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Emergency Medical Services Guidance Note #13 
 

Issue: Atmospheric Hazards and/or Confined Space Response 
 
 

Preamble 
 
Paramedics, as front-line health care providers, often work in relatively uncontrolled environments 
and may respond to situations involving atmospheric hazards and/or confined space hazards.  

Definitions 

O. Reg. 632/05 Confined Spaces defines the terms related to confined space hazards.  

Under O. Reg. 632/05: Confined Spaces an atmospheric hazard includes when the atmosphere: 
 

•  has too much (more than 23% by volume) or too little oxygen (less than 19.5%):  
or, 

• has an accumulation of flammable, combustible or explosive agents;  
or, 

• contains an accumulation of contaminants including gases, vapours, fumes, dusts or mists 
that could result in acute health effects that pose an immediate threat to life or could 
interfere with a person’s ability to escape unaided from a confined space. 

O. Reg. 632/05: Confined Spaces defines a “confined space” as a fully or partially enclosed 
space: 

• That is not both designed and constructed for continuous human occupancy 
and, 

• In which atmospheric hazards may occur because of its construction, location or contents 
or because of work that is done in it.  

Background 

An awareness program is required to protect paramedics. Whether a space has atmospheric 
hazards may not be obvious; scene awareness and proper scene safety assessments are 
paramount to protect workers.   
 
Atmospheric hazards and/or confined spaces can be above or below ground, mobile or portable 
or part of a structure.  Entry to and exit from a confined space may be difficult or restricted.  Either 
can be found in almost any workplace and at varied scenes such as: 
 

• manure pits with hydrogen sulphide, ammonia, carbon dioxide or methane 
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• grain silos with nitrogen dioxide and carbon dioxide 
• manure spreader tanks 
• vats, hoppers, utility vaults, tanks, sewers, pipes, access shafts 
• truck or rail tank cars, aircraft wings, ship holds 
• boilers, manholes, storage bins 

 
Atmospheric hazards can exist outside of O. Reg 632/05 Confined Spaces and might include: 

• chemical suicides with hydrogen sulphide 
• open air spillage of toxic materials following a motor vehicle accident 
• farms with grain silos or manure pits  
• chemical fumes released due to fire 
• clandestine drug manufacturing lab 
• improper ventilation of an enclosed space or carbon monoxide build up within a 

residence/office building 
 
Note: As some of the above scenarios may fall outside of O. Reg. 632/05 - Confined Spaces and 
O. Reg. 833 - Control of Exposure to Biological or Chemical Agents, EMS employers should 
consult associated resources for guidance and best practices, based on their local risk 
assessment. 
 
When properly developed and adhered to, awareness programs will serve to protect Paramedics, 
their colleagues, patients, and the general public.  
 
 
Occupational Health and Safety Precautions and Control Measures 

Application of the Regulation 

While performing emergency work, an EMS agency response to a confined space scene should 
be restricted to medical care and transport once the hazard has been mitigated OR the 
patient(s) has been safely removed from the hazard.   
 
O. Reg. 632/05: Confined Spaces requires that employers with workers performing work in 
confined spaces follow all the provisions set out in the regulation, including those regarding 
direct entry, on-site rescue teams, rescue equipment, training, inspection, atmospheric testing, 
ventilation, planning, etc. When employers with confined spaces at their workplace do not 
comply with these regulatory requirements, first responders may be put at risk.   
 
O. Reg. 632/05 provides that a firefighter as defined in the Fire Protection and Prevention Act, 
1997 or a person who holds a certificate under the Technical Standards and Safety Act, 2000 
designating them as a gas technician and working under the direction of a fire department are 
exempt from certain requirements in the regulation when performing emergency work.  If an 
EMS agency opts to participate as part of a Confined Space Response Team, they are subject 
to all the provisions of the Regulation. 
    
 
Control Measures   
 

http://www.e-laws.gov.on.ca/html/statutes/english/elaws_statutes_97f04_e.htm
http://www.e-laws.gov.on.ca/html/statutes/english/elaws_statutes_97f04_e.htm
http://www.e-laws.gov.on.ca/html/statutes/english/elaws_statutes_00t16_e.htm
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The hierarchy of controls can help you choose the right controls for your workplace. The levels 
in the hierarchy of controls, in order from most effective to least effective, are: 

1. elimination 
2. substitution 
3. engineering controls 
4. administrative controls 
5. personal protective equipment (PPE) 

 
When considering control measures, always start by considering the most effective controls 
first. First, try to eliminate the hazard altogether. Where eliminating the hazard is not possible, 
use multiple engineering and administrative controls. 
 
Engineering Controls:  These controls may protect against both atmospheric and physical 
hazards.  A risk assessment may identify those workers who could benefit from controls 
including mechanical ventilation, equipment for general gas detection of carbon monoxide, low 
oxygen, 4 gas monitoring etc., which could provide an additional level of protection.   
 
