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Hydro excavation can be used for many applications including:

• Locating utilities and potholing

• Digging assistance near active utilities

• Creating new channels for cables and pipes

• Installing road signs, poles, or footings

• Preparing commercial building sites

• Uncovering sewer lines that need repair

• Removing debris, rocks, or sand

• Removing portions of roadway that need resurfacing
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Hydra-Flex Safety Best Practices Video
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Hydro excavation utilizes a high-pressure water stream to soften and break up the ground along with a 
high-powered vacuum that carefully removes the soil.

Excavation and trenching are among the most hazardous construction operations, but when done 
safely hydro excavation can be more efficient and less destructive than traditional excavation methods.

➢ Only trained, qualified, and authorized personnel should be operating the hydro excavation 
equipment.

➢ Hydrovac trucks and equipment should only be used as instructed
in the operating manual and as set by the manufacturer.

➢ Ensure all equipment, wands, vacuums, and nozzles that are in
use are specifically designed for hydro excavation work.
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There are many general excavation hazards and as well as risks specific to hydro excavation that 
workers must be prepared and trained for before the project starts.

➢ Completing a job hazard analysis (JHA) to review the hazards, safety precautions, and preventative 
actions before work begins is always an important part of the risk assessment.

Hazards and risks of hydro excavation may include:

• utility line damage

• electrical shocks or electrocution

• slips, trips, and falls

• traffic and other road hazards

• overhead powerlines

• injuries from high-powered vacuum

• injuries/property damage from high-pressure water

• cave-ins, if there is worker entry into excavation

During hydro excavation projects an authorized competent person should be on site to conduct daily 
site inspections, classify soil, inspect protective systems, perform corrective actions to eliminate 
hazards, and take steps on site to prevent hazards.

OSHA Standard 1926.651(k)(1) An inspection shall be conducted by the competent person prior to the start of work
and as needed throughout the shift.
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All workers in the hydro excavation work area should be wearing appropriate clothing, footwear, and 
personal protective equipment (PPE), which may include:

• safety glasses with side protection, goggles,
and/or face masks

• ear plugs or earmuffs

• hard hats

• work gloves

• steel-toed boots

• pants, long-sleeve work shirts

• safety vest or jacket

• rain suit

• harness, if required

OSHA Standard 1926.651(d) Employees exposed to public vehicular traffic shall be provided with, and shall wear,
warning vests or other suitable garments marked with or made of reflectorized or high-visibility material.

If the vacuum experiences a clog or blockage during operation DO NOT 
put your arm in the suction tube to dislodge debris.

➢ If the vacuum does not have a reverse blower, shut the vacuum off 
completely before attempting to remove any blockages.

0002808



© Weeklysafety.com, LLC 4

EXCAVATION SAFETY || Hydro Excavation
Volume 1 Issue 161

0002809

Verify placement of existing underground utility lines before the hydro excavation project starts.

➢ Always call 811, or the “Call Before You Dig” number in your area, to establish the location of 
underground utility lines in the work area. 

OSHA Standard 1926.651(b)(1) The estimated location of utility installations, such as sewer, telephone, fuel, electric,
water lines, or any other underground installations that reasonably may be expected to be encountered during
excavation work, shall be determined prior to opening an excavation.

OSHA excavation standards do not require a protective system when an excavation is made entirely in 
stable rock or when an excavation is less than 5 feet deep, and a competent person has examined the 
ground and found no indication of a potential cave-in.

➢ If there is a cave-in hazard, adequate protective systems must be in place to
protect workers if they are entering the area that has been hydro excavated.

Workers can be protected from cave-ins by:

• Sloping and benching the sides of the excavation

• Supporting the sides of the excavation

• Placing a shield between the side of the excavation and the work area

Create a safe work zone before the hydro excavation work begins.

➢ Set up job site warning signs, safety cones, and/or barricades, as required, 
to protect other workers in the area, motorists, and pedestrians.
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Several nozzle types are available for different types of applications or project conditions.

➢ A rotating nozzle that forms a cone-shaped flow pattern is ideal for potholing applications. Typically, 
a rotating nozzle is less likely to do damage than the same size, same pressure, straight tip nozzle.

➢ Straight tip (static) nozzles are ideal for trenching but should not be used within 18” of utilities.

➢ A nozzle that produces an oscillating stream (back and forth) that forms a wedge-shape flow patter 
is best for potholing, trenching, sloping, and bell holing applications.

The owner’s manual and manufacturer instructions are the best references for 
hydro excavation procedures which will include guidelines for water pressure 
settings and rules for the safe and correct use of wands and nozzles.

➢ Select the smallest nozzle size (less flow) appropriate for the job.

➢ Only point nozzles in the direction of the soil. Never point the nozzle at 
people or animals. High-pressure water streams can cause serious injury.

➢ Always observe proper grounding procedures during hydro excavation.

➢ Do not insert the nozzle directly into the soil.

➢ Maintain a distance of at least 8” between the tip of the nozzle and the 
ground.

➢ Keep the wand moving during hydro excavation and avoid aiming directly 
at underground utilities.

Hydra-Flex Nozzles 
hydraflexinc.com
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COPYRIGHT AND DISCLAIMER
This material is the copyrighted property of Weeklysafety.com, LLC. Purchase of this material from Weeklysafety.com, LLC grants the owner the right to use this material for workplace safety
and education purposes only. Use of this material for any other purpose, particularly commercial use, is prohibited. This material, including the photos, may not be resold.
Weeklysafety.com, LLC does not warrant or assume any legal liability or responsibility for the accuracy, completeness, or usefulness of any information, apparatus, product, or process
disclosed in these materials. Photos shown in this presentation may depict situations that are not in compliance with applicable Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) safety
requirements. These materials are meant for informational purposes only and it is not the intent of Weeklysafety.com, LLC to provide compliance-based training. The intent is more to
address hazard awareness in the construction and related industries, and to recognize the potential hazards present in many workplaces. These materials are intended to discuss Federal
Regulations only, as individual State requirements may be more stringent. Many states operate their own state OSHA and may have standards that are different from information presented
in this training. It is the responsibility of the employer and its employees to comply with all pertinent OSHA safety rules and regulations in the jurisdiction in which they work.

PHOTO ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Unless specified below, all photos are the copyrighted property of Weeklysafety.com, LLC and may not be used in 
any other training materials or resold for any purpose.

For more information on this weekly safety topic, other topics that are available and the full list of FAQs please visit
www.weeklysafety.com or email safety@weeklysafety.com.
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• 0002806 – 0002809 Shutterstock License for Weeklysafety.com

• Hydra-Flex, Inc. Hydro Excavation Nozzle Safety Best Practices Tutorial Video; youtu.be/SjgWXpYsmso

• OSHA Trench Safety: Slope It. Shore It. Shield It. Sticker; osha.gov/sites/default/files/publications/OSHA0088.pdf

• Hydra-Flex Nozzles; hydraflexinc.com/literature/hydro-excavation/


