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INTRODUCTION
This roundtable will address highway safety for any contractor working on roads and bridges.
Then these areas will be summarized for future Tailgate Safety Tips. These TST’s will be written
and distributed as part of the OSHA / CSDA alliance. Groups will revisit Personal Protective
Equipment (PPE) specific to highway safety. They will also discuss the training provided by
employers for operators in work zone safety, specifically what kind is offered and how often it is
provided. Finally, groups will discuss what can be done to help manage the higher risks of
injuries, illnesses and accidents for highway work conducted at night. They will share how
involvement with various organizations such as NIOSH, AGC, ABC and others has helped to
promote highway work zone safety and discuss what can be done further. 

Work Zone Safety Facts

• There are 3.9 million miles of roads and highways in the United States.

• A record 1,079 people died in work zones in 2001, followed by more than 1,000 in
2002.There was a 55 percent increase in work zone fatalities between 1997 and 2001.

• In one year alone, there were more than 700 fatalities, 24,000 injury crashes and 52,000
property only crashes, according to the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration. The
cost of these incidents was estimated at $2 billion in fatalities, $2.1 billion in injury crashes
and $300 million in property damage only crashes.

• Between 1989 and 1998, 7,410 people were killed in U.S. highway work zones. If current
trends continue, by 2007 fatalities could exceed 10,000.

• It only takes one minute longer to drive through a two-mile work zone at 45 mph than at 65
mph.



OPENING REMARKS

Pat Stepanski
Our focus today is to share thoughts and ideas on highway safety and to share what you have
done in your own companies to improve safety on the highway and what we can do collectively
as a group to improve conditions. I started in this business in 1979 when the focus was on getting
the job done. The only thing that separated a worker from the flow of traffic was a plastic cone or
a plastic barrel. In 1987, I was seriously injured while flat sawing on a job just north of New
Orleans. I spent the next ten days in the hospital, two years in rehab and that was a wake-up call
for me. From that moment on, my focus was not merely on how to get the job done, but on how
to get the job done safely. Everything that we looked at we considered safety first. 

Since then, I have seen a huge transformation in the way other contractors look at safety. We
have seen great improvements in the safety of equipment we use and our training methods and
the attitudes that our employees have towards safety. But the industry has allowed that level of
commitment to slip when it comes to work zone safety. In my 27 years with Holes Incorporated,
working in the Houston area, I know of three deaths in our industry at other concrete cutting
companies. All three of these tragedies were not from silica, electrocution or falls but from
working in a highway work zone. Today in 2006, we are still putting that plastic cone or barrel
between our employees and the traveling public. So with your help, I hope we can shed some
light on this subject and bring highway safety out of the dark ages. 

Gary Johnson
My perspective on safety overall has changed over the last four years or so. I started with Penhall
in 1980 in the manufacturing division at Penhall Diamond Products and then I shifted in 1996 to
the construction services side and about 4 years ago the president asked me to come in and work
with safety. I didn’t know anything about safety at that time. And quite honestly I didn’t have
much concern over it. The way our business was run at that time and the way that my division
was run, the focus was on revenue and profit—not safety. Well when I got into safety and started
looking at the lives that get changed when we don’t work safe, it had a major impact on me. 

Fortunately, Penhall has not had any deaths from work zone safety issues on the highway. We
have in other work areas but not on the highways. But we do have near misses every week. We
do a lot of highway work on the highway, all done at night and it is always in high-speed zones.
We’ve had major near misses that might catch up with us one day unless as an industry we start
working with people like Walter and the Laborers’ Union. Take a look at the number of people
that are in this room and then look at the number of people who were here for the wire sawing
presentation because it covered possible revenues and possible work. I don’t blame them for that
but it puts things kind of backwards when you start putting down what our work is all about. 

We are nothing without our people. You get one of your key flat saw people, highway people,
killed on a highway job it will make a major dent not only of course in their family but it will
make a major dent in your ability to do your work. So I would hope that what we get out of today
that are ambassadors for highway and work zone safety. Then you can go back to your offices
and to the people that you work with and your contractors, and really kind of preach this message



as one that we cannot continue to overlook and hope that nothing happens. So I appreciate your
being here.

