CONFINED SPACE
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What is a confined space?  Basically, it is an enclosed space with three specific features.  First, the space must have a size and shape that allows a person to bodily enter it and perform assigned work.  Second, it must have limited or restricted openings that could make it difficult for a person to enter and leave it, and may lack natural ventilation.  Lastly, it must be a space that is not designed for continuous human occupancy.  Only when an area in the workplace has all three of these features, it is considered to be a confined space.  These spaces usually slow down evacuation and rescue operations in the event of an emergency. (Doorways you can walk through and ordinary flights of stairs are not considered limited excess openings since they would not prevent rapid evacuation.) 


Several hidden hazards may be present in these types of spaces, and may not be detectable by human senses.  They might contain insufficient oxygen or an oxygen enriched atmosphere; contain flammable or explosive atmosphere or material that may explode or ignite if a spark or flame is present or introduced; or contain a toxic atmosphere that even in low concentration can cause serious injury or death.
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The Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) further clarifies that a confined space could be a “Permit-Required Confined Space” if one or more of the following conditions exist.  It contains or has the potential to contain a hazardous atmosphere; contains a material that has the potential for engulfing an entrant; or has an internal configuration that might cause an entrant to be trapped or asphyxiated by inwardly converging walls or by a floor that slopes downward and tapers to a smaller cross section; and/or contain any other recognized serious safety or health hazards.  Simply put, it's a space that meets the definition of a confined space and also possesses a health or safety hazard that cannot be eliminated.
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To ensure that personnel do not enter a confined space that could have a potential safety or health hazard, atmospheric testing and evaluation of an confined space is mandatory prior to entry.  Personnel qualified to test and evaluate the space receive special training that entails both classroom attendance and fieldwork.  Only after they have satisfactorily completed and passed both phases of this training are they able to conduct atmospheric testing and evaluate a confined space.  
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COMNAVREG HI has a unique program that trains some employees to become a Confined Space Program Technician (CSPT) or a Qualified Person (QP).  The differences between the two boil down to the amount of safety and health knowledge the person possess and training they receive.  Because of these requirements, the CSPT is usually a person that is part of the Safety Department staff.  He/she is able to evaluate work processes that involve the introduction of toxic or oxygen depleting materials, or hot work (i.e., welding) in any confined space.
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Training for a QP is not as extensive as it is for a CSPT.  This is because QPs are restricted to conducting atmospheric testing for only personnel entry/inspection into a confined space.  These are usually spaces that they routinely enter and which have previously been evaluated by the Safety Department. 


Some examples of confined spaces you may come across at COMNAVREG HI are:

· Pressure vessels

· Pits, vats, and bins

· Manholes which includes utility vaults and sewer

· Storage tanks

· Tunnels

· Water tanks


The confined space standard was written in response to and primarily toward work areas that may slow down evacuation and rescue operations in the event of an emergency.  In such an emergency, only specially trained and equipped rescue personnel shall respond.
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At COMNAVREG HI, the Federal Fire Department (FFD) is specially trained and equipped to conduct a rescue in a confined space.  If you should ever discover someone inside a confined space that appears to be unconscious, DO NOT enter the space in an attempt to rescue the victim.  Instead, call the FFD at 471-7117, providing them with the nature of the emergency and your specific location.  Stay at the scene to provide any other assistance.
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