
Every spring in Sacramento, as the ground softens and homeowners start thinking about irrigation lines, French
drains, and electrical conduits for new landscape lighting, the same question comes up:

Can I dig a trench with a pressure washer instead of renting a trencher or hiring an excavation crew?

Technically, yes, water can carve a groove in soil. I have seen more than one homeowner spend a weekend soaked
to the skin, blasting a muddy slit through their yard with a big-box-store pressure washer. It makes a mess, it is
slow, and on a property with buried utilities, it can be dangerous.

Professionals around Sacramento avoid that approach for anything beyond very minor surface cleaning or
loosening soil. When we need a narrow, precise, safe trench near utilities, we reach for vacuum excavation instead.

This is not about fancy gear for its own sake. It is about safety, control, cleanup, and cost over the full life of a
project.

What vacuum excavation actually is
Vacuum excavation is often described as "soft digging." Instead of ripping into the ground with teeth or a bucket,
you use either high pressure water (hydro excavation) or high velocity air to loosen the soil, then a powerful
vacuum hose sucks the slurry or dry spoil into a debris tank.

In Sacramento, you will see two main setups:

Hydro excavation

A hydrovac truck uses a water lance to cut the soil. The water and soil mix into a slurry and get vacuumed into the
tank. This works very well in hard clay, frozen ground in the foothills, or compacted road base.

Air vacuum excavation

An air-vac system uses compressed air to fracture the soil without adding moisture. The dislodged dry soil gets
vacuumed up. This is popular when contractors want to reuse the dry material for backfill and avoid handling mud.

That answers a common question in our industry: what is the difference between hydro excavation and vacuum
excavation? Hydro excavation is a type of vacuum excavation that uses water as the cutting medium. "Vacuum
excavation" is the umbrella term that includes both air and hydro methods. In casual conversation, people often
say "vac truck" or "vac ex" for all of it.

The key point: instead of pushing steel teeth into unknown ground, you are moving non-metallic energy (water or
air) and then removing material by suction. That gives you a very different risk profile when you are close to gas
lines, fiber optics, or aging electrical.

Why people try to dig with a pressure washer
From the homeowner side, the thinking goes like this:

"I already own a pressure washer. It slices dirt off my driveway. If I crank up the nozzle and take my time, maybe I
can wash a trench in the yard for free."

From a distance, that sounds reasonable. And in some narrow situations, it can sort of work. I have seen people
wash a shallow 10 to 20 foot groove for drip irrigation in loose, sandy soil with no buried utilities nearby. It is
messy, but not catastrophic.



The trouble starts when people try to scale that up to a 100 foot trench that needs to be 18 to 24 inches deep, in
Sacramento clay, around existing services.

Here is what happens in practice:

You start blasting the surface. The top couple of inches loosen fairly quickly, but runoff water dilutes the impact
and starts filling your new "trench." You switch to a tighter nozzle. Now the water cuts faster, but it also flings mud
everywhere. Visibility drops to almost nothing. You keep going because you want depth, and soon you have a 4 to
6 inch deep soupy rut, not a controlled trench.

Meanwhile, every bit of soil you just removed is sitting in a muddy halo around your work area. You have not
actually removed spoil from the site, only rearranged it into a mess that will track onto concrete, decks, and into
the house.

If you hit a buried sprinkler line, it is one thing. If you hit a shallow electrical, telecom, or gas service with a water
lance you were never meant to use underground, that is another story.

The biggest difference between this "pressure washer trench" method and professional hydro excavation is not just
pressure. It is containment, control of slurry, and training on where and how to dig.

Why vacuum excavation works better for trenching near utilities
On a proper hydrovac or air-vac setup, you have three things a hardware store pressure washer cannot provide:
depth control, spoil removal, and safe exposure of utilities.

Depth and precision

A trained vac operator can cut narrow, straight trenches with consistent depth, even when soil conditions change.
On a municipal job downtown, for example, we might be asked to daylight (expose) existing utilities at set intervals
along a proposed trench, following the 4 foot rule in excavation for certain utilities. That is hard to do with a
muddy, hand-held pressure wand.