Walter Jones
I am an industrial hygienist by trade and I remember when I was getting out of grad school and
turned to my father and he said what are your going to do with this environmental or
occupational health degree, or whatever it is, and I said I am going to be an industrial hygienist
and he said you mean I sent you to school to clean buildings? He told me I was crazy. 

Industrial hygiene is a big name for a small imperfect job. What we actually practice is
occupational safety and health. In the last ten years, we’ve had about more than 600 deaths
occurring in the work zone. Most of you are quite familiar with the majority of them occurring
because of motorist intrusion. Motorist intrusion is a recognized hazard and we have the federal
MUTCD to provide us with guidelines to minimize the hazards.  However, fifty-percent of work
zone deaths are caused by construction vehicles and construction-related equipment in the work
zone.

As a result, we believe increased emphasis needs to be placed on the flow of traffic inside the
work zone. To piggyback on what Gary and Pat were saying, when you look at construction
deaths as a whole, ‘struck by vehicle’ fatalities are the number one cause of death for roadway
workers. Therefore this is an important issue for us to work on.

ROUNDTABLE QUESTIONS

1. What types of personal protective equipment does your company supply to operators
that are specific to highway safety?

Hard Hats
Hard hats are required on the job at all times-even in vehicles that have a roll cage on them.
Some members felt that perhaps wearing hard hats in highway work zones might be a detriment
to the workers. It was also noted that it is not necessary to wear a hard hat on the highway unless
there is an overhead. However, research has shown that drivers have a tendency to see a worker
faster and easier if they are wearing a hard hat than a worker who is not wearing one. 

Reflective Materials
Another type of PPE specific to highway safety mentioned was the use of reflective materials for
jackets and vest and reflective decals on road construction equipment like barricades, cones and
even trucks. Some companies even use contrasting colors for there uniforms and trucks. Penhall
uses orange with silver stripes and lime vests. ANSI conducted studies that found the safest and
most effective color is lime green with reflective stripes. This could be used for any number of
companies, although companies in South Carolina might find it difficult to use since the state
employees wear and use this combination. 



2. What modifications has your company made to its trucks and equipment to help increase
operator safety? 

• Operator safety was a major concern for participants, not just during the daytime hours but
during night work hours as well. 

• For night workers, the concern is the ability to see and be seen. Participants discussed
modifications such as lights on the saws being used and light bars on the trucks themselves.
It was noted how important it was to not mix day and night crews, as safety decreases when
this is done. 

• Other modifications included flashers in headlights and on the cones, reflective tape over
equipment and trucks, especially at night. Some participants felt that perhaps trucks should
be outfitted more like a UPS truck, which use a camera in on the back corner of the truck to
help the driver back up but it was also noted that this would increase costs. 

• Discussion also included mention of 18-foot crash truck base and use of arrow boards on
trucks. 

The consensus seemed to be that if a safe workplace were provided to workers and operators
then productivity would increase. If workers have to worry about whether they are safe, then
productivity will decrease. 

3. What does your company require general contractors to supply while working on their
highway/road for operator projects?

Setting the speed limits in the zone is easier than enforcing whatever the speed has to be.
Breaking down from 65 MPH 45 MPH is a bigger hazard than deciding what the speed should
be.

4. How much training does your company provide for operators to work zone safety each
year?  What type of training is provided?

Training is an important part of the success of the trade. 
• Some operators have weekly safety meetings where there is a weekly topic and then near-

miss reports are provided to employees. It was noted that many felt it was a difficult thing to
train effectively for work zone safety. 

• Participants felt they try to make operators have what they need to be safe. Deciding what
those things are depends on the company and the employees. 

• Some felt it was difficult to train effectively for preventive measures instead of an actual
manual application. Trying to train someone how to figure out what is safe and what is not is
difficult. Manuals have been handed out and some companies even have tests to ensure the
employees are reading the materials. 

