
Working on highway or building
projects in the great outdoors can 
be one of the great benefits of being

a Laborer. Unfortunately, the heightened risk of
stings and bites from insects or bees is also
one of the drawbacks.

Stings or bites can be caused by
bees, wasps, mosquitoes, ticks,
fleas, horseflies, ants, and
spiders. While most
occurrences are
typically little more
than temporary pain or
an annoying itch,
some stings or bites
can be life threatening
for those with allergies –
or if West Nile Virus or
Lyme Disease is contracted.
Therefore, it is important to be aware of
the risks and remedies before getting on the
work site. 

Avoiding stings and bites

w Be on the watch for bees’ nests on the work
site.

w Wear pants, socks and gloves.
w Avoid strong-scented soaps.
w Wear insect repellents with DEET – it is

effective at repelling deer ticks which
transmit Lyme disease.

w Be careful while eating or drinking sweet
foods and liquids outside.

w If surrounded by a swarm of bees or wasps,
move out of the area slowly. Violent or
sudden movements can make them attack.

Treating bee stings 

If you are allergic to bees, it is highly important
to keep your medicine close by. For those
without allergies, it is still important to monitor
a bee sting and treat it appropriately:
w A bee leaves behind a stinger. Remove it as

quickly as possible by scraping it off with a
blunt-edged object, such as a credit card. 

w Wash the area carefully with soap and water.
w Apply an ice pack or a cold, wet washcloth

for a few minutes.
w Take acetaminophen or antihistamines for

pain and itching, or apply calamine lotion. 
w A sting in the mouth warrants immediate

medical attention as swelling could block
airways and cause a life-threatening reaction.

Lyme Disease 

Lyme disease is contracted through the
bite of a deer tick. Deer ticks are

about the size of the head of a pin
and are most prominent during May
and June, but a problem through-
out the warm months in New York.
The first sign of Lyme disease is an

itchy rash that resembles a bulls-
eye. Symptoms can occur days or

months after the bite – so it is critical to
check your body after each workday for

ticks. If any are found, remove them right away
and contact your doctor immediately.

Treating ticks 

If you find a tick on yourself: 
w Use tweezers to grasp the tick firmly at its

head or mouth, next to your skin. 
w Pull firmly and steadily on the tick until it lets

go, then swab the bite site with alcohol. 
w Do not use petroleum jelly or a lit match to

kill and remove a tick. 
w Call your doctor – you may be asked to save

the tick to check for Lyme disease. 

West Nile virus

West Nile virus is spread by mosquitoes and in
rare cases, can lead to encephalitis, meningitis
or death. About 80 percent of people infected
with West Nile virus have no symptoms. When
symptoms do appear, they include fever,
headache and body aches, skin rashes and
swollen lymph nodes.

Although there is currently no treatment for
the infection, supportive care in a hospital may
be needed to help the body fight the illness on
its own. If you think you have the West Nile
virus, contact your doctor immediately.
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magine going to a workplace every day where giant
hunks of metal constantly fly by you at 70 miles hour,
only inches from your face and body. Sound like a

soldier ducking bullets and shrapnel on a battlefield? How
about speeding cars on a highway construction worksite? 

While often taken for granted by most motorists,
highway construction is extremely dangerous work.
According to the New York State Department of
Transportation, a total of 467 traffic accidents were
reported in New York state work zones in 2004, seven of
which resulted in fatalities. 

S a d l y, those disturbing figures increased on May 20,
when three Laborers working on an I-81 bridge construc-
tion project near Binghamton were killed when a tour bus
drove through their construction work zone (see Summer
2005 Tr i - F u n d ) .

This accident demonstrates what happens all too
often in highway work zones when motorists drive too
fast and pay little attention. It doesn’t come as any
surprise to Laborers that fatalities such as these have
increased on highway work zones in recent years.
N a t i o n a l l y, more than 80 highway-construction workers are
killed each year, while 7,500 are injured. And the need for
highway maintenance and construction is always on the
rise – statewide traffic increased by 21 percent between
1990 and 2000. 

While there is nothing Laborers working in highway
construction zones can do to prevent drivers from
speeding through them, it is important to be prepared to
react appropriately in the event of an accident.