Spoil management

Vacuum excavation does not just break soil. It removes it from the hole and stores it cleanly in a sealed tank. On a
tidy residential site in East Sacramento or Land Park, that matters more than most people realize. Less cleanup,
less tracking, fewer complaints.

Safety around unknowns

Before we dig in California, we call 811 and have utilities marks painted. Even with marks, there are surprises:
undocumented private lines, shallow services installed decades ago, or utility locates that are off by a foot or more.
A soft-dig vacuum system gives you a chance to expose and verify those lines at low risk before bringing in
heavier iron.

You will sometimes hear the question: how deep can vacuum excavation go? For practical work around homes and
urban streets, vac crews regularly dig 10 to 15 feet deep. With the right boom configuration and shoring, going
beyond 20 feet is possible, but it becomes more of an engineering exercise than everyday work.

The companion question is how deep can you excavate without shoring? Under OSHA rules, any trench 5 feet or
deeper generally requires protective systems such as shoring, shielding, or sloping. In some soils that cave easily,
you need protection at shallower depths. Vacuum excavation does not eliminate cave-in risk if people are entering
the trench. It is still excavation under OSHA, and the same rules apply.



Sacramento soil, water, and timing: wet versus dry digging
If you live here, you know our soil swings between two extremes: baked-hard clay during our hot, dry summers
and sticky mud once the winter rains arrive.

Is it better to dig a hole when the ground is wet or dry? With mechanical digging, slightly moist soil can be easier
to cut than bone-dry hardpan. With hydro excavation, some moisture is expected, but saturated ground can turn
everything into soup.

Pressure washer trenching is most tempting right after a rain, when the top few inches are soft. That is also the
time when you will generate the most mud and stand the best chance of trench collapse, even in shallow cuts.
Water undermines the trench walls, and before long your 12 inch groove becomes a shallow saucer.

Vacuum excavation crews in Sacramento adjust their approach by season. In July, you might use hydro excavation
to slice through compacted, dry soil that a shovel barely touches. In January, a contractor might switch to air-vac
to keep spoil dry and manageable, or limit hydro work to short, controlled exposures.

This ability to tune the method to the ground is another reason pros rely on vac trucks rather than improvising
with a pressure washer.

How long it really takes to dig a trench
Homeowners often ask: how long does it take to dig a 100 ft trench? The honest answer is, it depends. Soil type,
depth, width, obstructions, and whether you hit rock or tree roots all matter.

As a rough yardstick, a dedicated trenching machine in good conditions might cut a 4 inch wide, 18 inch deep,
100 foot trench in under an hour. Hand digging that same line through Sacramento clay can take two people
most of a day.

Vacuum excavation productivity is different because you are not continuously cutting a full profile. You might
daylight every crossing utility, dig access pits, or cut intermittent sections that intersect with other services.

So how much can a vac ex excavate in a day? For straightforward trenching or potholing in average conditions, a
good crew and a modern vac truck might move 10 to 30 cubic yards of material in a shift. That could translate
into hundreds of feet of narrow trench, or a smaller volume if the work is deep, congested, or heavily obstructed.

Trying to match that with a homeowner grade pressure washer is not realistic. I have watched DIY attempts that
barely managed 30 to 40 feet of functional trench in an entire weekend, not counting cleanup.

Cost: pressure washer "free" versus professional vacuum excavation
On paper, using a pressure washer looks cheap. You already own the machine, and water seems inexpensive. The
real costs show up in time, damage, remediation, and results.

Contractors and municipalities look at cost differently. They ask very specific questions:

What does excavation cost per hour?

Rates in the Sacramento region vary widely. For a vac truck with operator, helper, fuel, disposal, and overhead, you
may see hourly rates ranging from roughly $250 to $450, sometimes more for highly specialized setups or
emergency callouts.