Administrative Controls:  Atmospheric hazards and confined space recognition and awareness 
training, with associated policies and procedures based on the EMS agency’s risk assessment, 
should be developed. Where EMS operations include responses to industrial parks, mine sites, 
farming operations etc., with the potential for atmospheric hazards or confined space hazards, 
the policies and procedures should reflect and include any known data specific to those work 
sites.   
 
Personal Protective Equipment:  The personal protective equipment (PPE) that protect workers 
from the hazards found within confined spaces (with or without atmospheric hazards) is varied 
and specific to each environment. Patients may be exposed to contaminants as a result of the 
incident that caused the emergency response.  Therefore, Paramedics must remain diligent in 
identifying possible hazards.  When decontamination procedures are deemed appropriate then 
they should be completed prior to patient contact by EMS personnel.  
 
Some Relevant Occupational Health and Safety Act Requirements 
 
Employers are required by the Occupational Health and Safety Act (OHSA) to: 
 

• Take every precaution reasonable in the circumstances for the protection of a worker – 
OHSA Clause 25 (2)(h) 

 
• Provide information, instruction and supervision to a worker to protect the health and 

safety of the worker – OHSA Clause 25 (2)(a) 
 

• Ensure the equipment, materials and protective devices as prescribed are provided – 
OHSA Clause 25 (1)(a) 
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• Ensure the equipment, materials and protective devices provided by the employer are 
maintained in good condition – OHSA Clause 25 (1)(b) 

 
Supervisors are required by the Occupational Health and Safety Act (OHSA) to: 
 

• Ensure that a worker uses or wears the equipment, protective devices or clothing that 
the worker’s employer requires to be used or worn - OHSA Clause 27 (1)(b) 

 
• Ensure that a worker works in a manner and with the protective devices, measures and 

procedures required by the Act and regulations – OHSA Clause 27 (1)(a) 
 

• Take every precaution reasonable in the circumstances for the protection of a worker – 
OHSA Clause 27 (2)(c) 

 
Workers are required by the Occupational Health and Safety Act (OHSA) to: 
 

• Use or wear the equipment, protective devices or clothing that his employer requires to 
be used or worn – OHSA Clause 28 (1)(b) 

 
• Report to his or her employer or supervisor the absence of or defect in any equipment or 

protective device of which the worker is aware and which may endanger himself, herself 
or another worker – OHSA Clause 28 (1)(c) 

 
 
 
 
References and resources 
 
Occupational Health and Safety Act 
 
O. Reg. 632/05: Confined Spaces 
 
O. Reg. 833 - Control of Exposure to Biological or Chemical Agents 
 
Confined Space Guidelines - Ministry of Labour, Training and Skills Development 
 
Section 7: Hazardous atmospheres and confined spaces: Occupational Health and Safety 
Guidelines for Farming Operations in Ontario 
 
Health and Safety System Partners  
http://www.labour.gov.on.ca/english/hs/websites.php  
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.ontario.ca/laws/statute/90o01
https://www.ontario.ca/laws/regulation/050632
https://www.labour.gov.on.ca/english/hs/pubs/oel_table.php
https://www.labour.gov.on.ca/english/hs/pubs/oel_table.php
https://www.labour.gov.on.ca/english/hs/pubs/confined/index.php
https://www.labour.gov.on.ca/english/hs/pubs/farming/gl_atmospheres.php
https://www.labour.gov.on.ca/english/hs/pubs/farming/gl_atmospheres.php
http://www.labour.gov.on.ca/english/hs/websites.php
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This document should be shared with the workplace Joint Health and Safety Committee or Health  
and Safety Representative, incorporated into the workplace occupational health and safety policy  
and program where appropriate and posted on the Public Services Health & Safety Association  
website and the websites of other interested stakeholders. 
 
The Public Services Health and Safety Association may be contacted for assistance in the  
development and implementation of an occupational health and safety program, training and  
specialized services: http://www.pshsa.ca/  
 
For more information, contact the Ministry of Labour, Training and Skills Development (MLTSD)  
Health and Safety Contact Centre toll free at 1-877-202-0008. 
 
This guidance note has been prepared to assist the workplace parties in understanding 
some of their obligations under the Occupational Health and Safety Act (OHSA) and the 
regulations. It is not intended to replace the OHSA or the regulations and reference 
should always be made to the official version of the legislation.  
 
It is the responsibility of the workplace parties to ensure compliance with the legislation. 
This guidance note does not constitute legal advice. If you require assistance with 
respect to the interpretation of the legislation and its potential application in specific 
circumstances, please contact your legal counsel. 
 
While this guidance note will also be available to MLTSD inspectors, they will apply and 
enforce the OHSA and its regulations based on the facts as they may find them in the 
workplace. This guidance note does not affect their enforcement discretion in any way. 
 

http://www.pshsa.ca/
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