To stay as safe as possible in the highway work
zones, there are several critical safeguards Laborers
should practice.

Watch your back 

▲ Have spotters warn you of potential hazards when
you must work with your back to oncoming traffic or
equipment. 

▲ Make sure cones, barrels or signs have not been
moved out of place, inviting traffic into the work site.
If they have been moved, notify a supervisor immedi-
a t e l y.

▲ Stay out of “blind spots” to traffic when possible.

▲ Visualize a “danger area” near the flow of highway
traffic, and remain outside of it.

▲ Anticipate traffic volume and speed, as well as the
actual speed limit within the work zone

▲ Be aware of plans for safely handling intermittent
traffic stoppages; e.g., for equipment turn-around, etc.

▲ Communicate with drivers and operators by radio or
hand signals – and do not approach them until you
c o m m u n i c a t e .

▲ Join in safety discussions – share your knowledge
and experience.

▲ Consider seasonal landscape and foliage when
choosing colors for clothing, so workers do not blend
into the background in the eyes of motorists.

HIGHWAY WORK ZONE SAFETY
Keep your eyes on your work – and the road

I

▲ Stay calm. – As traumatic as car accidents can be, your
ability to keep your cool and take the right steps might
save someone’s life. 

▲ Act quickly. – As soon as an accident has occurred, call
911 immediately. The sooner medical help arrives, the
greater the odds of survival for those injured. 

▲ Secure the site. – If there is a state trooper or police car
already on the site, make sure an officer is aware an
accident has occurred so they can control or redirect
traffic as necessary and call for back up. If there isn’t a
policeman on site, call for one immediately and make
sure traffic will not enter the accident scene during the
interim. 

▲ Get the word out. – Make sure all site foremen and
workers in the construction zone are aware an accident
has occurred and have stopped work immediately to help
prevent another one. 

▲ D o n ’t move the injured. – If a worker or automobile
passenger is injured, do not move them. Keep them as
stationary as possible and wait for professional help to
arrive to avoid further injury. 

▲ Stop the bleeding. – If there has been an injury
resulting in excessive bleeding, find a clean cloth – such
as a shirt, towel or blanket – and apply pressure to the
wound to slow the bleeding until an ambulance arrives.

Steps to take at an accident
scene:

Laborsafe  Oct 05  to print 2  10/5/05  1:21 PM  Page 2



▲ Most accidents happen within the first three days a worker is
on a project. Pay attention to jobsite demographics, highway
traffic flow, hazards and precautions your first few days on the
job. 

▲ Problems at the job site are not always common knowledge.
Report all unsafe working conditions to your foreman or other
s u p e r v i s o r. 

▲ Most fatalities at highway construction sites are related to
highway traffic or construction vehicles operating within the
work zone.

▲ The view of drivers in dump trucks or other construction
vehicles is often obstructed – especially when backing up. Be
extra careful when working around them. 

▲ Construction equipment does not need to be moving to pose a
hazard. One Laborer was killed when his clothing became
entangled in the operating auger of a stationary construction
machine. Practice caution even around non-moving machinery
and avoid loose-fitting clothing. 

▲ Communication between work crews is critical for safety. Make
sure all workers on a project understand the patterns of con-
struction vehicle traffic.

Nighttime highway construction tips

Highway Work Zone safety facts to remember:

Working on highway work zones at night presents a whole separate set of challenges. In addition to the other

safeguards described on this page, follow these important nighttime tips: 

▲ Stay alert – Nighttime workers should always get plenty of rest just prior to their shift to avoid drowsiness. 

▲ Be seen – Wear high visibility and retro-reflective clothing, headgear, armbands, flaggers’ gloves and a flashing light if
possible. 

▲ Light it up – Make sure the work zone is well lit, and place retro-reflective tape on all equipment. 

▲ Cut the Glare – When installing lighting within a work zone, make sure to control glare so as not to blind workers and
passing motorists. Consider lowering the height of lighting equipment to prevent this from happening. 

▲ Check it out – Inspect high-visibility clothing regularly to ensure that color has not faded and that retro-reflective properties
have not been lost.
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