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Road Worker Creates Device to Enhance Safety in Construction Zones
Michael Moss, Policy Advisor 

Safety innovation is not just management’s business. Illinois’ road workers have stepped up to the plate to create a safer environment for themselves in work zones. An Illinois “flagger,” Richard Heinz, whose job is to warn motorists to slow down or stop at roadway construction sites, has developed an automatic flagging machine, the J-4. IDOT, in cooperation with the FHWA, has deployed several of these machines, to be used throughout the state, in order to test them over the next year. You could start seeing them on the road as a regular part of a construction zone.

The J-4 machines work just like a regular flagger – and in fact are still operated by a worker – but they keep the worker at a safe distance from the roadside and out of harm’s way. You’ve probably seen flaggers out on the road with a large sign, showing a “SLOW” on one side and a “STOP” on the other. But, since these workers have to stand adjacent to the roadway to show the sign to oncoming motorists, they are put into danger of being hit by a stray driver. In fact, during 2003, six Illinois workers were killed while doing their jobs in roadway construction zones. 
The J-4 machine sits by the roadway and shows either the “SLOW” or “STOP” sign, while the worker operates it by remote control from the safety of the road’s shoulder, out of the stream of traffic.

Heinz came up with the idea for the machine after having his own experience of nearly being hit by a motorist while operating a manual flag. He was able to save himself by diving into a roadside ditch. “Every flagger has these horror stories,” he says.  He initially designed the J-4 machine in 2000, and IDOT started to test the device according to FHWA standards. It has recently been granted interim approval under national standards for use by DOTs. The machine costs around three thousand dollars, and 20 of them are deployed around the state as part of a test program. Two machines will be used per IDOT district this coming year; they will likely become part of IDOT’s safe way of doing business.

And what does “J-4” stand for? Heinz has four sons, and each has a name that starts with the letter “J.”
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