How much does vacuum excavation cost for a small job?



On a residential site, a half-day minimum is common. That might land somewhere in the $1,000 to $2,000 range
when all is said and done, depending on distance, disposal, and how complex the job is. Simple, short potholing
near a curb might be on the low end. Deep work in tight backyards can climb.

How much to excavate 200 cubic yards or more?

Large-volume pricing usually shifts from hourly to unit rates per cubic yard, or per linear foot of trench. At that
scale, traditional excavators, trenchers, or scrapers may handle the bulk movement, and the vac truck provides
spot exposure near utilities. Vacuum excavation shines where precision and safety trump raw volume.

How much is a vac ex to buy or lease?

A new vacuum excavation truck can run from the low hundreds of thousands of dollars up into the high six
figures, depending on tank size, pump system, and options. That capital cost, plus maintenance, insurance, and
CDL drivers, all folds into the rates you see.

From a homeowner perspective, the choice often looks like this: you can spend a weekend and a few hundred
dollars in damaged landscape, maybe risk a utility strike, and end up with a marginal trench. Or you can treat
excavation as the foundation of your project, pay a professional crew, and know that the work respects buried
infrastructure and safety rules.

The "free" pressure washer trench stops being free the minute you tear into a gas line or fiber optic, or saturate
your yard so badly that you have to resod.

Safety, rules, and why training matters



Excavation is one of the more dangerous activities on a construction site. Cave-ins, struck utilities, struck-by
incidents, and hazardous atmospheres are all real risks. That is why OSHA devotes an entire standard (Subpart P)
to excavation and trenching.

A few concepts that often come up when we talk about safe digging:

The 4 foot rule in excavation

Once a trench is 4 feet deep, OSHA requires a safe means of egress, such as ladders or ramps, so workers can get
out quickly. That ladder must be within 25 feet of every worker in the trench.

How deep can you dig without shoring?

The 5 foot threshold is where protective systems become mandatory in most soils, unless an engineer has
stamped a different approach. In very stable rock, different rules apply. In Sacramento's mixed clays and fills,
assuming you are safe at 6 or 7 feet because "it looks solid" is asking for trouble.

OSHA's 3 most cited violation categories in construction routinely include fall protection, ladder safety, and
scaffolding. Trenching, when it fails, tends to fail catastrophically. So even if trenching violations are not always in
the top three, they are treated very seriously by inspectors and safety managers.

What kind of training is required for vacuum excavation?

There is no single nationwide license just for vac excavation, but reputable companies invest heavily in training.
Operators typically hold a CDL if they drive the truck, and they receive classroom and field instruction on: soil
classification, utility locating, safe standoff distances when exposing gas and electric, confined space awareness if
tanks or pits are involved, and site specific safety rules. Internal qualifications can be more demanding than the
minimum regulatory baseline.

Is a CDL required for hydrovac jobs?

For most full-size hydrovac trucks, yes. The vehicles are heavy, often over 26,000 pounds GVWR, which normally
requires a Commercial Driver's License. You also need to know whether the tank contents or configuration trigger
any hazmat rules. That is one reason you do not see "weekend warrior" hydrovac rigs in residential driveways.
Professional operation is part of the value.

What certifications do you need to run an excavator?

Technical excavators, from minis to 20 ton machines like a Cat 320, do not have a federal license the way trucks
do, but employers and unions often require equipment operator training, practical exams, and site specific
authorizations. Safety conscious contractors treat vac trucks the same way: only trained, qualified personnel
operate the high pressure water and vacuum equipment.

When a homeowner stands in sandals with a pressure washer wand, pointing blind into the earth, that entire layer
of training and risk management is missing.

When vacuum excavation is the smart choice
Vacuum excavation is not the right answer for every trench. If you are cutting 1,000 linear feet of irrigation main in
open ground with no utilities, a walk-behind trencher or mini excavator might be faster and cheaper.

