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Toolbox Talk: Maintaining & Refreshing Utility Marks

The Incident: Don't Guess, Request
A contractor in our region was installing a sewer main and knew a natural gas line was nearby because they could see the meter sets and a valve box. The area had been marked originally, but the contractor’s own excavation activities destroyed the paint and flags.
Instead of stopping, the contractor assumed the gas line ran in a straight line from the valve box to the center of the road. They intentionally moved their digging away from their "assumed" path, only to strike the actual gas line.
The Result: A dangerous gas leak and an emergency 911 call. The Virginia State Corporation Commission (SCC) investigated and found the contractor at fault for failing to maintain marks and failing to request a "Remark" ticket once the location was no longer identifiable.

The law is clear for all Virginia excavators:
1. Respect & Protect: Once a utility is marked, it is the excavator's responsibility to preserve those marks.
2. Stop if Destroyed: If markings become "faded, illegible, or destroyed," they are no longer valid. You must stop work in that area and contact Virginia 811 for a "Remark" ticket.
3. The 15-Day Rule: In Virginia, a locate ticket and its marks are only valid for 15 working days. If your work extends past this, you must update your ticket.

What Should Have Been Done?
1. Cease Excavation: As soon as the yellow gas marks were lost, all mechanized digging should have stopped.
2. Call 811: The contractor should have called Virginia 811 (or used the VA811 app) to request a "Remark."
3. The 48-Hour Wait: In Virginia, locators generally have 48 hours (2 working days) to respond to a Remark request. Digging cannot resume until the marks are restored.
4. Hand Digging: Once re-marked, the line must be exposed by hand digging within the 24-inch Tolerance Zone on either side of the marks.

Lessons Learned for Our Crew
· Watch for Clues: If you see valve boxes or meters but no paint, stop. It is a major red flag for an unmarked utility.
· Never Assume: Underground utilities often curve to avoid rocks or other lines. They rarely run in the "obvious" straight line you see on the surface.
· Use Offset Stakes: In high-traffic or dirt areas where paint disappears quickly, use offset stakes or take photos of the original marks to help you maintain a reference.
· It’s Your Liability: Striking a line because you "thought" you knew where it was can lead to massive fines from the SCC and potential loss of our industry safety standing.

Safety Reminder: In Virginia, the law says: Contact 811, Allow Time, Respect Marks, and Excavate Carefully!
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