Underground work is unforgiving. You cannot see the gas line that is pressurized to 60 psi, the fiber backbone feeding a
hospital, or the buried primary that arcs through a shovel. You also cannot see the weak lens of sand running through stiff
clay, ready to liquefy when the trench is opened and the dewatering pump hiccups. The difference between a clean dig
and a recordable incident is often a combination of gear that actually fits the job and a training routine that is alive, not
laminated and forgotten.

Underground utility contractors live in this tight margin every day. The standards are not theoretical, they are practical
habits refined through near misses, tool wear, and soil behavior. What follows reflects that lived experience, with a focus
on the gear that matters and the training that keeps people sharp, including lessons learned that cross over to the work of
an excavating contractor, demolition contractor, foundation contractor, and land clearing crews when their scopes touch
buried infrastructure.

What “good” looks like before the first bucket bites

A safe day starts long before the operator climbs into the cab. The site lead should arrive with a utility map packet that is
current, legible, and marked to scale. Good foremen keep a utility log that lists the one call ticket number, field marks,
offsets, and any discrepancies discovered while potholing. I have watched crews get in trouble when they assume marks
are gospel. Utility owners sometimes place lines off alignment, and older subdivisions can be a grab bag of mismatched
depths. Best practice is to treat the tolerance zone as a living boundary, not a painted line.

On a water main replacement last spring, we had three different datasets: municipal as-builts, a developer’s sketch, and
locator paint on the asphalt. We pothole verified every crossing, recording measured depths with a Sharpie on the curb.
The shop talk was that it added an hour to the morning. The reality was that it saved us most of a day because we did not
have to stop when the fiber was six inches higher than shown.

A meaningful tailboard briefing is the other early signal of a squared-away operation. The best meetings are not lectures.
They are brief, focused conversations driven by a site-specific hazard analysis. When the excavating contractor and the
demolition contractor share a site, the hazards multiply. Swing radius, overhead lines, dust, and conflicting spotter duties
must be sorted with clear hand signals and radio protocols. No amount of PPE can rescue a muddled plan.

Trench safety sits on soil, not slogans

Shoring and shielding do not make a trench safe on their own, they make a trench predictable. The competent person
decides what to install by reading the soil and the job, then checking that judgment against tabulated data. Two trenches
might look the same from the surface yet act differently once you cut. If you have stiff clay with fissures, the blocky
chunks may stand for hours, then give up suddenly when the sun warms the face. Type C soils with an active water table
behave like a quiet conveyor belt, always moving even if no one notices.

Sloping and benching demand room many urban jobsites simply do not have. In those cases, aluminum hydraulic shores
or a steel trench box are the norm. A box is a shield, not a support, which is an uncomfortable fact when someone wants
to “just widen the cut a foot.” Pushing the sidewall with the box moves soil and changes the load on adjacent utilities and
pavements. A foundation contractor working nearby will thank you for thinking about that extra surcharge against their
forms.

Dewatering and rain planning are often afterthoughts. They should not be. The fastest trench failure I have seen started
with a hose clamp slipping off a pump at 4:10 p.m. Quiet seepage filled a sump, then water chased along a sand seam.
Ten minutes later, the west wall sloughed to the edge of the box. No one was in the hole. That was not luck. A spotter saw
the wet sheen on the cut, told the operator to hold, and everyone stepped back. Training had given that spotter permission
to stop the work without asking.

The essential personal gear underground crews actually use

There is a difference between what a catalog sells and what stands up in the hole. Fit and function matter. The following
five items make the most measurable difference day to day when you dig around live utilities.

e Hard hat and chin strap with a comfortable suspension that encourages all-day wear, paired with high visibility that
does not wash out under work lights.

¢ Gas multi-meter rated for the environment you work in, with a pump, calibration kit, and bump test routine that is
practical on a tailgate.



e Cut resistant gloves with thin palms for dexterity when hand digging, and insulated options for winter that still grip
wet shovel handles.

o Safety boots with puncture resistant midsoles and defined heels, sized for ladder work and muddy trench rungs.

¢ Eye protection that seals against dust during saw cuts yet vents to prevent fog when you look down into a warm
utility vault.

