Confined Spaces.

Confined spaces are large enough to enter and perform work, not meant for continuous human occupancy and have a limited means of egress.  Some confined spaces are “permit require” confined spaces because they may contain a hazardous atmosphere, contain material that my engulf the entrant, have a configuration that may trap and suffocate the entrant or contains any other recognized safety or health hazard.  All confined spaces have to be considered permit required until proven otherwise and, entry into permit required confined spaces requires compliance with 29 CFR 1910.146.  

USACE-Specific HTRW Site Confined Space Issues.  Specific issues regarding confined spaces that may be encountered by USACE employees working in the HTRW program are as follows.  

1. Recognition.  Confined spaces are rarely identified or labeled when the USACE inherits an HTRW project.  Construction activities have the potential to create new confined spaces every day.  Treatment process configuration changes can create new confined spaces that have not been identified.  It is important to know what a confined space is and the hazards associated with them so that they can be avoided or identified, evaluated, permitted and if necessary entered according to permit requirements.  

2. Entry.  All confined spaces have to be considered permit required confined spaces until they have been evaluated for hazardous atmospheres or “any other recognized” safety or health hazard.  Permit entry can potentially cause delays in fieldwork because it requires planning to assemble the right combination of monitoring equipment for hazardous atmospheres, rescue equipment and trained personnel.

3. Hazardous Atmospheres.  Hazardous atmospheres are insidious.  Oxygen deficient atmospheres can be created by something as simple as microbiological growth in a hole in the ground after a rainstorm. 

4. Engulfment Hazards.  The only fatalities (and also very serious injuries) in the history of the USACE HTRW program were a result of confined space engulfment in and around storage hoppers in hazardous waste treatment processes.  

Hazards in confined spaces are insidious and unforgiving.  Confined space recognition is difficult on new project and when site conditions are constantly changing.  Avoidance and proper entry techniques (only when absolutely necessary) are imperative to employee safety.

