Understanding the Difference
Between Flaggers and Spotters

Introduction

Traffic control is one of the most critical aspects of
occupational health and safety (OHS) in Canada, particularly
in industries 1like construction, road work, wutilities,
warehousing, and heavy equipment operations. Every year,
workers are struck by moving vehicles or equipment because of
miscommunication, blind spots, or inadequate traffic control
planning. At the center of this issue are two roles that are
sometimes confused but are actually very different: flaggers
and spotters. Both play vital parts in ensuring safety, but
their responsibilities, training requirements, and regulatory
oversight are not the same.

Part 1: What 1s a Flagger?

A flagger (also called a traffic control person, or TCP) is a
worker who controls road traffic around construction zones,
utility work, or other obstructions on public or private
roadways. Their job is to protect both road users and workers
by providing clear, consistent signals that guide drivers
safely through or around work areas. Flaggers are some of the
most vulnerable workers on a job site, as they are directly
exposed to moving traffic.
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Part 2: What 1is a Spotter (Signal
Person)?

A spotter (also called a signaler or signal person) assists in
guiding the movement of vehicles, heavy equipment, or loads
where the operator’s visibility is restricted. Unlike
flaggers, spotters are not managing public traffic flow.
Instead, they provide directional guidance to equipment
operators on site. Spotters help prevent collisions, pinch-
point injuries, and struck-by incidents.

Part 3: Flagger vs. