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Operating Hydroseeders 
 
Key Points 

• Hydroseeding has become a popular alternative to installing sod or hand seeding, not only 
on hillsides where the latter methods are difficult or impossible, but also in traditional 
applications such as lawns and parks. 

• While these machines reduce labor and improve efficiency, it’s important for both 
management and crew members to recognize and respond to the dangers they present. 
Deaths and dismemberments have occurred when workers have fallen into hydroseeder 
tanks. Other common incidents involving these machines include slips and falls. 

• Follow the steps below to decrease risks associated with both truck-mounted and tow-
behind hydroseeding machines. 
 

Management Checklist 
 Develop, implement and enforce written operating procedures, including safety precautions 

and hazard-mitigation techniques, that are specific to each hydroseeder your company 
operates. Make this writing part of your company’s comprehensive safety and health 
program. Train and supervise employees in these procedures. Because every unit is 
different, you need a training module specific to each piece of equipment. 

 Training should cover how to inspect, transport, load material into, operate and maintain the 
hydroseeding machine.  

 Emphasize that employees should never place parts of their bodies inside the hydroseeder 
tank without first following lock-out/tag-out procedures and OSHA guidelines for entering 
confined spaces. Crew members might be tempted to reach into the tank with their hands to 
retrieve dropped items or to use their feet to push floating material into the augers. Make 
sure they know this exposes them to hazards that could kill them or amputate body parts.  

 To develop training and written procedures, start with the owner/operator’s manual. Read 
the manual for every hydroseeder your company operates, paying special attention to 
safety instructions and prohibitions.  

 Always keep a copy of the operator’s manual with every machine. 
 Know effective training consists of multiple phases: reading the operator’s manual, 

completing classroom or computer-based lessons, machine-walk-around instruction and 
jobsite observation and training. 

 Document all training and ensure employees understand it. Federal OSHA requires this. 
You can accomplish this by developing quizzes and sign-off sheets. For example, you could 
highlight key points in an operator’s manual, then build a test based on that content. It could 
be a mix of multiple-choice, fill-in-the-blank and true/false questions. Sign-off sheets or 
quizzes could record on-the-job, machine walk-around and classroom training. Customized 
training software could deliver and document some training phases. All training records 
should include date, time and employee and supervisor signatures (or electronic 
verification). 

 Don’t assume a new employee with previous experience using hydroseeders (or any other 
equipment) doesn’t need training or doesn’t need full training. If an incident occurs, the only 
training that matters is the training you provided and documented. 

https://www.landscapeprofessionals.org/images/nalpftp/nalp/safety/documents/December_17.pdf
https://www.landscapeprofessionals.org/images/nalpftp/nalp/safety/documents/December_17.pdf
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 Create pre- and post-trip inspection checklists for employees to sign off on each day. The 
checklists should include items such as inspecting safety guards and devices, railings and 
ladders. 

 Schedule work so at least two crew members are present when a hydroseeder is in use. 
Some machines can be operated by one person, but for general safety and in case of an 
emergency, a crew of at least two people is necessary.  

 Train crews to keep hydroseeder platforms as clean and organized as possible and to 
remove unnecessary items, including material bags, that could become tripping hazards. 
They should properly store hoses and keep the platform dry. On some larger units, one 
misstep could mean a fall of 15 to 20 feet. 

 Ask material suppliers about potential reactivity. Mixing water, seed, fertilizer, agricultural 
lime and mulch in a hydroseeder tank could result in harmful gasses within the tank. Heat, 
evaporation or extended emptying periods could accelerate gas formation.  

 Keep in a vehicle at the jobsite Safety Data Sheets for fertilizers and other chemicals being 
used. 

 Ensure crew members flush and drain hydroseeder tanks after each day of operation.  
 Establish written lockout/tag-out procedures (in accordance with federal OSHA 29 CFR 

1910.147 and any other applicable federal, state or local regulations) for each hydroseeder 
your company operates and train crew members in these procedures. Make these 
guidelines part of your company’s overall lockout/tag-out program. 

 Know your hydroseeder tanks are likely considered confined spaces by federal OSHA and 
possibly state/local regulations. Develop, implement and enforce written procedures for 
safe entry into permit-required confined spaces, including hydroseeder tanks. Make this 
part of your company’s safety and health program. Ensure your plan meets all the 
requirements of 29 CFR 1910.146 and any state/local regulations. Some requirements 
include: Drain, flush and ventilate the tank interior; Turn off the engine, disconnect battery 
cables and perform lock-out/tag-out procedures; Provide continuous ventilation or a proper 
breathing apparatus; Tether personnel entering the tank to a lifeline; Provide a stand-by 
individual outside the tank who is able to communicate with the person inside and pull 
him/her out with the lifeline. 

 Only allow a crew member to enter a hydroseeder tank when absolutely necessary and 
when all safety procedures are followed.  

 Maintain all machine decals in legible condition. Replacement decals are available from 
manufacturers. 

 Create and share with employees a written list of PPE required for crew members operating 
or working near hydroseeders. This PPE typically includes pants and a long-sleeved shirt; 
goggles; slip-resistant, steel-toed boots; gloves (without gauntlets and with chemical 
protection, if needed); a hard hat; and possibly a dust mask or respirator.  

 Maintain hydroseeder trucks, tow-behind units and related parts/equipment in safe 
operating condition. Remove malfunctioning machinery and equipment from service and 
repair or replace it. 

