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OPERATION OF HYDROVAC EXCAVATION EQUIPMENT 

    

 
1.0 Definition 
 
Hydrovac excavation is the use of a combination of high pressure water and vacuum 
pumping to excavate various types of soils. This truck-mounted system is commonly 
used to locate buried infrastructure, for trenching and to excavate holes for poles and 
piles. 
 
2.0 Background 
 
Because it virtually eliminates damage to underground utilities, this method of 
excavation is used throughout the year. Hydrovac excavation has found many uses in 
transportation, oil and gas, utilities, engineering as well as in the industrial sector, and 
utility companies often specify that this method of excavating be used. It is the preferred 
method of excavating around congested services. As a result, industry proponents 
serving the Manitoba market have expanded this service in the past several years. 
 
3.0 Concerns 
 
Slurry resulting from hydrovac excavations is disposed of on the ground surface. Due to 
cost, land used for this purpose is typically located close to the work area.  
 
In some cases, the slurry can: 
 

 cause problems with drainage; 

 contain material harmful to the environment; 

 contain contamination in the form of hydrocarbons, chloride, sodium, sulphate, 
ammonia, or other parameters in excess of normal concentrations; and /or 

 contaminate groundwater with organic compounds or heavy metals. 
 
It is for these reasons that careful consideration should be given to slurry disposal prior 
to the start of any hydrovac work. The contractor is responsible for laboratory analyses, 
cleanup procedures, and remediation should issues such as those listed above occur.  
 
Hydrovac slurry is best disposed of within a bermed area designed with consideration 
for run-off, which should be controlled, and encourage evaporation.  
 
Sensitive areas and groundwater recharge areas should be avoided as areas for 
disposal of slurry. 
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If environmental issues regarding hydrovac activities are suspected, Manitoba 
Sustainable Development (the Department) should be contacted for direction before 
commencing work. 
 
4.0 Solutions 
 
The Department recognizes that developing solutions to address the problems 
associated with hydrovac slurry requires co-operation from industry. Each operator 
should dispose of the material in areas acceptable for the purpose, and to which they 
have legal access. The Department also advises that consideration be given to the 
location of disposal prior to the commencement of any excavation work. 
 
The contractor may be held responsible for additional costs for laboratory testing and 
removal of soil or water if contaminated material is improperly managed. 
 
5.0 For more information  
 
For more information, contact your local Environmental Compliance and Enforcement 
office at  http://www.gov.mb.ca/conservation/ece/contact.html. 
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