
 

WHAT LIES BENEATH? 

KNOW WHAT TO EXPECT BEFORE DIGGING AROUND UTILITY LINES 
Before you remove that deep-rooted tree stump for a customer, have you considered what may be lurking beneath 
or around it? 
 
By that, we mean gas pipes.  Electrical and fiber optic cables.  Water and sewer pipes.  What you can’t see could 
result in injury to your crew and the public.  Underground utilities are often energized, pressurized or can contain 
hazardous substances.  If they’re damaged, there’s potential for a serious loss to your business.  Here are some 
simple steps from The Hartford to help you avoid this scenario. 
 
 

STEP 1:  UNDERSTAND YOUR RISKS 

Over the past 20 years, utility hits have exacted a tragic 
cost

1
:   

 $1.7 billion in property damage 

 1,906 injuries 

 421 deaths 

 
By simply locating and protecting any underground 
utilities, contractors could have avoided these losses. 

So whether you’re using a trenching machine, backhoe, 
grader, tree spade or auger, before you begin your dig, 
make sure your crew knows the risks and is informed 
ahead of time. 
 

STEP 2:  CALL BEFORE YOU DIG 

In 1998, the “One Call” notification system was signed 
into law.  Each state must develop a “One call System” 
to facilitate communication between underground 
facility operators and companies performing any 
excavation work.  Known as “Call Before You Dig,” this 
system is the simplest way to minimize your risk of loss. 

  
The system works:  It’s been proven to reduce 
damages by as much as 99 percent.
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  Many states 

encourage contact even when hand tools like picks, 
shovels and axes are used, as these can also damage 
underground utility pipes.   

Regardless of your project’s size, always use your 
state’s “Call Before You Dig” system before digging on 
public or private property. 

 
 

 

 
STEP 3:  DETERMINE THE EXACT LOCATION 

Tree stumps can be long and deep, and many 
underground utilities are buried under tree systems. 
That’s why you should never rely on guesswork when 
removing tree stumps, trenching, grading or excavating.  
When an excavation operation approaches the 
estimated location of an underground installation, 
OSHA requires that the exact location be determined by 
a safe and acceptable means.  So be sure to check 
with your state’s requirements to learn methods 
permitted other than hand digging (i.e., potholing, 
vacuum excavation, etc.). 

Be aware that the utility representatives only identify the 
underground facilities that they own or operate – not 
those that have been privately installed, including those 
beyond the utility meter.  This can include parking lot 
lights, lawn sprinkler piping, services lines from propane 
tanks and satellite dishes. 

To be on the safe side: 

 Hire a private utility locator that has adopted the 
industry-accepted locating standards and 
procedures 

 Verify all service feeds from the buildings 

 Check for any visible signs of underground 
facilities, such as meters 

 Check for any facilities that may not be on the “One 
Call” system 

 
Keep careful records.  Retain the issued message or 

ticket reference number for the Dig Safe call center as 
proof of the notification made.  If possible, take a time-
stamped digital photo.  Dig at the initial start date 
indicated on the locator request. 
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STEP 4:  BRACE, PROTECT & OBSERVE 

Brace and protect any exposed utility facilities that 
could shift, separate or become damaged.  See signs of 
damage or weakening?  Notify the owners/operators 
immediately so they can make repairs. 

Once you’ve chosen the exact location for your 
excavation and secure utilities, assign a worker to 
monitor the work.  This person’s sole job is to warn the 
equipment operator who is excavating around the 
underground utility. 

KNOW THE RULES 

Make sure your supervisors and employees know the 
regulations, procedures and best practices necessary 
for each specific site before excavation begins. 

 Who must make the call 

 The minimum amount of advance notification 
time required 

 The means for pre-marketing or “white lining” 
the intended work area 

 Tolerance limits for hand-digging methods 

 The color coding system for marketing an 
excavation site 

 How a utility communicates it has no conflicts 
in the work area 

 When re-markings are required due to start-up 
delays 

 

PROTECTION THAT GOES ABOVE & BEYOND 

Learn more about how The Hartford protects arborists 
by downloading our flyer.  For a quote, call 1-800-533-
7824 or email specialtyprograms@thehartford.com.  
Call your local Hartford agent for a quote today. 
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THE EDUCATOR 

The Hartford® is The Hartford Financial Services Group, Inc. and its subsidiaries, including issuing companies, Hartford Fire 
Insurance Company, Hartford Life Insurance Company and Hartford Life and Accident Insurance Company. Its headquarters is 
in Hartford, CT. 
 
The information provided in these materials is intended to be general and advisory in nature. It shall not be considered legal 
advice. The Hartford does not warrant that the implementation of any view or recommendation contained herein will: (i) result in 
the elimination of any unsafe conditions at your business locations or with respect to your business operations; or (ii) will be an 
appropriate legal or business practice. The Hartford assumes no responsibility for the control or correction of hazards or legal 
compliance with respect to your business practices, and the views and recommendations contained herein shall not constitute 
our undertaking, on your behalf or for the benefit of others, to determine or warrant that your business premises, locations or 
operations are safe or healthful, or are in compliance with any law, rule or regulation. Readers seeking to resolve specific safety, 
legal or business issues or concerns related to the information provided in these materials should consult their safety consultant, 
attorney or business advisors. All information and representations contained herein are as of August 2014. 
 
1 Common Ground Alliance,  Annual Damage Information Reporting Tool (DIRT) [provide page number and date if possible] 
2 Common Ground Alliance,  Annual Damage Information Reporting Tool (DIRT) page 5  
3 OSHA, Ref: 29CFR 1926.651(b)(3).   
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