
Instructions

The objective of this tool is to provide field supervisors with information to  
proactively engage workers and discuss safety related concerns that they may 
encounter. Safety discussions should not be limited to the subject above and should 
pertain to the activities that workers will be involved in that may have the potential  
for safety related exposures.

Case Day:
December 2003

Accident Type:
Excavation Accident – Botched Rescue

Relevant laws, rules and codes may include:
29CFR 1926.20(a)(1), 1926.21(b)(2), 1926.651(k), 1926.652

Case:

A construction worker was decapitated when panicked colleagues used a backhoe to 
try to dig him and another man out of a collapsed trench.

Accident Detail:

The workers were employed by a construction company which had been working 
in the area and excavated a trench in an attempt to link a row of homes to sewer 
connections.

While working, the trench suddenly collapsed, burying the two workers. Rather 
then waiting for emergency rescue personnel to arrive, the two workers’ colleagues 
attempted to rescue them on their own by using a backhoe. In doing so, they 
decapitated one of the workers.

After the recue workers arrived, they used ropes to lower themselves into the trench, 
taking about two hours to shore up the walls of the 35 foot long, 10 foot wide ditch  
and removed the victim’s body. The co–worker who was buried up to the waist was 
saved when firefighters and an unidentified civilian dug him out with their bare  
hands and shovels.

Reconstructive Safety Evaluation: 

•	 What are some of the possible causes of the accident being discussed?
•	 What actions could have been taken that might have prevented this accident  

from occurring?
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Accident Scene Conclusion:

The investigation revealed that the trench collapsed because it was not properly supported as required. When the trench collapsed, 
the construction workers jumped into action without waiting for firefighters or police to arrive.

Preventive Safety Measures Include:

•	 Workers are trained in the hazards of excavations, the work they are to perform, the personal protective equipment and safe work 
procedures necessary to perform their assigned tasks.

•	 Ensure workers do not enter excavations until first inspected by a Competent Person1 and he/she had determined there is no 
evidence of a situation that could result in a cave–in, failure of protective systems, hazardous atmosphere, or other hazardous 
conditions.

•	 All employees in excavations 5 feet or more in depth are protected from cave–in by an adequate protective system such as sloping, 
benching or shield system.

•	 If the Competent Person finds evidence of an unsafe situation, all workers are immediately removed from the excavation until 
necessary precautions have been taken to ensure their safety.

•	 Workers should never attempt to enter an unsafe excavation or attempt to rescue trapped or injured coworkers from an 
excavation without assistance and direction from trained emergency responders.
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Reference: This case was reported in the Daily News, Backhoe Beheads Worker, December 16th, 2003.

1 As defined by OSHA requirements
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