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01  START HERE

MOST SCAFFOLD COLLAPSES START IN THE DIRT.

Crews think scaffold safety begins on the platform. It doesn’t. It begins at the foot of the post, on 

the surface holding everything up, with whatever’s happening five feet away from the leg. A 

puddle that softens the ground under one mud sill. A forklift that clips a frame. A trench dug a foot 

too close. An unstable concrete block doing the job a base plate should be doing. All of that 

happens at ground level, and all of it puts the people up top on the ground next. Today we walk 

through what OSHA’s 1926.451(c) says about the foundation, what compromises it, and what you 

owe the crew working above you.



02  THE FOUNDATION RULE

4X
CAPACITY, NO SETTLING

What 1926.451(c)(2)(i) Requires of the Ground Itself

Per 29 CFR 1926.451(c)(2), supported scaffold poles, legs, posts, 

frames, and uprights must bear on BASE PLATES AND MUD SILLS 

or other adequate firm foundation. Per (c)(2)(i), footings must be “level, 

sound, rigid, and capable of supporting the loaded scaffold without 

settling or displacement.” Combined with 1926.451(a)(1), the 

foundation has to support 4 times the maximum intended load. If the 

post sinks a quarter inch on Tuesday, that’s settlement. That’s a 

violation. That’s a Competent Person call.

03  APPROVED FOOTING VS UNSTABLE FOOTING

Per 1926.451(c)(2)(ii) and (iii), unstable objects shall not be used to support scaffolds or platform units, 

OR as working platforms. OSHA has interpreted these rules with specific examples. Know them.

  ✓ APPROVED FOUNDATION   ✗ NEVER USE AS FOUNDATION

Concrete: per OSHA Standard Interpretation 
08/01/2000, concrete is the one surface OSHA 
considers a firm foundation without mud sills. Base 
plates still required.

Bare mud, unfirm ground, or saturated soil. The post 
sinks, the scaffold racks, the platform tips. Always 
needs base plates AND mud sills.

Mud sills (planks under the base plate) on dirt, 
gravel, or asphalt. Spreads the load and prevents 
punching through. Required wherever the surface 
isn’t concrete.

Asphalt or compacted gravel without mud sills. 
Asphalt perforates under point load. Gravel washes 
out under a storm or hose.

Manufactured base plates on every leg, every time. 
Per the Oregon OSHA interpretation, base plates 
are ALWAYS required, even when the surface is 
firm.

Loose bricks, concrete blocks not properly secured, 
barrels, boxes, buckets, paint cans, or anything else 
from the staging yard pretending to be a base.

Forklift or front-end loader ONLY if specifically 
designed by the manufacturer to support a scaffold 
platform. (1926.451(c)(2)(iv) and (v))

Standard forklifts/loaders being used as a make-
shift scaffold platform. And per (c)(2)(v), no forklift 
may move horizontally while the platform on it is 
occupied.

04  SIX GROUND-LEVEL MISTAKES THAT DROP SCAFFOLDS

Most ground-level scaffold incidents trace back to one of these six. Each one is in the standard, and 

each one is the difference between a normal shift and an OSHA inspection.



MISTAKE

1

Excavating Near a Scaffold Post

Even a small dig within a few feet of a post can undercut the soil supporting it. 

Per 1926.451(c)(2)(i), the footing must support the loaded scaffold WITHOUT 

displacement. No excavation near scaffold supports without explicit clearance 

from the Competent Person and a re-evaluation of the footing after.

MISTAKE

2

Saturating the Soil Underneath

Wet saws, pump discharge lines, power washers, mortar and concrete drum 

washouts. Water flowing toward a scaffold leg turns “sound and rigid” ground 

into mud. Route discharge away. If saturation happens, the Competent Person 

inspects the footing before anyone climbs back up.

MISTAKE

3

Operating Equipment Without Spotters or Clearance

A forklift, skid steer, or tractor that bumps a scaffold leg can knock it out of 

plumb or out of the base plate. Mobile equipment near a scaffold needs a clear 

unobstructed view of the work AND the scaffold, or a spotter. When in doubt, no 

one is on the affected section while equipment operates nearby.