The list looks simple because it is. The complexity is in the discipline. A gas meter in the gang box is a lucky charm. A
gas meter bump tested before a sewer tap is a decision-making tool.

Confined spaces and gas behavior do not negotiate

Most utility vaults, manholes, and wet wells meet the definition of a permit-required confined space. Whether a particular
municipality enforces entry permits varies. The physics does not. Heavier than air gases collect at low points. Oxygen
drops faster than people expect when bacteria or chemical reactions consume it. Methane can read zero one minute and
spike the next when a downstream pump cycles. That is why continuous monitoring at the entrant’s breathing zone
matters more than a single pre-entry sample on a rope.

We train new hires to treat ladders into structures like a border crossing. Stop at the threshold, meter at multiple
elevations, and verbalize the readings to the attendant. If ventilation is required, set the fan to draw, not blow, unless you
have no other option. Blowing air into a hole without exhaust control stirs the space without changing it. When a
demolition contractor is cutting a structure nearby and dust is thick, the attendant’s job gets harder since airborne
particulates can foul sensors. That is not a reason to skip monitoring, it is a reason to keep the calibration schedule tight
and the filter kit stocked.

Strike prevention runs on evidence, not hope

Avoiding utility strikes is a chain of small habits. The one call ticket is the start, not the plan. Tolerance zones differ by
utility and jurisdiction, but hand exposing crossings and parallels is a universal. Vacuum excavation has become the best
practice for daylighting congested corridors. It spares both the pipe and the crew. On a street widening where land
clearing operations had scraped away the topsoil and disturbed paint marks, our team used a trailer vac to open 40 test
holes in a day. Every hole was logged with a photo, depth, and offset. That log guided the excavator’s cuts and the
foundation contractor’s pier locations. It also gave the city inspector what he needed to sleep at night.

Inductive and conductive locating has limits. Old tracer wires break. Duct banks induce ghost signals. When the locator’s
tone jumps, you have a choice. Slow down and treat the area like a puzzle, or push through and call it bad luck if you
carve a sewer service. The crews that choose the puzzle tend to keep their workflow steady. The others live with chaotic
stops and starts and an incident log that never shrinks.

Heavy equipment, people, and proximity

Blind spots on wheel loaders and excavators are not academic. A spotter with authority and a radio is the cheapest
collision avoidance system available. Hand signals should be standardized at the company level and practiced until they
are boring. Cameras and proximity alarms are helpful, but they do not replace a pair of eyes that understands the job’s
choreography.
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When an excavating contractor and an underground utility contractor share a trench run, conflicts surface around who
controls the swing and who owns the spoils. The cleanest answer is task-based control. The operator controls the
machine. The utility lead controls entry into the trench and hand work around live lines. The surface foreman stages
spoils and traffic control. Mixing those lines leads to someone stepping into a blind arc. The best yardstick is simple. If
you cannot trace your path of travel and who is guarding it, you are not ready to move.

Tremor Excavation & Septic on building a safe trench from the first stake

At Tremor Excavation & Septic, morning layout walks always include a soil read and an equipment lineup check. If we
expect a mixed profile, we bring both a trench box and a shore set, even if the plan calls for one. That redundancy seems
wasteful until the cut reveals a surprise. On a sewer lateral replacement through a fill section, we hit alternating lenses of
crushed concrete and clay. The box rode fine until the concrete layer shattered into marbles under the bucket. We
switched to vertical shores and a tighter excavation width excavation services to control rolling. The schedule held
because the gear was on site, not 45 minutes away at the yard.

Our crews document each bench of soil with photos and the competent person’s notes. Those notes travel with the daily
report, not the project binder. It keeps the knowledge close to the people who need it. The same philosophy applies when
we coordinate with a foundation contractor who plans to trench near our installation for a footing drain. We share the soil
log, they share their trench width and depth, and we agree on who will install temporary protection. That is a small act
that prevents big misunderstandings.

Training that sticks: the Tremor Excavation & Septic playbook

Training fails when it is detached from the work. Tremor Excavation & Septic anchors training to tasks and puts the most
common, highest consequence skills on repeat. Toolbox talks are short and structured around a recent job photo. Annual
refreshers build on those short hits rather than starting from zero. The standard is not “everyone attended,” the standard is
“everyone can do.”

