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OSHA EMERGENCY 
ACTION PLANS

T
he Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) 
requires all construction companies to evaluate emergency 
action response for jobsite incidents. The output of that evalua-
tion is what OSHA calls an “Emergency Action Plan.” For com-

panies with more than 10 employees, the Emergency Action Plan must be 
written; but companies with 10 or fewer employees may communicate a plan 
orally. So, what is the Emergency Action Plan? In short, it is a comprehensive 
action plan for worksite-specific emergencies. It is important for employees 
to know how to respond to different types of emergencies for varied worksite 
conditions, such as layout, structural features, emergency systems, antici-
pated hazards, and the like.

OSHA requires minimum requirements for the Emergency Action Plan. 
Those minimum requirements are part of OSHA’s regulations in 29 CFR 
1910.38(c). They are:

• Establishing the means of reporting fires and other emergencies.  
There are various preferred procedures for reporting emergencies,  
such as dialing 911 or an internal emergency number, pulling manual 
fire or other alarms; but there are many other possibilities for reporting 
that may be used.

• Establishing evacuation procedures and emergency escape route assign-
ments. Employees need to know who is authorized to order an evacua-
tion, under what circumstances an evacuation would be necessary, how 
to evacuate, and what routes to take. Exit diagrams are typically used for 
routes, and employees need to know actions to take before, while, and 
after evacuating.

• Establishing procedures for employees who remain to operate critical 
plant operations before they evacuate. Depending on the circumstances, 
employees may need to operate emergency equipment such as fire 
extinguishers or initiate procedures to shut down hazards, such as gas 
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or electrical systems or other special equipment 
that could create additional hazards to emergency 
responders or lead to other dangerous incidents, like 
explosions, or could be damaged if left operating.

• Establishing procedures that accounts for all employ-
ees after an emergency evacuation has been com-
pleted. After there has been an evacuation, employ-
ers need to verify that everyone was evacuated and is 
accounted for. Related planning will typically include 
designating specific employees as sweepers to check 
the job site, including rest rooms and break rooms 
Roll calls or other physical checks should be con-
ducted to verify actual evacuation. Employers should 
not rely on recollections of others to confirm everyone 
is safe and evacuated. 

• Establishing rescue and medical duties for employees 
capable performing them. While often employers will 
rely upon local public resources like fire departments 
and hospitals, plans should address means and train-
ing for basic first aid response. 

• Identifying the names or job titles of who to contact. 
Employees need to know who to contact for differ-
ent emergencies and how to contact them. Examples 
include phone trees and organizational charts. As 
with other plan aspects, this information needs to be 
updated regularly and easily available.

OSHA also recommends inclusion of additional planning 
information, such as:

• Descriptions of the alarm systems to be used to notify 
employees (including disabled employees) to evacu-
ate or take other appropriate actions. The types of 
alarms will vary depending upon the worksite and 
operations, but it is recommended that emergencies 
that require different actions have distinct alarms to 
avoid confusion. Some alarms examples include horn 
blasts, sirens, or public-address systems.

• Establishing an alternative communications center. 
These centers will be critical in the event of a fire, 
explosion, or other incident that requires evacuation. 
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• Establishing secure on- or offsite storage locations 
for documents.  Originals or duplicate copies of key 
documents, such as accounting records, legal docu-
ments, and emergency contact lists should be placed 
in an appropriate offsite storage facility.

Making the Plan Work for You

So, how complex should you make your Emergency Ac-
tion Plan? There is no simple answer. Small jobsites with 
limited risk issues may only need a simple plan, but if 
the project or jobsite is large or complex with potentially 
greater risk, those risk factors should be incorporated 
into your planning evaluation and the plan itself. In short, 
there is no one-size-fits-all Emergency Action Plan be-
cause each must be specifically tailored, taking into con-
sideration the work the job requires, the jobsite where the 
work will be performed, other work taking place around 
your employees, and similar types of factors.

The Emergency Action Plan should be a collaborative 
approach. While it is not necessary for the plan to be 
totally driven from the bottom up, it conversely should 
not be totally driven from the top down. The best plans 
will involve all levels of the project team; both manage-
ment and employees. By involving your employees in the 
emergency action planning process is, the Emergency 
Action Plan becomes an effective collaborative tool based 
on their inputs--making it both more practical and effec-
tive. Emergency Action Plans should be living documents 
that incorporate new elements and ideas as the original 
is developed.