MISTAKE

4

Walking or Working Under Without Clearance

Per 1926.451(h)(2)(i), the area below a scaffold where objects can fall must be 

BARRICADED, and employees can’t enter the hazard area unless toeboards, 

screens, canopy, or debris nets are confirmed in place. Don’t take a shortcut 

under the rig because it’s faster. The barricade is the rule, not a suggestion.

MISTAKE

5

Moving or Modifying The Scaffold Without The CP

Per 1926.451(f)(7), scaffolds shall be erected, moved, dismantled, or altered 

ONLY under the supervision and direction of a Competent Person, by 

experienced and trained workers. Pulling a brace “for a minute” to fit a load 

through, then forgetting to put it back, is how a scaffold racks.



MISTAKE

6

Substituting Equipment For A Scaffold

Per 1926.451(c)(2)(iv) and (v), a forklift, front-end loader, or similar piece of 

equipment cannot serve as a scaffold platform UNLESS designed by the 

manufacturer for that exact use. Bucket-as-platform, fork tines with a board 

across them, “just hold me up for a second”: none of these comply.

05  THE UNDERNEATH RULE

  ⚠ NEVER CROSS A BARRICADE. NEVER STAND UNDERNEATH WITHOUT CLEARANCE.

If a barricade is up around or beneath a scaffold, somebody (specifically the Competent Person, 

per 1926.451(h)) put it there because objects could fall on you. The barricade isn’t for 

“awareness.” It’s the line between the safe zone and the drop zone. “I’ll just walk through” or “I’ll 

cut across” is exactly the path a dropped tool lands on. Even if no work is happening overhead 

right now, do not enter. The clearance to enter the underneath of a scaffold comes from the 

Competent Person AFTER they confirm toeboards, screens, canopies, or debris nets are installed 

where required. Until then, take the long way around. Always wear your hardhat (1926.100) when 

working near scaffolding, period. The hardhat is the last line of defense, not the first.

06  WHY IT MATTERS

[JOBSITE]

The ground-level inspection is 

the cheapest inspection on the 

entire job. A foreman walking the 

base of every scaffold once a 

shift catches puddling, 

equipment encroachment, 

missing base plates, and 

undercut soil before any of them 

becomes a collapse. The OSHA 

citation that follows a collapse 

costs five figures. The walk 

costs five minutes.

[INDIVIDUAL]

If you’re a laborer working at 

ground level, the scaffold above 

you is your overhead. Every 

barricade, every base plate, 

every mud sill is part of what 

keeps it there. Respect them like 

you’d respect a live circuit.

[HOME]

The crew up top trusts that the 

people at ground level aren’t 

cutting their support out from 

under them. Routing the wet 

saw discharge five feet farther 

away is how everyone on the 

crew gets home, not just the 

ones on the platform.



07  TODAY’S DRILL

TODAY’S DRILL

WALK THE BASE. LOOK AT THE DIRT.

Before this shift starts, walk the base of every supported scaffold on the site. Eyes on four things at 

every post: (1) Is there a base plate? (2) Is there a mud sill underneath where the surface isn’t 

concrete? (3) Is the post plumb, with no settling, displacement, or visible water pooling? (4) Is the 

barricade up around the drop zone, and is the area underneath clear of crew without overhead 

protection? If ANY answer is no, the scaffold doesn’t get used until the Competent Person clears it. 

Ground level is where the inspection starts.

08  CREW DISCUSSION

Take 2 minutes. Pick one.

1.  Look at the scaffolds on this site. What is each one sitting on: concrete, dirt, asphalt, gravel, 

plywood? Does the footing match what OSHA requires for that surface?

2.  Has anyone here ever used a forklift, bucket, or loader as a temporary scaffold? Walk us through 

it. What does OSHA actually allow, and what was the safer way to do it?

3.  If a wet saw operator needs to set up close to a scaffold today, what’s the right move? Where 

does the discharge go, who clears it, and who tells the crew up top?



ATTENDANCE & SIGN-OFF

By signing below, each crew member confirms attendance at this toolbox talk and understanding of its content.

NAME (PRINT) SIGNATURE

SUPERVISOR SIGNATURE DATE



READY TO DIGITIZE YOUR TOOLBOX TALKS?
Stop chasing paper sign-offs across trailers and clipboards. SkillSignal puts your TBTs, attendance, and 

compliance records in one place your crews can actually use, in any language they speak.

Book a demo at skillsignal.com


