Safety Corner
Lessons that can be learned from A NEAR MISS
By Chris Hipkiss

If you have been in this business long enough there most likely was at least one incident that from a safety standpoint was a near mess.  These situations are normally not reported and the only value is that the operator hopefully will not make the same error again.  The purpose of this article is to share with you a NEAR MISS with the hope that by passing this information along it will some day prevent an accident report.
The Situation:

A Wastewater Treatment Plant was making some improvements to their septage receiving station and the construction of the improvements required the excavation of soil abutting the concrete septage receiving tank.  The excavation was rectangular in shape going away from the septage receiving tank with a depth of approximately five feet, a width of 16 feet and a length of 40 feet.  The soil conditions were dry and sandy and the end of the excavation away from the tank had a slope of approximately one in six and was used by workers to enter the excavation hole.
The construction activity at the site:
In preparation for constructing a new concrete septage receiving structure a layer of stone was being placed in the bottom of the excavation.  There was laborer with a shovel in the hole moving the stone around and a back hoe/loader dumping the stone into the hole.  Because of the site conditions and layout the back hoe operator was not able to dump the stone exactly where he wanted thus making more work for the man in the hole with the shovel.
What happened that could have resulted in serious injury?

The equipment operator, with all of the good intentions of making the job easier for the man with the shovel, decided to take a bucket load of stone down the end slope of the excavation with the other man still in the hole.  The operator did not have full control of the back hoe in the soft sandy soil and even after dumping the bucket load of stone the operator was unable, with 4 wheel drive, to back out of the hole.  If the operator had lost control of the equipment while going down the slope in the soft soil serious injury to the man in the hole could have occurred.
Lessons learned

It takes more to be a safe equipment operator than just knowing what the levers control.

Do you have a near miss story to share?  All story material is anonymous and you can reach me at (603)-934-2809 or e-mail me at chipkiss@des.state.nh.us.
