
TOOLBOX TALK
Basic Scaffold Safety: Electrical Safety

T O P I C  N O .

SC-01
D U R A T I O N

10 to 15 min
A U D I E N C E

All Crew

O S H A  /  R E G U L A T O R Y  R E F E R E N C E

29 CFR 1926.451(f)(6) (Scaffold Clearance from Power Lines)  ·  29 CFR 1926.416(a)(1) (Protection of 
Employees)  ·  29 CFR 1926.454 (Training)  ·  29 CFR 1926.32(f) (Competent Person)  ·  29 CFR 
1910.333(c)(3)

P R O J E C T  /  J O B S I T E D A T E P R E S E N T E D  B Y

01  POWER LINES DON’T MOVE. SCAFFOLDS DO.
And every time the scaffold moves, the clearance changes.

S T A R T  H E R E

MOST SCAFFOLD ELECTROCUTIONS AREN’T DECISIONS. 
THEY’RE DRIFTS.
A ladder gets set up once and stays. A scaffold gets erected, planked, decked, walked, rolled, 
dismantled, and reset. Every move is a chance to bring the structure, the worker on it, or the 20-
foot length of conduit in their hands closer to a live line. Nobody decides to touch the wire. They 
decide to move the work. The wire is still where it was. The scaffold is somewhere new.

02  TWO WAYS THIS KILLS PEOPLE
Both have killed crews. Both are preventable.

OSHA, NIOSH, and the Bureau of Labor Statistics all see the same two patterns in scaffold 
electrocutions. Pattern one: workers on a scaffold deck make contact with an overhead line through a 
conductive tool or material in their hands. Pipe, gutter, conduit, ladder, paint pole, drywall sheet. 
Pattern two: workers contact a line while erecting, moving, dismantling, or rolling the scaffold itself. 
The frame is conductive. The deck is conductive. The crew pushing it is the path to ground.

OSHA Region VII enforcement data found that 85 percent of construction-related electrocutions involve 
contact with overhead power lines. Most of those contacts go through equipment the worker was using 
or moving, not direct human contact. Scaffolding is one of the highest-risk pieces of equipment in that 
category.



03  THE OSHA CLEARANCE NUMBERS
Three distances. Pin them to the line voltage.

3 FT
I N S U L A T E D 

L I N E S  U N D E R 
3 0 0 V

Typical home service drops, low-voltage telecom and signal lines, and 
similar low-voltage insulated cables. Minimum approach distance for the 
scaffold, any worker on it, and any conductive material being handled.

29 CFR 1926.451(f)(6) Table. Not 2 ft. See Section 04.

10 FT
E V E R Y T H I N G 

E L S E  U P  T O  5 0 
K V

Insulated lines 300V and above. Uninsulated lines of any voltage up to 
50 kV. This covers almost every common distribution and service line 
you’ll see on a jobsite. Default to this number when the voltage is 
unknown.

29 CFR 1926.451(f)(6) Table.

10 FT + 0.4 
IN/KV

O V E R  5 0  K V

Add 0.4 inches of additional clearance for each kV above 50 kV. So a 
100 kV line needs 10 ft plus 20 inches. A 230 kV line needs 10 ft plus 
72 inches. If you see lattice towers or oversized poles, you’re likely in 
this range and need utility confirmation.

29 CFR 1926.451(f)(6) Table.

04  WHY THE “2 FOOT” RULE IS WRONG
Get this one right. People die over this number.

  ⚠ T H E  “ 2  F T  F O R  U N D E R  3 0 0 V ”  R U L E  I S  A  M Y T H

A widely circulated number says scaffolds can be 2 feet from insulated lines under 300 volts. 
That number is wrong. It comes from a 1986 NIOSH Alert that quoted OSHA’s proposed 
regulation. The final rule, in effect since the 1996 scaffold standard rewrite, is 3 feet. OSHA 
issued a Letter of Interpretation in 2001 explicitly correcting this exact error. If your old training 
materials, posters, or stickers say “2 feet,” replace them. The number is 3 feet, by federal 
regulation. 29 CFR 1926.451(f)(6) Table. OSHA LOI 2001-07-18.

05  SETUP RULES WHEN POWER IS OVERHEAD
Four steps. Every shift. Every move.



S T E P

1

SURVEY OVERHEAD BEFORE EVERY SETUP OR MOVE

Start of every work-shift, and before any move or relocation, walk the area and 
look up. Map every line, drop, weatherhead, drip loop, busway, and exposed 
conductor over the scaffold’s planned footprint and travel path. Watch for 
sagging lines and floor elevation changes that shrink clearance. Assume every 
line is energized.

S T E P

2
ASSIGN A SPOTTER WHEN MOVING NEAR L INES

Anytime the scaffold is being erected, dismantled, rolled, or repositioned within 
line of sight of an overhead conductor, a competent person is assigned to one 
job only: watch the clearance and call stop. That person doesn’t carry, doesn’t 
push, doesn’t answer the phone. They watch. 29 CFR 1926.451(f)(6).