Where vac ex tends to be the best tool in Sacramento:

Narrow trenches or potholes around dense utilities, especially in older neighborhoods with undocumented
lines.



Street, sidewalk, or parking lot work where you need to protect existing power, fiber, and gas.

Service connections in tight yards where trees, fences, patios, and neighbors limit access.

Projects where clean, contained spoil management is as important as the digging itself.

Sites under strict city, utility, or railroad rules that mandate non-destructive testing or soft-dig methods.

On these jobs, the limitations of vacuum excavation are mostly about volume and reach. Moving bulk cubic yards
over a wide open site is what traditional earthmoving equipment excels at. A bulldozer or scraper is stronger than
a vac truck when you need to shape acres of grade. The vac truck shines when you would never dream of pushing
a blade or bucket into the unknown.

A simple decision guide for homeowners
If you are a Sacramento homeowner wondering whether to improvise with a pressure washer or call a vac crew or
excavator, a quick mental checklist helps.

Consider calling a professional before digging if:

You do not have accurate utility maps, or you suspect shallow gas, electric, or telecom lines.

The trench needs to cross sidewalks, driveways, or public right of way.

The depth will approach or exceed 4 feet, where safety measures and ladder access start to apply.

The soil is hard clay when dry and turns to muck when wet, making cleanup a big concern.

Your project ties into city services, such as a sewer lateral or water main, where damage could be expensive.

If your trench is very shallow, clearly far from any utilities, and short enough to dig in an afternoon, hand tools or
a small rental trencher might be all you need. The pressure washer idea usually sounds attractive until you have
spent an hour cleaning up splatter and still do not have a clean, usable trench.

How contractors think about pricing and volume
For readers on the contractor side, the economics of vacuum excavation often come down to understanding
volume, risk, and crew productivity.

How do you price out excavating jobs with vac ex?

Most firms blend three approaches: hourly rates for the truck and crew, unit pricing per pothole or per linear foot
for repetitive tasks, and day rates for big mobilizations. Riskier work around critical utilities commands a premium
because the technical demands and exposure to liability are higher.

Why do you divide by 27 for cubic yards?

When you estimate spoil volume, you often start in cubic feet. There are 3 feet in a yard, so a yard is 3 by 3 by 3,
or 27 cubic feet. Divide cubic feet by 27 to get cubic yards. That matters when you compare vac tank capacity,
disposal fees, and hauling costs.

How much does an excavator excavate in one hour compared to vac ex?

A 20 ton excavator like a Cat 320 can move dozens of cubic yards per hour in bulk earthmoving. A Sacramento
Vacuum Excavation vac truck is typically much slower in pure volume, but the vac avoids hand digging near lines,
reduces utility strikes, and eliminates the need for extra laborers in certain tasks. When a single utility hit can cost
tens of thousands of dollars and months of schedule pain, the math tilts toward safe, deliberate soft digging near
conflict zones.
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Vacuum excavation does not replace traditional excavators, dozers, or trenchers. It sits alongside them and handles
the delicate, utility rich portion of the work.

Why Sacramento pros keep the pressure washer for cleaning, not
trenching
Most of the hydrovac and vacuum excavation crews I work with in the Sacramento region own pressure washers.
They use them to clean equipment, rinse driveways, or wash out concrete splatter on forms. They do not point
them blindly into the ground to make trenches.

The reason is simple: a pressure washer is a cleaning tool, not an excavation system. It lacks the spoil removal,
containment, safety controls, and depth precision that make soft digging safe around buried infrastructure.

On a modern job site, especially inside city limits, excavation is as much about what you do not hit as what you
remove. That is where vacuum excavation earns its keep. It exposes utilities gently, keeps neighbors and inspectors
happy, and gives everyone on the project confidence that what lies underground has been respected.

If you are staring at your yard in Sacramento Vacuum Excavation Sacramento, wondering if you can dig a trench
with a pressure washer, you could fight through a muddy weekend experiment. Or you could pick a tool and a
method that the people who do this for a living use when it matters.
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