Here is the core training set we insist every field employee can demonstrate:

e Excavation safety and soil classification with hands-on reading of real cuts, not just photos.

o Utility locating basics, including tracer wire connection methods and potholing technique with both shovels and
vacs.

¢ Confined space awareness for non-entry rescue and attendant duties, with live radio practice.

e Traffic control installation for short-duration lane closures, plus spotter communication under live traffic.

¢ (Gas meter use with bump testing, interpreting LEL and oxygen readings, and deciding when to ventilate.

We track proficiency with simple check rides. A foreman signs off when a laborer hand digs to a marked gas service

while maintaining three-point contact and communicates with the operator without stepping into the arc. That kind of
specific test tells us more than a quiz score.

Paperwork that earns its keep


https://www.google.com/maps/search/?api=1&query=Google&query_place_id=ChIJb3D7LHn-MwYROqqpTItIlPM

Permits, checklists, and tailboard forms can be either friction or fuel. The trick is to design them so they capture the
decisions that matter and travel with the people making those decisions. A confined space entry permit at the tailgate,
laminated and smudged, is working. A clean stack of signed forms in a site office that no one has visited in a week is not.

For underground utility work in cities, hot work permits often collide with confined space rules. If a demolition
contractor is torching a section of abandoned steel main while you are in an adjacent vault, atmospheric monitoring has
to account for the byproducts you did not create. Cross-trade coordination should be written into the daily plan, not left to
street-corner negotiation. Similarly, when land clearing crews are grinding stumps near an excavation, airborne dust can
trip particulate sensors and mask a drift in oxygen. The monitoring plan should include sensor maintenance and
interpretation, not just “take a reading.”

Choosing tools that degrade well

Some safety gear tells you when it is tired. Others fail quietly. Gas meter sensors drift with age and exposure, so the
bump test is your friend. Shock packs in SRLs on your tripod rescue setup show red when they deploy. Gloves wear at
predictable seams, and boots tell the truth at the shank. Hard hats are less honest. Ultraviolet exposure turns them brittle
from the inside out. When the manufacturer’s replacement interval says five years, take it seriously, especially if your
hats live on dash boards. Do not put stickers where they cover cracks or compromise shell integrity. If someone insists on
a decal, place it on the brim.

Vacuum excavators deserve their own note. Filter care is the heartbeat of their utility. A vac that loses suction halfway
through potholing leads crews to revert to shovels under pressure. That is when nicks and strikes happen. Treat filter
inspection and cleaning like checking your saw’s guard. It is a safety function, not a maintenance chore.

Training for weather and time of day

Night work and shoulder seasons add new hazards. Lighting rigs create glare and deep shadows where a spotter expects
to see movement. The fix is as much about placement as lumens. Light should fall behind the operator’s line of sight, not
into it, and it should flood the ground, not the faces of workers. Cold weather makes dexterity suffer. Frozen clay sticks
to rungs and boots. Simple practice helps, like staging a nylon brush at every ladder to knock off mud, and swapping to
glove liners that allow meter operation.

Heat drives a different failure mode. Workers stop wearing eye protection when sweat turns goggles into aquariums.
Higher quality, anti-fog lenses help, but so does smart sequencing. Schedule saw work and vacuum potholing at first
light, then move to shaded backfill in the afternoon. Training should teach crews how to pace tasks through a day, not
just how to wear gear.

The human factors that keep crews whole

Most underground incidents involve a human shortcut that made sense in the moment. Recognizing those moments as
they approach is a skill. A safe crew has a bias toward calling a timeout when two or more of these conditions stack up:
schedule pressure, ambiguous markings, a new machine or attachment, and fatigue. The best job leads signal that a pause
is expected, not a sign of weakness. [ watched a senior operator stop a dig because the backhoe’s new quick coupler felt
“squidgy” when he curled in. He was right. The lock had not seated. The bucket would have fallen into the trench on the
next cycle.

