Steam Pits

The following is a summary of a recent accident on an Army post.  This information is shared in hopes of preventing similar accidents at other locations.

Accident Summary:  A high voltage lineman was assisting co-workers trimming trees near electrical lines.  The employee was moving the limbs that had fallen adjacent to a covered steam pit.  At this time the ground underneath him collapsed causing him to fall into a pool of hot condensate water (approximate temperature was between 150- 200o).  The hole depth was 3-4 feet.  The employee caught the ground with his arms, which prevented him from falling further into the water. His co-workers lifted him out of the hole.  He received initial treatment and evaluation at a local hospital and was transported to a Burn Center.  He suffered 1st, 2nd, and 3rd degree burns to his lower legs. He did not have any burns to his feet or ankles due to the fact that he was wearing insulated electrical linemen's boots. 

Cause of Accident: The condensate return lines in this area are 20-30 year old fiberglass reinforced pipes that have become brittle and thus prone to leaking. The condensate had pooled underground adjacent to the steam pit. There was no aboveground evidence that this section of pipe was leaking i.e. the ground was not wet and steam was not visible.

Corrective Action: The leaking fiberglass pipe between the building and the steam pit has been replaced with a steel pipe. The steam lines in the immediate area have been inspected and plans are to inspect all steam lines. A steam pipeline replacement project had previously been approved and is awaiting funding.
