

Improper soil classification can increase the risk of trench collapse and may result in using the 
wrong protective system. 

Safety Reminder 

Soil conditions can change due to rain, vibration, water, nearby equipment, or previous 
excavation activity. 
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Spoil Piles Must Be Kept Back 

Excavated material creates additional pressure on trench walls. 

Spoil piles and other materials should be kept at least 2 feet from the edge of the excavation. 

Materials that should be kept back include: 

• Excavated soil  

• Pipe  

• Tools  

• Equipment  

• Construction materials  

Spoil piles placed too close to the trench edge may increase surcharge loads and contribute to 
trench wall failure. 

Discussion Question: 

Why can spoil piles too close to the trench edge create a hazard? 
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Safe Access and Egress 

Workers must have a safe way to enter and exit excavations. 

OSHA requires trenches 4 feet deep or greater to have safe access and egress. 

Examples include: 

• Ladders  

• Ramps  

• Stairways  

Access and egress points should be: 

• Properly placed  

• Maintained  

• Easy to reach  

• Free from obstructions  

Safety Reminder 

A ladder or exit point is only useful if workers can reach it quickly and safely. 
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Daily Inspections Are Required 

Trench conditions can change throughout the day. 

Inspections should be performed by a Competent Person: 

• Before each shift  

• After rainstorms  

• After changing conditions  

• After vibration events  

• Whenever hazards may have increased  

Inspections should include: 

• Soil conditions  

• Protective systems  

• Spoil pile placement  

• Water accumulation  

• Access and egress  

• Nearby equipment activity  

• Signs of movement or instability  

A trench that appeared safe earlier may become unsafe later. 
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The Competent Person 

OSHA requires a Competent Person to evaluate excavation hazards. 

The Competent Person must be capable of: 

• Identifying existing hazards  

• Recognizing predictable hazards  

• Evaluating changing conditions  

• Taking corrective action  

The Competent Person must also have authority to stop work when unsafe conditions exist. 

Responsibilities commonly include: 

• Soil classification  

• Daily inspections  

• Monitoring weather and water  

• Verifying protective systems  

• Checking spoil pile placement  

• Confirming safe access and egress  

• Stopping work when necessary  
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Key Takeaways 

✓ OSHA trench safety basics apply to every crew member 

✓ Trenches 5 feet deep or greater generally require a protective system 

✓ Soil classification affects protective system selection 

✓ Spoil piles should be kept at least 2 feet from the trench edge 

✓ Trenches 4 feet deep or greater require safe access and egress 

✓ Daily inspections are critical because conditions can change 

✓ The Competent Person must have authority to take corrective action 

✓ No worker should enter an unsafe or unprotected trench 
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Knowledge Check 

1. True or False: 
Trenches 5 feet deep or greater generally require a protective system unless excavated 
entirely in stable rock.  

☐ True 

☐ False 

 

2. Name two examples of protective systems.  

 

 

 

3. How far back should spoil piles generally be kept from the trench edge?  

 

4. True or False: 
A trench that was safe in the morning can become unsafe later in the day.  

☐ True 

☐ False 

 

5. Who is responsible for inspecting excavations and taking corrective action when hazards 
exist?  

 

6. Name one example of safe access or egress.  
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Employee Acknowledgement 

I have participated in this trench safety training session and understand the topics discussed. 

Employee Name: ______________________________________ 

Signature: ___________________________________________ 

Date: _______________________________________________ 

 

Instructor Verification 

Instructor Name: _____________________________________ 

Signature: ___________________________________________ 

Date: _______________________________________________ 

 

Attendance Record 

Name: _____________________________________ 

Signature: ___________________________________________ 

Date: _______________________________________________ 

 

 

Iron Lot, LLC 
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