Safety Guru –Winter/Spring 11

How much is enough? 

A question that came to the Guru recently was “how much training do I need to have?”

Like the adult incontinence pads – Depends!

The person was asking particularly about confined space training. There are a lot of variables when it comes to safety – and the situation always can be looked at in a number of ways by a number of different people. Take for example – are you entering the space for a permit required entry or do you just simply want you or your employees aware of what constitutes a permit required confined space? Even looking at how some folks argue whether sticking your hand in a confined space constitutes an entry versus some interpretations that your nose or head must enter to constitute “entry”/ Each employer needs to look at the risk and hazard that may be present. 

Part of the definition of a confined space is that you can actually get into the space. Getting hung up on details about whether sticking you hand in a wet well to adjust the floats on your lift station versus sticking your head inside the hatch when doing so should first look at the potential safety issues and whether you would really have to stick your hand in – in the first place. Perhaps you could use a hook to “grab” the float cables and pull them up out of the space for adjustment. If your head is inside the plane – you ARE exposed to whatever may be inside that space. In any event – most utilities may simply say any part of your body breaking the plane of the space constitutes entry and you then must follow permit entry requirements. 

Even then, there are a lot of things that must be considered. Will I need any personal protective devices and do they need training to properly utilize them? Will I need a respirator?  If so – they you will need medical suitability screening to determine whether your respiratory system can work with that type of device. Then you will need to determine what type of device – select the proper type and fit. Formal Fit Testing needs to be documented as well as training on the type of device you are using. The device whether a cartridge style or supplied air system also requires proper training for its use and maintaining the unit. If you are entering a manhole or vault and it is over five feet deep, Fall Protection comes into play and there is training with the type of harness, how it is hooked up and any maintenance or special requirements for that equipment is also required. 

So back to the basic intent of the question – you must first assess all of the hazards that may be encountered and systematically check off each of them with the types of precaution and equipment or PPE that will be required for safe activities related to that function. 

Your basic confined space recognition may be 30 minutes of basic discussion to learn of what constitutes a confined space. Then if you review the potential exposures within your workplace – you may be adding another 20 minutes or more. Follow that up with if you are doing work in the space – then you need to go through permit versus non-permit confined space entry, This will then require the training on entrant, attendant and supervisor duties for such entry. Permit use will also be a key element and how to conduct a hazard assessment for the entry event. You will still then need to review all of the equipment and any health assessments that might be required for use of said equipment. These tasks may add additional hours to the basic understanding of what constitutes a confined space. 

So if you are an employee that is actively going confined space entry – the amount of training required could be as much as a full day when looking at what may be involved with the types of entry and equipment you use. If you are doing “rescue” work in a confined space – there is even a more rigorous amount of training and practice required. 

Speaking of rescue – make certain you check with local authorities as to who in the area of the proposed entry is available to respond to a rescue situation. Just simply calling 911 isn’t going to be a proper response if OSHA or MNOSH stops by while you are making your entry. Even worse – if you actually need a rescue and the fire department shows up and they haven’t been trained for rescue in a confined space – the time elapsed will likely result in a retrieval of the person, rather than a rescue. Call ahead – check with the police or fire departments and locate the potential responding agency. Let them know when you are going to be making you entrance and when you are completed. In the case of some smaller departments, they may actually like to show up at your entrance site to make observations that will assist them in their understanding of actual day to day situations. 

Constantly review your procedures and any risk or hazard that is recognized that was not previously considered and refine your program. 

Back to your list of entry training possibilities. If you are entering manholes – part of your hazard assessment will likely turn up traffic control. Time of year will impact how you handle separation and work zones. Summer work also brings out a lot of observers that aren’t in their classrooms – so the duties of the supervisor and attendant may also include directing the “sidewalk engineers” away from your entry site.

So it all DEPENDS on what you are doing…….

Keep those cards and letters coming and remember to work safe – on and off the job! 

