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safety watch  |  by Tom Jackson  |  TJackson@randallreilly.com

A 
17-year-old male laborer 
was killed and his coworker 
injured in a trench collapse 

during a job to replace a broken 
sewer line.

The day before the accident a 
trench box had been used to shore 
up the walls of the trench, but it had 
been removed at the end of the day 
and not put back in place. The two 
workers entered the unprotected 
trench the following day to check 
the depth with a grade pole and 
replace two sections of pipe.

When the trench wall caved in, 
it buried the 17-year-old up to 
his chest and his coworker to his 
knees. A foreman called 911 and 
emergency management personnel 
arrived within five minutes. In the 
meantime, the victims’ cowork-
ers had jumped down into the 
trench to try to free the two men, 
but when the fire marshal arrived 
he ordered everyone out of the 
trench, realizing that the trench 
was still unstable.

The foreman of the crew de-
manded that the rescue person-
nel enter the trench and had to 
be physically removed from the 
site. Coworkers however ignored 
the fire marshal’s orders to leave 
the trench and continued to dig 
out the two men and administer 
oxygen to the younger worker. A 
backboard was lowered into the 
trench and the victims evacuated 
to the shallow end to where para-
medics were standing by.

The 17-year-old died approxi-
mately five hours after the inci-
dent. His coworker was treated 
and released with minor injuries. 

How this accident could have
been prevented:
•  Always use active trench protec- 

tion systems such as shoring 
and shielding boxes

•  When feasible, use 2D and 3D 
excavator systems to eliminate 
the need to go into the trench 
with a grade rod.

•  Know and comply with all child 
labor laws. Work in danger-
ous conditions is prohibited for 
youth under 18 years of age. 

•  Make sure everyone on the site, 
including subcontractors, knows 
which workers are under 18 
years of age. 

•  Ensure that a OSHA competent 
person conducts daily inspec-
tions of all excavations and ad-
jacent areas and takes necessary 
measures to protect workers.

•  Provide workers with training to 
recognize underground excava-
tion hazards.

•  Train workers not to argue with 
or disobey emergency manage-
ment personnel, which can 
make a bad situation potentially 
much worse.

For more information on this 
accident and preventive steps you 
can take go to:
www.cdc.gov/niosh/face/In-house/
full200003.html
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Dangerous chaos after 
trench collapse
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