S T E P

3
NON-CONDUCTIVE TOOLS FOR WORK NEAR POWER

Fiberglass extension poles. Wood or fiberglass tool handles. Insulated lineman 
gloves where required. Non-conductive measuring tapes. Aluminum painter 
poles, metal squeegee handles, and similar conductive everyday tools come off 
the deck when energized lines are within reach.

S T E P

4
WATCH WHAT YOU’RE HANDLING

Long pipe, conduit, gutter, drip edge, semi-rigid cable, ladder sections, sheet 
goods. All of these extend your reach by their full length. A 10-foot horizontal 
clearance with a 12-foot piece of conduit pivoted upright is negative 2 feet. Pre-
plan the path of every long material before it goes up to the deck.

06  WHEN YOU CAN’T STAY CLEAR
The work waits until something physical changes.

  ⚠ D O N ’ T  D E C I D E  T O  “ B E  C A R E F U L ”  I N S T E A D

If the work cannot be done outside the safe clearance, the work does not start until the hazard is 
engineered out. Notify the competent person and the supervisor. The utility company is 
contacted to de-energize and ground the line, cover it with insulating sleeves or blankets, or 
relocate it. The scaffold position is changed. The work is rescheduled. None of those is “be 
careful.” Be careful is what gets people killed. De-energized and visibly grounded is what keeps 
them alive. 29 CFR 1926.451(f)(6).

07  EVERY LINE IS ENERGIZED
Until the utility says otherwise. In writing.



OSHA treats every overhead line as energized unless the utility owner has confirmed otherwise. Visual 
inspection does not tell you the voltage. The presence of insulation does not tell you the voltage. A line 
that fed a building demolished last month may still be hot. A line that was de-energized for last week’s 
job may have been reconnected. Don’t assume. Don’t guess. Don’t go by what the foreman said at 
coffee. Get utility confirmation before any work crosses the clearance distance, and reconfirm if the 
work pauses overnight. 29 CFR 1926.416(a)(1).

08  WHY IT MATTERS
What the right setup near power actually buys you.

[ J O B S I T E ]

Scaffolding (1926.451) is the 
seventh most-cited OSHA 
construction standard. The 
clearance rule under (f)(6) is 
part of that. A citation under 
1926.416 carries serious-
violation penalties up to $16,550 
per instance, willful up to 
$165,514. A scaffold contact 
event also typically triggers a 
stop-work and a hard 
conversation with the utility.

[ I N D I V I D U A L ]

Electrocution is the construction 
Fatal Four #3. About 86 deaths 
in 2023. 85 percent of 
construction electrocutions 
involve overhead lines. Most of 
those go through equipment the 
worker was using or moving. 
The 3-foot and 10-foot rules are 
the difference between a near 
miss and a fatality.

[ H O M E ]

Same physics at home. The 
aluminum extension on the 
rolling scaffold for the garage 
gable. The metal trim being 
lifted past the service drop. 
People die on their own 
properties every year doing the 
same exact thing they do on a 
jobsite. Rules don’t change at 
the curb.

09  TODAY’S DRILL
Map the lines. Audit the clearances. Pick the spotter.

T O D A Y ’ S  D R I L L

WALK THE OVERHEAD, AUDIT EVERY SCAFFOLD

1. Walk the work area as a crew. Point to and call out every overhead line, drop, busway, and 
exposed conductor visible above or near any scaffold position planned for this shift.

2. For each line: do we know the voltage? Insulated or uninsulated? If we don’t know either, 
the rule defaults to 10 ft minimum and we call the utility before any work proceeds.

3. Measure or estimate the current clearance for every scaffold on site. Mark with tape or paint 
any scaffold within 12 ft horizontal of an overhead line so the next crew sees it.

4. Identify any task this shift that puts a worker, scaffold component, or long material within the 
clearance distance of an energized line.

5. Name the competent person who is the spotter for any move or erection near lines today. 
That person’s only job during the move is to watch and call stop. Write the name on the daily 
plan.

6. If the work cannot stay clear and the utility can’t de-energize today, the task gets 
rescheduled or moved. Not improvised.



10  CREW DISCUSSION
Take 2 minutes. Pick one.

01.  Walk us through the last time a scaffold on this site got moved or rolled. Did anyone look up before 
the move? Who was the spotter? If the answer is “nobody,” that’s the gap.

02.  What long materials does this crew handle most often on a scaffold deck? Conduit? Gutter? Pipe? 
Trim? For each one, what’s the longest piece, and what does that mean for the safe clearance when it’s 
up there?

03.  If you spotted an overhead line within 8 feet of where tomorrow’s scaffold is going up, who do you 
tell, who calls the utility, and what happens to the schedule? Walk the actual sequence so it’s not 
invented on the day.



ATTENDANCE & SIGN-OFF
By signing below I confirm I attended this toolbox talk, understood the content, and had the opportunity to ask 
questions.

N A M E  ( P R I N T ) S I G N A T U R E

S U P E R V I S O R  S I G N A T U R E D A T E



R E A D Y  T O  D I G I T I Z E  Y O U R  T O O L B O X  T A L K S ?
Stop chasing paper sign-offs. Run sign-offs, attendance, and OSHA-aligned content from one 

app.

Book a demo on  skillsignal.com


