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Work Zone Intrusions Threaten Safety
By Scott Schneider
Each year, about 100 road construction workers are killed on the job.
"Inside work zones, the most common fatalities are workers
struck or backed over by dump trucks or other construction
vehicles," says LIUNA General Secretary Treasurer and
LHSFNA Labor CoChairman Armand E. Sabitoni, noting that
many of these tragedies can be prevented through the better use
of internal traffic controls, technology, planning and proper
training.
"Unfortunately," Sabitoni continues, "the other major problem
– intrusions, motorists crashing into work zones and hitting
workers – is a lot harder to control."
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A new analysis from the Bureau of Labor Statistics(BLS)
shows that of 962 workers killed between 2003 and 2010 in
work zones, about 20 per year were struck by construction
vehicles and another 20 by motorists in cars, vans or other
vehicles. Some of the motorists were drunk or “distracted"
(talking on their cell phones) drivers. Many were also drowsy
drivers as much road work has shifted to night hours (37
percent of worker fatalities occurred between 10 pm and 6 am).
Traditionally, protection efforts have focused on slowing down drivers in work zones,
often by doubling fines for speeding. But that may have limited impact with drunk or
distracted drivers. A drunk driver probably cannot make a rational decision about the
risk of entering the work zone and hitting someone. A distracted driver is simply not
paying attention. A threatening sign probably will not change either's behavior. So
what can help protect against intrusions?
Guarding against intrusions
Barrels or cones will not keep speeding
motorists out of work zones. For long term
projects, however, a ready solution exists: road
closures, diversions and crossovers to
effectively separate the work from the traffic. Positive protection, such as concrete
(Jersey) barriers, can block intrusions and should be required whenever practical.
But some, such as state DOTs, are reluctant to require these barriers on shortterm
jobs because of the expense. What other options are there?
New mobile barriers have been developed to protect workers from traffic
even on shortterm jobs. They are essentially a long trailer with a work
area cut out on one side and a barrier on the other. The trailer can move
into place quickly. The costs of such devices are paid back with about two
years of use.
Vehicle Arresting Systems are another form of positive protection which
consists of flexible barriers that will stop a vehicle.
Temporary rumble strips, which will help wake up drowsy or drunk
drivers from noise and vibration, are easily set up and can prevent them
from entering the work zone.
Automated flagging devices can help protect flaggers from traffic
exposure, if they can stand behind a concrete barrier.
Better signage could be useful, such as message boards which provide
drivers with information on how fast they are driving and how much they
are over the speed limit.
Other effective means include rolling road blocks and use of law
enforcement. Police are probably one of the most effective methods for
slowing traffic down. It is hard for motorists, even distracted ones, to
ignore them. Rolling road blocks force traffic to go at a certain pace.
Blocking the road entirely for a short time can be very effective for quick
tasks like setting up or taking down cones and barrels.
Speed management is an essential tool to help protect workers in work
zones, though there is a limit to how much you can actually slow traffic
down.
Intrusion alarms are attached to cones and barrels and give off a loud blast
when the cone or barrel is knocked over. They will not prevent the
intrusion and do not give workers much time to escape (probably just a
few seconds), but a quick warning is better than none.
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"It is difficult to change the behavior of motorists," says Sabitoni. "But we can and
must institute protective measures like positive barriers and other available controls.
They will help protect LIUNA members who are exposed to traffic every day while
repairing our nation’s highways."
The LHSFNA has a variety of publications that address work zone safety. Among
them are the Positive Protection brochure, the Internal Traffic Control Plans booklet
and the Highway Work Zone Safety Checklist. Visit the online Publications Catalogue
and click "Work Zone Safety" for more options.
[Scott Schneider is the LHSFNA's Director of Occupational Safety and Health.]
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