  



5. Although working behind permanent barricades is the best-case scenario, it is not always
possible. What types of temporary barricades have been the most effective? Has your
company had any experience with the new moveable barrier system?

• Water-contained barriers that were either a solid line or partial barrier. 
• Using a truck as a barrier. 

Participants mentioned that most of the traffic control is put into the general contractor bid. 

6. What has been your involvement with various organizations such as NIOSH, AGC, ABC
and others to promote highway work zone safety and what can CSDA members do to
support thee efforts?

There is a lot of interagency work being done.  NIOSH has great materials on safety. OSHA was
considering doing a special interest work seminar on work zone safety. Participants felt that it
was necessary to get different states involved in the process of writing the standards and specs in
order to merge together and create standard and specs for the different kinds of work.

What can members do?
• Perhaps obtain a copy of a video full of all the highways accidents. 
• Provide employees with reports on near misses and include photographs and bulletins. 
• Conduct a survey of employees from different levels of experience and ask questions about

work zone safety to find out more about the kinds of safety training that is needed for all
members of the company, not just the newly hired but the seasoned professionals as well. 

 
Penhall / Gary Johnson Postscript

After this CSDA Roundtable, Penhall Company did have a fatality in a highway work zone. On
March 6, 2006 at 1:45AM on I-5 between Orange County and San Diego in southern California,
our employee Zach Zura was hit and killed in our lane closure by a hit-and-run driver who has
yet to be apprehended. This tragedy and the ensuing investigation has led Penhall Company, the
contractor we were working for, FCI Constructors, Inc., Cal-TRANS and the California Highway
Patrol to a number of actions to consider that may help you to keep a tragedy like this from
happening. 

The job site and scope of work was freeway panel replacement and panel-joint rehabilitation
work on the 4-lane each direction I-5 freeway. The job was only a few shifts from being
completed. This is a very high-speed section of the inter-state and the drivers are always
aggressive. Lanes 1, 2 and 3 had been closed since mid-night and the traffic was only in lane #4.
Lane #3 was our buffer lane since our work was only in lanes #1 and 2. All of the Cal-TRANS
required lane closure signs and devices were in place per Cal-TRANS policy and standard. Zack
and his partner were installing foam backer rod in the transverse joints across lanes 1 and 2. We
think the vehicle that hit Zack had entered the lane closure a mile or so before our work area and



was driving in the #3 lane. He must have never seen our employee until he hit him. Zack was
thrown about 50 ft. The driver kept going and no one was able to get any license information. 

Things to consider for night time highway work:    

1. Create as much visibility to your employees and equipment as possible. 
• Crews should be well within the light pool of light plants, etc. 
• Assure that all your equipment and trucks have conspicuity tape per DOT regulations

regardless of the trucks GVWR.
• Truck and equipment should have multiple highly visible and effective strobes,

beacons, etc. to attract attention and awareness.
• Employees in lane closure and its vicinity should have the latest high-visibility

clothing and vests.  A Class III vests and pants ensemble or equivalent.  
    

2. In moving work zones, keep a truck, piece of equipment, or physical barrier immediately in
front of the work crew to act as a barrier.

3. Know your state or local agency policy on lane closures and what the options are to keep
your people safe.  Demand and negotiate better or more closure devices, spacers, or whatever
to fit the situation. 

4. On-ramps and off-ramps present an opportunity for the driving public to get confused about
the closure and they can drive between cones or barrels and end up in your closure and not
know it. 

5. Long stretches of lane closure with no work going on also present a temptation and confusion
to the driving public to get into a closure.  Keep your “lane closed” signage and devices close
to your working employees so as to give the errant driver time to correct or stop and your
employee’s time to escape. 

6. Lane closure devices, signs, lower speed limits, and police vehicles all assume that the
driving public around your work zone will be alert drivers and know what they are dealing
with. Wrong Assumption. This fatality and many other lane closure intrusions we and other
contractors have had, are in the early hours of the morning and many times it has been prove
that the driver was impaired by fatigue or for other reasons. Create a plan for your work zone
and employees at the beginning of each shift that will give early warning of these errant
drivers to your employees and an escape route for your employees. 
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