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SAFE WORK PROCEDURE 

 
 

JOB / TASK:   TRENCHING, DIGGING AND WORKING NEAR UNDERGROUND/OVERHEAD SERVICES 
     (This procedure is to be used in conjunction with any operating manuals or training relevant to the task and by “Authorised Personnel Only”) 
 

SPECIAL COMMENTS: Refer also to the following: 
     SWP # 301 – Tree Planting, SWP # 321 – Laying Stormwater Pipes and SWP # 337 – Establishing a Worksite. 
 

SEQUENCE OF JOB STEPS POTENTIAL 
HAZARDS/RISKS  

SAFE WORK PROCEDURE 
(How to do it) PPE 

(What to do in the right order) (Applicable to each step) (Identify equipment, safety, quality, environment and performance 
requirements)  

Preparation Prior to Trenching –  
 
General Requirements 

 ·  Conduct a site inspection using Part A of Council’s “Worksite Inspection 
Checklist” available on Council’s Intranet; 

·  If there is insufficient clearances to work safely from overhead services 
notify the relevant service provider to de-energise or isolate before any work 
is undertaken; 

·  Identify and assess the plant and equipment required for the job eg hand 
tools, mechanical equipment, traffic management signage etc; 

·  Ensure appropriate training has been provided to all staff; 
·  Minimise the disruption to traffic and the general community by having the 

materials and manpower for the work to be undertaken on hand or to be 
delivered as required; 

·  Ensure that traffic management signage is available and in good condition; 
·  Ensure adequate public protection (bunting, barrier tape, netting) and 

shoring is available where appropriate; 
·  Ensure that any trench that the workers are to perform work in is of sufficient 

width to allow adequate safe access and egress. 
 
·  For trenches greater in depth than 1.5m, 
·  The Team Leader/Supervisor must notify Safework SA of the proposed 

works on the prescribed form at least 24 hours prior to work commencing; 
·  Workers must wear hard hats whilst in trench; 
·  Access ladders must be placed no further than 20 metres apart; 
·  Workers must comply with SWP # 344 – Confined Space Entry. 
 

 

 

SWP No: 
367 
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SEQUENCE OF JOB STEPS POTENTIAL 
HAZARDS/RISKS  

SAFE WORK PROCEDURE 
(How to do it) PPE 

(What to do in the right order) (Applicable to each step) (Identify equipment, safety, quality, environment and performance 
requirements)  

Preparation Prior to Trenching on  
 
Council Property, Reserves and Roads 

 Prior to undertaking any work on Council properties, reserves and roads a plan 
of the proposed area to be trenched is to be obtained from Council’s own plan 
registers including Geographical Information System (GIS), project drawings 
and Design Plans.  In addition to and particularly where there are no plans a 
comprehensive site inspection should be undertaken to identify: 
 
·  Services that will be affected by proposed works; 
·  Location of proposed works and any nearby services; 
·  Resources required e.g. Personnel, skills, plant and machinery, 

equipment such as insulated hand digging tools, cable locater etc; 
·  Any street closures that may be required; 
·  Authorities &/or residents that need to be advised. 
 
As council reserves/public land may have easements and when trenching 
roads contact Dial Before You Dig on 1100 and obtain plans of the area. 
 
Contact Sure Search, Telephone 0418 896 772 or other accredited provider to 
locate underground services and mark on the ground; 
 
Take care to confirm all services that could be affected, these can include: 
 

·  Telstra – phone cables and optical cables; 
·  Optus – phone cables and optical cables; 
·  SA Water – water & sewerage; 
·  Origin Energy – gas; 
·  ETSA – Electricity; 
·  Storm water drainage; 
·  Irrigation and indirect services; 
·  Survey marks; 
·  Street lighting electric cables. 
 
·  Also obtain as much information on the soil type and ground conditions 

as possible prior to trenching. 
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SEQUENCE OF JOB STEPS POTENTIAL 
HAZARDS/RISKS  

SAFE WORK PROCEDURE 
(How to do it) PPE 

(What to do in the right order) (Applicable to each step) (Identify equipment, safety, quality, environment and performance 
requirements)  

Notification to Affected Parties  Notify relevant authorities of the proposed works including: 
·  Residents who adjoin the proposed works; 
·  If closing roads then notify Emergency Services, Ambulance, Fire, 

Police, Public Transport and Buses etc. 
Locating Services Traffic 

Explosive 
Fire 
Electrocution 

Service damage can be avoided by simply adhering to the following: 
˜ Plan 
˜ Pothole (Locate service by manually digging) 
˜ Protect 
˜ Proceed 

 
·  If using an electronic locator ensure the batteries are fully charged; 
·  Examine the plans and assess all possible impacts on the service.  

Some providers will only supply information about the service being 
present; they will not pinpoint the exact location; 

·  Refer to completed “Worksite Inspection Checklist” Part A Pre-works 
prior to commencement of work; 

·  Keep copies of the plans on site at all times; 
·  Clearly mark all services on the ground; 
·  Note the location of service pits and manholes; 
Arrange for services to be de-energised, insulated, isolated etc before work 
commences where possible. 
 