Employers should be open to employee input when re-
viewing the plan with them. This will help ensure the em-
ployees are aware of what it is in the plan and fully un-
derstand it. They may provide additional ideas regarding 
potential hazards, worst-case scenarios, and emergency 
responses that can then be incorporated into the plan. 
Whether employees’ ideas are incorporated depends on 
the planner’s analysis, but all finalized plans need to be 
reviewed in detail with employees so that all employees 
know what to do before, during, and after an emergency. 
Copies of your Emergency Action Plan should be avail-
able in convenient locations where all employees have 
access it, or copies should be provided to all employees. 
Even if your company only has 10 or fewer employees, 
establishing and disseminating a well-considered written 
plan has numerous practical advantages over merely 
meeting OSHA’s minimal requirement of communicating 
your plan orally.

Designating an Emergency Action Coordinator

It is a good practice to have a designated individual that 
leads and coordinates emergency action planning and, 
when necessary, evacuations. Having an emergency action 
coordinator will boost your employees’ confidence and 
make it easier for them to know who is in change when 
emergency decisions need to be made. Designating an 
individual who is thoroughly familiar with the Emergency 
Action Plan and experienced with implementing the emer-
gency plans will be able to facilitate rapid emergency re-
sponse. Since you designated individual could be involved 
in the incident or otherwise not available at the time of the 
incident, companies should consider alternate coordinators 
who are cross-trained and capable of taking the lead in 
emergency situations when necessary.

Once they arrive on the scene, emergency officials typically 
will take charge of emergency actions, including evacu-
ation. Employees should know to follow the directives of 
these officials because they  are specifically trained for 
emergency response and are communicating with other 
emergency responders. So they will have the best knowl-
edge about the “big picture” involved with the emergency, 
which may allow for quicker and safer evacuation or the 
implementation of other protective actions. Initially, your 
team may know more than the emergency responders, so, 
when possible, and when needed, arriving officials should 
be briefed succinctly about the facts and causes related 
to the incident. In doing that, employees focus on known 
facts only because speculation can lead to uncertainties or, 
even worse, the escalation of danger.

Keeping the Plan Active

It is not enough to develop plan, regardless of how well 
it may have been thought out. A great Emergency Ac-
tion Plan that is developed then put on a shelf at a jobsite 
trailer has limited value. Not only will employees need to 
find the plan but try to figure out emergency processes on 
the fly. Training and practicing you worksite’s emergency 
plan with employees is the only way to practically insure 
your employees know about and can implement the plan 
when necessary. In addition, for the practical advantages 
of training, emergency action training is required by OSHA. 

Some of the related OSHA requirements include:

• Employers are required to designate and train enough 
people to assist in the safe and orderly emergency 
evacuation of employees [29 CFR 1910.38(e)]. 
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• Employers should review the plan with each employee 
when the plan is initially developed and when each em-
ployee is initially assigned to the job [29 CFR 1910.38(f)
(1)]. 

• Employers should review the plan with each employee 
when his/her actions or responsibilities under the Emer-
gency Action Plan change or when the plan changes 
otherwise [29 CFR 1910.38(f)(2) and (f)(3)]. 

• Employers must specifically advise employees regarding 
fire hazard exposure, and review with each employee 
those parts of the fire prevention plan necessary for their 
self-protection [29 CRF 1910.39(d)]. 

While not formally required by OSHA, effective training 
considers such things as the training and retraining employ-
ees at regular intervals. This training should include drills so 
employees can practice emergency response at the jobsite, 
including evacuations to alternate assembly areas.

Most jobsites involve multiple trades or groups. Ideally, your 
Emergency Action Plan will be coordinated with others at the 
jobsite, particularly in buildings, to help ensure that emer-
gency actions are coordinated. This will enhances the plan-
ning and implementation for all groups at the jobsite. Other 
coordination is also advantageous. For example, most emer-
gencies will involve local emergency responders, such as the 
fire department, HAZMAT teams, and the like. Knowing their 
availabilities and capabilities will increase the effectiveness of 
your plan, and coordinating with those emergency respond-
ers before an emergency gives them critical information 
about potential hazards to which they may need to respond 
and what you expect of them. They can also provide valuable 
inputs for consideration and inclusion into your Emergency 
Action Plan.

In short, OSHA’s Emergency Action Plan is one of the many 
tools available to contractors in evaluating likely emergency 
situations for worksites and establishing thoughtful plans 

It is a good practice to have a designated individ-

ual that leads and coordinates emergency action 

planning and, when necessary, evacuations.  

Having an emergency action coordinator will boost 

your employees’ confidence and make it easier for 

them to know who is in change when emergency 

decisions need to be made.

for addressing those emergency systems to help increase 
the speed, efficiency, and effectiveness of both employer 
and employee response to an emergency incident. As 
with most things, practice helps make perfect and once 
developed it is important for employers to disseminate and 
practice the worksite’s emergency plan at all levels, man-
agement and workers, as part of the continual process of 
evaluation and focus on workplace safety and greater plan 
effectiveness.   n 
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