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Confined spaces in construction present unique hazards that can lead to serious injuries or
fatalities if not properly managed. OSHA defines a confined space as a space that is large enough
for a worker to enter, has limited or restricted means of entry or exit, and is not designed for
continuous occupancy. Examples of confined spaces in construction include manholes, tanks,
silos, pipelines, and tunnels, and some aspects to trenches. When these spaces pose additional
hazards such as hazardous atmospheres, engulfment risks, or entrapment hazards, they become
permit-required confined spaces (PRCS) under OSHA’s regulations.

Understanding the Risks
Confined spaces in construction are particularly dangerous due to several factors, including:

¢ Oxygen Deficiency: Lack of proper ventilation can lead to oxygen-deficient atmospheres,
making it difficult for workers to breathe.

¢ Toxic Atmospheres: Gases like hydrogen sulfide, carbon monoxide, or volatile organic
compounds can accumulate, causing poisoning or asphyxiation.

o Engulfment Hazards: Loose materials such as soil, sand, or grain can quickly bury a
worker, leading to suffocation.

o Entrapment and Mechanical Hazards: Sloping walls or converging surfaces can trap
workers, and moving machinery can pose additional risks.

o Fires and Explosions: Flammable gases and vapors can ignite due to sparks or static
electricity.

OSHA’s Confined Space Standard for Construction

OSHA'’s Subpart AA - Confined Spaces in Construction establishes guidelines for protecting
workers. Some key provisions include:

o Identifying Confined Spaces: Employers must assess the worksite to identify confined
spaces and determine if they are permit-required.

o Permit System: PRCS require a written permit system, detailing entry procedures, required
equipment, and emergency protocols.

e Atmospheric Testing: Before entry, air monitoring must be conducted to check for oxygen
levels, toxic gases, and flammable vapors.

o Ventilation: If hazardous atmospheres are detected, proper ventilation must be used to
maintain safe conditions.

e Entry Supervision: A competent person must oversee confined space work and ensure
safety measures are followed.
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Rescue and Emergency Plans: Employers must have an effective rescue plan, including
trained personnel and appropriate rescue equipment.

Best Practices for Confined Space Safety

To enhance confined space safety in construction, employers and workers should follow these best
practices:

1.

Conduct Pre-Entry Assessments: Perform a hazard assessment before entry to identify
risks and determine necessary safety measures.

Use Proper PPE: Depending on the hazards, workers should wear respirators, harnesses,
gloves, and other required personal protective equipment.

Implement Continuous Air Monitoring: Real-time air monitoring ensures that atmospheric
conditions remain safe during work.

Ensure Proper Training: Workers must be trained in confined space hazards, entry
procedures, and emergency response.

Use a Permit System: If the space is classified as PRCS, a permit must be issued outlining
necessary safety precautions.

Establish Effective Communication: Workers inside the confined space should maintain
constant communication with attendants outside to report any issues.

Develop a Rescue Plan: Emergency rescue procedures must be in place, and trained
personnel should be ready to respond immediately.

A strong safety culture is important for preventing confined space accidents. Employers should
encourage open communication, conduct regular safety audits, and reinforce training programs to
ensure workers remain vigilant about confined space hazards. Safety in confined spacesis a

shared responsibility, and everyone on a construction site should be proactive in identifying and

mitigating risks.

Construction confined spaces pose significant risks, but with proper safety protocols, training, and

hazard awareness, accidents can be prevented. Compliance with OSHA’s regulations, a

commitment to best practices, and a strong safety culture will help protect workers from confined
space dangers. Employers and employees must work together to ensure that every worker returns
home safely at the end of the day.
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