Safety Guru –Spring/Summer 2009

The topic for this issue is traffic safety. A number of you have been asking about what is needed for “routine” activities that utility workers do routinely in the area of traffic safety. 

First of all, there usually is not a single option or solution for all situations or setups – but there are a number of things that you should bear in mind with each and every time you work in or around traffic. 

The Guru highly recommends you obtain a MNDOT or WISDOT traffic control handbook or manual to illustrate a wide number of common situations that you can use to provide a guide for your situation. Every time you get out of your work vehicle when in an area or workspace that is on or near a roadway – you need to be conscious of the potential risks and how you will reduce those risks and work safely in those situations.

If at all possible – have a tailgate session back at the shop to discuss what work you may be completing, where it will occur, when it will be done and what conditions you may encounter during the project. Let’s look at a very common task – observation or sampling at a manhole in a residential street. The simple part is knowing that you need to open a manhole and make a visual observation. This means that you will need a pick or hook to remove the cover of the manhole. You will need to look into the manhole – so you may need a bright light or mirror to provide light into the manhole. Since the cover is open – you may need to consider fall protection to ensure that you do not fall into the manhole. Also – the cover could cause injury to your feet or toes – so foot protection will also be needed. There may also be need for safety glasses or goggles and head protection also dependent of the activities that will occur for the observation. The location will also require that you select the appropriate retro-reflective vest based on the speed of traffic and visibility or time of day. Some general observations include:

Short term operations do require consideration of the work zone being defined, appropriate safety devices such as barricades and signs to delineate the zone and a plan be developed for the activity. Safety should never be compromised by using fewer devices or omitting signs or use of PPE based on the minimal amount of time you are committing to complete  the work in that area. With short term tasks – it will often take much longer to set up the traffic control that it will take to actually complete the work in that area. The diagram below illustrates a common type of lane closure to move traffic around the area that is intended to me the work space. If you use flashing lights on your vehicle and illuminated signage you may reduce the amount of cones – but please refer to the MUTCA guidance in the MNDOT manual and document your plan!
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Safety Tips
• Stay Alert.

• Do not turn your back on traffic.

• Have a bail-out plan in case of an errant vehicle. 

• Protect yourself — get out of the way of errant vehicles.

• Warn other workers of errant vehicles.

• Use a spotter.

• Use a TMA (Traffic Manager Advisor) during installation and removal.

• Always wear High Visibility Safety Apparel when working in or near a roadway. (See the High-Visibility Safety Apparel In Highway Work Zones brochure).

• Install as many of the traffic control devices as possible from the shoulder.

• Ensure that proper lighting is available for nighttime installation and removal of temporary traffic control devices.

• Law enforcement personnel may be used during installation and removal activities to help deter speeding and provide enhanced visibility for the operation. Enforcement personnel should be in safe locations on the shoulder or off the roadway. Tables were contained in a Traffic Control document prepared by The American Traffic Safety Services Association (ATSSA) who were working under a grant with the Federal Highway Administration. (Refer to http://www.atssa.com for additional information)
The Safety Guru continues to use the internet to find great locations for assistance with safety questions and solutions. The Safety Tips table included above was found during a search on the web. There are countless sites – both from private and governmental agencies that provide a lot of great information.  

Another great method for simplification of traffic control is to close the street when working in the middle of a block. Since this is not always an option, you may have to obtain or borrow cones and barricades from a neighboring utility or rent proper equipment should your city or employer not have the appropriate equipment on hand. 

Too many of our coworkers have been injured or killed when shortcuts have been taken. Turning on the flasher on top of your truck and throwing two cones out near the manhole would not be acceptable traffic control. Take the time to asses, contemplate and then develop a sound plan that utilizes elements that comply with MUTCD – Manual on Uniform Traffic Control Devices  (mutcd.fhwa.dot.gov). 
Keep those cards and letters coming and remember to work safe – on and off the job! 

