Confined Space Regulations

This is not to interpret Confined Space Entry as a legal definition, or to pass along all the intricacies of the Confined Space Regulations, but rather to make you familiar with what they are in broad terms.

Confined Space is an OSHA regulation that requires workers or rescuers to carry a specific kind of monitor commonly referred to as a four gas sensor when entering them.

Some typical confined spaces would be entry into a sewer, septic tank, manhole, storage tank, etc.  There are disagreements about what actually constitutes confined space, but the bottom line, for our purposes, is that it is the regulation that drives carrying a specific kind of monitor to enter them. 

Confined Space Rescue is another term of the same regulation.  It refers, in addition to the above to places that have, or might collapse, partially collapse or otherwise become confined spaces. 

The required monitor for all of the above is commonly referred to as a four gas sensor since it must respond to four gases.  The gases are; Carbon Monoxide (CO), Methane (CH4), Hydrogen Sulfide (H2S) and oxygen (O2).  

Because four gas sensors are expensive to own and complex to use there is protocol to share equipment in almost every entity that uses them.  See our discussion under “Competitive Analysis” for more on costs and complexity of four gas monitors.

The flaw in sharing access to monitors is that it requires advance knowledge of the need or guessing when it might be critical to have the monitor that is being shared.  It also assumes time will be taken to obtain a four gas monitor when it is even suspected it might be necessary.  That process leaves room for people to be hurt.

Not every Fire Engine is required to have a four gas monitor.  
Those trucks that will be used for confined space activity or certified for confined space rescue must have the four gas sensor.  Not every truck in every department is required to be equipped for confined space rescue.  Because that regulation is out there, however, it drives many departments to consider only four gas sensors.  Certainly every department should have some (although some smaller departments have simply deferred to neighboring departments rather than equipping), but there is also a place for single and two gas sensors.  Protecting EMT’s and other first responders is certainly one.  Watching for CO during overhaul or backhaul would be another.  Responding to home CO alarms is another application where a simple single gas monitor excels.  Some departments are even equipping some of their engines with Airspace two gas sensors with the understanding only those trucks that continue to carry the four gas monitors will be used for confined space activity.   Any use of Airspace solid state monitors will sharply reduce both the cost and liability of owning the equipment.

Confined Space regulations apply to Utility, Gas and Water Treatment plant workers as well.
Four gas monitors are required by those workers fairly often.  The problem is again, the most common way of providing them is by shared access to the expensive equipment.  That leaves room for mistakes in guessing when a worker might need the equipment for personal safety and time and inconvenience in arranging for delivery of shared equipment.  Airspace monitors should not be used to replace four gas sensors – they don’t meet the OSHA standard which requires sensing four gases.  They are being bought and greatly valued, however, for expanding the personal protection of workers and aiding in emergency situations where sensing the two gases that can’t be seen or smelled might be invaluable.

Examples:

A worker in a water treatment plant in an eastern state died this winter when he was overcome by methane.  There was a four gas monitor in the plant, but he didn’t have it with him for the routine activities he had done many times before.  An AI-1201 on his belt would have alerted him to that problem.

Some workers in gas utility companies are in and out of hundreds of buildings.  It isn’t a thing that happens often, and they do get training to recognize high risk situations, but occasionally we’ve all read about an unexpected explosion or carbon monoxide poisoning an AI-1201 on the belt would have warned against.  

One of our customers, a parks worker, needed to repair a water leak in a manhole where he just needed to duck into the opening to make the repair.  He felt, since he could stand up into fresh air the wait for a four gas sensor to be brought from the water treatment plant wasn’t necessary.  Thirty people in the campground waiting for a shower were part of his pressure to make the repair quickly.  The worker was fortunate that nothing happened to him, but he was eager to purchase a 1201 monitor when he became aware they were available.  That simple monitor would have been in his truck and instantly could tell him if either gas he couldn’t smell or see was there.

That kind of scenario – entering a substation, shallow manhole, cleaning a small tank without waiting for the four gas monitor that should be used is happening in the real world.  A 1201 monitor is a reasonable expenditure to keep people efficient and safe, but shouldn’t be presented as a replacement for a four gas sensor.  

The reasoning these workers use is that in an emergency they can smell hydrogen sulfide and reasonably predict when oxygen might be insufficient so knowing the two gases they can’t see and can’t smell (carbon monoxide and methane) is a level of protection that is reasonable.  I’ve heard the comment several times; “Look, I’m doing it now (not waiting for a shared four gas sensor) – I’ll certainly be safer with your equipment.

This is an area we should be candidly open about.  We should not be recommending, or even condoning the “evasion” of the confined space regulations.  Still, if we can make people safer in the world the way they are living in it, that’s a good thing.