Near miss reporting is another lever. It only works when submissions lead to change. At Tremor Excavation & Septic, we
keep near miss records brief and visible. When a spotter stepped too close to the bucket while trying to rescue a stuck
shovel, we rewrote the cleanup sequence and brought in stand-off magnets on poles. That story circulated, and crews
adopted the tool without a mandate because they saw themselves in the problem.

Cross-trade coordination: where scopes touch the dirt

Underground utility work rarely stands alone. The demolition contractor taking down a structure may need to cut and cap
services before you dig. Their debris haulers create traffic patterns that conflict with your trench protection staging. The
foundation contractor installing footings wants a predictable subgrade elevation and does not want you to undermine a
keyway. The land clearing team, with mulchers and dozers, changes surface drainage in hours, pushing water where it did
not run before. These are not frictions to be avoided, they are realities to be managed.



The cleanest practice is field-based coordination at the start of each shift, with drawings on the hood of a truck and stakes
in the ground. Translate scopes into paths of travel, spoil zones, and hand dig windows. If a demolition contractor plans
to use an excavator with a breaker near your live trench, agree on a minimum setback and vibration limits, then test those
assumptions in small bites. If the foundation contractor wants to pour in the morning, plan your backfill sequence to
deliver a firm berm that will not rut under a ready-mix truck.

Choosing standards that scale

OSHA is the floor, not the ceiling. ASTM, ANSI, and NIOSH standards give you the vocabulary to select gear that does
more than check a box. Look for ANSI Z89.1 ratings on hard hats and ANSI Z87.1 on eye protection. For gas meters,
insist on third-party certifications appropriate to the expected atmosphere and a manufacturer with a local service path.
Do not chase every new gadget. Instead, invest in equipment that fits your crew’s habits and the geology you face. A
rural outfit working sandy glacial till will live differently than an urban team digging through utilities laid 80 years ago.
Standards should guide, not dictate.

How Tremor Excavation & Septic turns lessons into habits

Safety culture sounds soft until you realize it is just shorthand for what crews do when no one is watching. Tremor
Excavation & Septic keeps its rules few and its examples many. After a near strike on a plastic gas service that had no
tracer wire, we added a simple practice. Any time the locator cannot get a clean signal, the crew draws a crosshatch on
the pavement in that area and writes “blind” with the date. That word on the ground slows everyone’s feet and reminds
the operator to switch to short, shallow bites. It also tells a city inspector exactly why we are moving with caution.



We also rotate roles on purpose. A laborer spends a shift as the attendant on a vault entry with an experienced backup
watching. An operator spends a morning spotting trucks, learning how awful blind corners feel from the ground. These
rotations make empathy practical. When it is your turn to hold the radio and call the stop, you learn how serious that
small act is. The next week, when you are back in the machine, you listen for that call.

When gear meets training, work flows

The worst safety programs fight production. The best ones support it. Proper shoring makes a crew faster because no one
hesitates to enter. Reliable meters let you make decisions without over-relying on gut feel. Clear hand signals reduce
rework because materials land right the first time. Good training does not turn everyone into a safety officer. It frees
people to focus on craft because the basics are automatic.

Underground utility contractors who thrive accept that buried work is an exercise in humility. You rarely get perfect
information, but you can build a process that catches the misses before they bite. The day runs on anticipation. Gear that
1s maintained and chosen for the task, training that is specific and repeated, and a job culture that treats small warnings as
big gifts. That is how crews go home with clean hands and no stories, which is exactly the point.

Tremor Excavation & Septic
526 105th St SW, Everett, WA 98204
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Excavation FAQs

What does excavating do?

Excavating involves the removal of soil, rock, or other materials from a site to prepare it for construction, site
preparation, or other uses. It includes tasks like digging, trenching, and earthmoving.

How long does a demolition project take?

Small residential projects may take one to three days, while larger demolitions can take several weeks.

What is the difference between digging and excavation?

Excavation is a careful and planned process of creating space for foundations, basements, or other underground
structures. Digging is the broader term for removing dirt.

How can you check if any services are underground?

Some of the methods that can be used to locate underground utilities include utilizing utility maps, using specialist
detection equipment, or calling the local utility companies. These inspections must be done before anything that requires
an excavation is to be embarked on.