 Prioritize repair/replacement of safety-related features. Often, when a safety-related device 
breaks or wears to the point of being inoperable, the machine itself will still function. 
However, you should train employees to place out of service any machine with a missing or 
nonfunctioning safety guard or device.  

 
Crew Members’ Dos and Don’ts: 
 
General: 

• Read the operator’s manual for every hydroseeder you operate or work near, in addition to 
receiving training from your employer on these machines. Understand how each machine 
operates and the hazards it poses.  
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• Ask for clarification if you do not understand any portion of the manual or your training. 
• Never place any part of your body inside the hydroseeder tank without first following lock-

out/tag-out procedures and OSHA guidelines for entering confined spaces. Do not reach 
into the tank to retrieve dropped or foreign objects or use your feet to push floating material 
into the augers. This exposes you to life-threatening hazards. 

• Don’t operate a hydroseeder or any equipment if you are fatigued, or under the influence of 
alcohol, illegal drugs or medication. You must be in good physical condition and mentally 
alert to safely operate a hydroseeder.  

• Never modify the machine or remove any part of it, except for service. Reinstall the part 
before placing the machine back in service. 

• Use steps or ladders for reaching the machine’s platform. Never mount or dismount a 
moving machine. 

• Know the location of Safety Data Sheets for all materials used as part of a hydroseeding 
operation. 

Before operating: 
• Put on all PPE required by your employer and the hydroseeder manufacturer. This could 

include: safety goggles, boots with slip-resistant soles, hearing protection, gloves, a hard 
hat and a dust mask or respirator. Remove watches, rings and other jewelry, tie back long 
hair and avoid loose-fitting clothing that could get caught in rotating machinery.  

• Conduct a full machine inspection. Make sure any guard railing is in place and secure. 
Verify that all guards and safety-related devices are in place.  

• Inspect all discharge hoses and hydraulic hoses for leaks, cracks, bulges, damage or 
excessive wear. If present, notify a crew leader or supervisor immediately and do not allow 
the machine to be operated. Because hydraulic fluid under pressure can penetrate the skin 
or eyes, causing injury, blindness or death, check for these leaks using a piece of 
cardboard or wood instead of your hand.  

• Ensure tires are properly inflated and free from damage. 
• Carefully look through the loading hatch to inspect the tank for foreign objects. Follow lock-

out/tag-out procedures and OSHA confined-space guidelines if you need to remove an 
object.  

• Tidy the platform. Remove unnecessary objects or materials and make sure the surface is 
clean and dry. Wash material spillage from the tank top and platform.  

• Make sure no one is working on or inside the machine. Give a visual and audible signal and 
wait for a response before starting the engine.  

• Load material into the hydroseeder according to your training and the operator’s manual. 
Do not load the unit while it is moving. The machine should be parked and as level as 
possible. Be careful not to drop items such as pens, lighters, paper or plastic bags in the 
tank.  

• Make sure the area to be sprayed is clear of people and animals.  
 
During operation: 

• Know the driver of the carrying or towing vehicle is responsible for the safety of the machine 
operator(s). If you are driving, be aware of and avoid all possible hazards such as low tree 
limbs and low power lines. Start and stop gradually. Never operate on a slope that could 
endanger the operator(s).  

• Know the stop/start signals used by drivers, operators and other crew members.  
• Plan applications so areas farthest away are covered first, then work toward the machine so 

operators are not walking over slippery ground.  
• Do not stand on the platform during operation unless you are the operator.  
• Do not ride on the platform if the machine is travelling at speeds faster than 5 mph.  
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• Except when loading materials, keep the loading hatch lid closed to protect yourself and 
other crew members and to prevent materials from splashing onto the tank top and/or 
platform. 

• Do not aim the discharge spray toward people, animals, power lines, transformers or other 
high-voltage electrical conductors.  

• Do not attempt to push material into augers using your feet or any part of your body. Most 
hydroseeders have a metal grate or other tools for this purpose.  

• Know that high pressure can be exerted at the end of the discharge hose. Establish good 
footing and firmly grasp the hose, which should be placed over your shoulder or under both 
arms. Never route the hose between your legs. The operator should apply gradual pressure 
to the hose. Additional crew members might be necessary to direct the hose, especially if 
work is being conducted on a slope.  
 

Before servicing the machine: 
• Turn off the engine and allow all moving part to stop. To prevent accidental starting, 

disconnect battery cables. Tag the engine operating area to show that the machine is being 
serviced. Follow 
lock-out/tag-out procedures in accordance with federal OSHA standard 29 CFR 1910.147 
as well as OSHA guidelines for confine-space entry, if personnel will be entering the 
hydroseeder tank. Also follow any state/local regulations.  

• Before loosening any clamps or opening any valves, determine if material in the line is hot 
by feeling the pipe. If needed, wait for it to cool. Do not allow material to come in contact 
with personnel.  

 
NALP Safety and Risk Management Committee member Bryce Christianson of Titan 
Sitework contributed information to this safety article. 
 
This safety sheet is provided by the National Association of Landscape Professionals (NALP) as a service to its 
members. Neither NALP nor its employees/contractors make any representation or warranties, express or implied, 
regarding the use of or reliance on the information provided herewith, regardless of its format or means of transmission. 
Members assume sole responsibility for compliance with safety requirements. NALP is not responsible for and expressly 
disclaims all liability or damages of any kind arising out of the use, reference to or reliance on any information contained 
within this publication.  
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