Have the plans provided and all the services marked on the ground, to give an 
indication that there is a service is in the vicinity, actual locations and depth 
need to be determined: 
·  Some service providers may need to be on site at all times whilst 

working in the vicinity of their services; 
·  Have all the services exposed within the work zone or affected areas; 
·  Check plans for continuation or other services missed; 
·  Where your work is parallel to Telstra services, pothole every 5 metres 

along the service. 
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SEQUENCE OF JOB STEPS POTENTIAL 
HAZARDS/RISKS  

SAFE WORK PROCEDURE 
(How to do it) PPE 

(What to do in the right order) (Applicable to each step) (Identify equipment, safety, quality, environment and performance 
requirements)  

 
Method of Potholing 
 

 
Traffic 
Explosive 
Fire 
Electrocution 
 

 
Potholing needs to be undertaken with care and employing techniques least 
likely to damage the service: 
·  Use hand tools, shovels and trowels (insulated if working near electrical 

services) and machinery with care; 
·  Work parallel to the service; 
·  Remove road & footpath surface and base material; 
·  Examine the natural surface for obvious signs of trenching etc; 
·  Feel across the line of service with hand probe; 
·  The spacing of probes must be less than the diameter of the service 

being sought; 
·  If no service is located excavate to less than the depth of the probe; 
·  If there is doubt as to the location of the service, then further physical 

location of the service should be ascertained by the service provider, 
Accredited Service Locator or staff (if equipment and expertise is 
available); 

·  Use caution at all times. 
 

Protecting Services Traffic 
Explosive 
Fire 
Electrocution 
Slips 
Trips 
Falls 

Once the services have been located and exposed, both the services and the 
public need to be protected: 
·  Check and inform all site personnel including contractors of the 

location of the services; 
·  In particular inform the operator of the plant working in the vicinity; 
·  Support exposed services, (seek advice from the service authority); 
·  Mark all exposed services with flags or devices which can be readily 

seen; 
·  Erect safety barriers, fencing, webbing, bunting etc around exposed 

services; 
·  Ensure all marked services continue to be visible for the duration of 

the work. 
 

 



C:\DOCUME~1\KGA\LOCALS~1\Temp\notes6030C8\SWP 367 Trenching and Working near Underground Overhead Services V3.doc          Page 5 of 8 
 This Safe Operating/Work Procedure was: 

·  Reviewed by Team Leader, Bernie Brennan, Civil Works and Works Manager, Mathew Allen in consultation with civil works staff, Brian Laws, Theo Cocking, Tim Held, Robert Lewis 
·  Endorsed by the City of Marion OHS Committee at its Wednesday 21 June 2006 meeting. 
·  To be reviewed in June 2009 by Team Leader & Mgr Civil Works  

SEQUENCE OF JOB STEPS POTENTIAL 
HAZARDS/RISKS  

SAFE WORK PROCEDURE 
(How to do it) PPE 

(What to do in the right order) (Applicable to each step) (Identify equipment, safety, quality, environment and performance 
requirements)  

Plant Excavation Near Underground Services Traffic 
Explosive 
Fire 
Electrocution 
 

Once services have been identified and located Plant Operator(s) should be 
advised of details and; 
·  Undertake an on ground inspection to ensure that they are fully aware of 

the services in the vicinity and in particular overhead electrical services; 
·  An observer is to assist the operator to constantly check on the location 

of the service and shall be present during service location and while 
excavating around services. 

·  Complete “Worksite Inspection Checklist” Park B Works Checklist during 
course of work. 

 
Observer’s Duties and Responsibilities 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 The observer’s role is to provide assistance and direction to the operator to 
prevent contact between underground or overhead services and the machine: 
·  The observer needs to be in contact with the plant operator at all times;  
·  Ensure that the operator can be seen, because if you can see him he 

should be able to see you and at the same time take direction from you; 
·  Ensure that the operator is aware of your location, in particular while 

excavating; 
·  The use of hand signals are an important part of the process, in 

particular while working in a noisy environment (around plant); 
·  Instructions should also be given verbally to ensure that an 

understanding is agreed upon; 
·  In a noisy environment or in an area where visual contact is difficult, two-

way radios must be used. 
 

