
June 2021

Introduction
Workplace confined space fatalities occur too often, but with adequate planning, you can prevent them. 
Frequently, you can trace the cause of these incidents back to one of three factors:

• Space classification or evaluation failures.
• Inadequate or nonexistent entry procedures. 
• Training.

Prior to permit-space entry operations, you must evaluate and identify entry procedures and provide training. 
At the start, thoroughly examine each workplace to determine if any locations meet the definition of a confined 
space. Once you identify confined spaces, evaluate them to determine if they are a PRCS.

Permit-Required 
Confined Spaces

Before you begin
• Become familiar with workplace spaces that meet the definition of a confined space.
• Review your written permit-required confined space (PRCS) program or policy.
• Review the Occupational Safety and Health Administration’s (OSHA’s) 29 CFR 1910.146 
 Permit-Required Confined Space Standard.
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PRCSs are those that contain actual or potential serious hazards with a risk for injury, illness, or death. The 
OSHA’s standard requires employers to “consult with affected employees and their authorized representatives 
on the development and implementation” of a written workplace specific permit space program. This safety 
talk’s purpose is to initiate a discussion about permit spaces in your workplace.
 
Definitions
A confined space is any location that meets all of the following criteria:

• It is large enough and so configured that an employee can bodily enter and perform assigned work.
• It has limited or restricted means for entry and exit (e.g., tanks, vessels, silos, storage bins, hoppers, 

and vaults, and pits are spaces that may have limited means of entry).
• It is not designed for continuous occupancy (i.e., the space is not fit for continuous employee occu-

pancy).

The PRCS standard defines entry as “the action by which a person passes through an opening into a person 
passes through an opening into a permit-required confined space. Entry includes ensuring work activities in that 
space and is considered to have occurred as soon as any part of the entrant’s body breaks the plane of an open-
ing into the space.  The term body refers to any part of the anatomy including all extremities.

A PRCS is any location that meets the definition of a confined space and has one or more of the following char-
acteristics:

• Contains or has potential to contain a hazardous atmosphere.
• Contains a material that has the potential for engulfing an entrant.
• Has an internal configuration such that an entrant could be trapped or asphyxiated by inwardly con-

verging walls or by a floor which slopes downward and tapers to a smaller cross-section.  
• Contains any other recognized serious safety or health hazard.

Discussion
The identification and evaluation of a PRCS requires careful planning and preparation. Communicate informa-
tion gathered during the identification and evaluation process to all employees and any outside contractor that 
may work or encounter these spaces.

Whenever workplaces contain permit spaces, employees must know about them. Employers may post danger 
signs or use an equally effective means that communicates the existence, location, and danger of identified 
permit spaces.

Employers must be certain any alternative to a sign (e.g., readily accessible written list or additional training) is 
truly effective in warning all employees who could reasonably expect to enter a permit space.

They must explain how they conduct their confined space evaluation and describe the results to employees and 
representatives of OSHA or the Public Employment Risk Reduction Program. Use hazard evaluation information 
to develop entry:

• Procedures.
• Permits.
• Team training.

When an employer (host employer) arranges to have employees of another employer (contractor) perform per-
mit-space entry work, the host employer must provide the contractor with evaluation information (e.g., location, 
hazards, precautions, and procedures) necessary for safe permit-space operations.
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Conclusion
Each employer whose employees enter permit spaces must develop and implement a written permit-space pro-
gram with procedures and practices necessary for safe permit-space entries. The procedures must include but 
are not necessarily limited to the following:

• Specifying/identifying acceptable entry conditions.
• Isolating the permit space using available methods.
• Purging, inerting, flushing, or ventilating a permit space to eliminate or control atmospheric hazards 

using available methods.
• Protecting entrants from external hazards like pedestrians and vehicles using available methods (e.g., 

barriers/barricades);
• Verifying acceptable conditions for the duration of an authorized permit-space entry and the availabil-

ity of timely and proficient rescue services and equipment.

Group activity
Work as a group or break into small groups and have the group(s):

• List three examples of spaces in your workplace that meet the definition of a confined space.
• Describe actual or potential permit space hazards that exist at your employer.
• List three examples of spaces in your workplace that meet the definition of a PRCS.
• Identify control methods for permit-space hazards that exist at your employer.
• Discuss as a group the next steps needed to evaluate all work areas for existing confined spaces.

Resources
• OSHA: Safety and Health Topics – Confined Spaces
• NFPA 350: Guide for Safe Confined Space Entry and Work
• The Synergist: Thinking Outside the Confined Space Box
• American Society of Safety Professionals: Six Questions That Help Define Confined Space Safety

https://www.osha.gov/SLTC/confinedspaces/index.html
https://www.nfpa.org/codes-and-standards/all-codes-and-standards/list-of-codes-and-standards/detail?code=350
https://synergist.aiha.org/201609-thinking-outside-confined-space-box
https://www.assp.org/news-and-articles/2019/11/04/six-questions-that-help-define-confined-space-safety