Plant Operator’s Responsibilities Being hit by moving objects ·  Ensure adequate safe clearance between the plant they are operating 
and any overhead services at all times; 

·  If communication is unclear or lost, operation must cease until adequate 
communication is reestablished; 

·  The plant operator shall ensure that workers are well clear of the lift 
zone around the backhoe or loader before lifting or lowering compaction 
or other equipment out of or into the trench. 
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SEQUENCE OF JOB STEPS POTENTIAL 
HAZARDS/RISKS  

SAFE WORK PROCEDURE 
(How to do it) PPE 

(What to do in the right order) (Applicable to each step) (Identify equipment, safety, quality, environment and performance 
requirements)  

 
Contact With an Underground Service 

 
Explosive 
Fire 
Electrocution 
 

Where contact is made with or damage done to an underground service 
which causes or has the potential to cause serious injury to personnel on 
site or the public, excavation is to cease and the following undertaken: 
 
·  Contact Council Team Leader (in the first instance) who will then 

contact the Business Unit Leader, Department Manager and the OHS 
Unit or, in the case of a contractor, the Contract superintendent; 

·  Inform Team Leader of your location; 
·  Inform Team Leader if anyone is injured; 
·  Contact service authority concerned and advise them of the situation; 
·  Cease work until the service authority representatives arrive; 
·  Make the worksite as safe as possible; 
·  Keep members of the public clear of the worksite; 
·  Wait until the service authority representative, Safework SA inspector 

or OHS investigative team (where appropriate) gives you the all clear 
before recommencing work; 

·  Upon return to the Depot advise relevant Business Unit Leader of the 
outcome. 

 
Medical Management 

 
Electrocution 

If someone appears to have been injured due to electric shock, 
immediate action is required.  A summary of steps to be taken is as 
follow: 
·  Ensure that nobody else is at risk before proceeding; 
·  Warn others; 
·  Call for an ambulance; 
·  If possible, clear the casualty from the energised object using insulated 

material such as a wooden broom handle. Every second is vital at this 
time. Do not place yourself at risk; 

·  If casualty appears to be unconscious, check response (Are you OK?); 
·  If there is no response, assume the casualty is unconscious; 
·  Place in a recovery position and check airway, breathing and circulation. 

Commence first aid if able and trained to do so; 
·  If there is no evidence of trauma, assume the unconsciousness to be 

cardiovascular-related. 
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SEQUENCE OF JOB STEPS POTENTIAL 
HAZARDS/RISKS  

SAFE WORK PROCEDURE 
(How to do it) PPE 

(What to do in the right order) (Applicable to each step) (Identify equipment, safety, quality, environment and performance 
requirements)  

Excavation Support Crushing 
Head injuries 
Abrasions 
Strains 
Flying particles 
 

·  Once the excavation is completed the most appropriate method of 
ground support must be adopted; 

·  Shoring if required shall be in accordance with Australian Standard 
4744.1:2000; 

·  It is important that the support system be implemented as soon as 
possible; 

·  Persons should not work alone in a trench; 
·  All support systems should be regularly inspected; 
·  No support should be removed from a section of a trench where persons 

are working; 
·  When using cage support systems a minimum of two module lengths 

must be used at all times; 
·  At no time should a person work outside of the caged area; 
·  Cages must be installed and removed from the trench, assembled. 

Clear Area at Top of Trench Crushing 
Head injuries 
Abrasions 
Strains 
Flying particles 
 

·  During excavation the toe of the spoil heap should never be less than 
0.5 m from the edge of the trench; 

·  If the trench runs across sloping ground, spoil to be put on downhill 
side of the excavation; 

·  All pipes, tools etc. should never be less than 0.5 m from the edge of 
the trench or bench and must be chocked. 

Inspections Crushing 
Head injuries 
Abrasions 
Strains 
Flying particles 
 

·  Trench walls and support systems should be frequently inspected by the 
team leader or other competent and trained person to ensure that: 

 

� The excavating bucket is not undercutting the trench sides; 
� Supports are not being overstressed; 
� The ground is not fretting or beginning to collapse into the 

trench; 
� Tension cracks do not appear along trench top; 
� Trench walls do not sag under the pressure of the machinery; 
� Slumps are not appearing in the surface near the excavation; 
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SAFE WORK PROCEDURE 
(How to do it) PPE 
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Inspections (cont’d) Crushing 
Head injuries 
Abrasions 
Strains 
Flying particles 
 

 
� Ground swelling at the bottom of the trench; 
� Water is not running into the excavation; 

 

·  Work should never proceed in potentially unstable, unsupported ground. 
 

Battered Excavation Crushing 
Head injuries 
Abrasions 
Strains 
Flying particles 
 

·  When shields, ground support system or benching are not used, the 
sides of the trench should be battered to the angle of repose of the spoil 
pile.  

 

Step Battering or Benching 
 

Crushing 
Head injuries 
Abrasions 
Strains 
Flying particles 
 

·  All trenches greater than 1.5 m deep require steps or benches of equal 
width to the depth of the trench beyond 1.5 m; 

·  Steps on benches must not exceed 1.5 m in height.  
 
(This section only applies when no shoring is used.) 

Restoring the Worksite  
 

·  Ensure worksite is safe/ secure before leaving; 
 

Notification of Alterations to Drawings  If any alterations / modifications have been made to the drawings: 
·  Locations of new or existing services are to be recorded on construction 

drawings or site plans by staff responsible for undertaking the 
construction work; 

·  A copy of the plan is to be forwarded to the Manager City Assets to 
update the original drawings and retain in the Geographical Information 
System (GIS) database for future reference or who will notify the 
relevant authority; 

·  Notification is also required when service locations are found to be 
incorrect, so that the correct location can be replotted on plans. 

 

 


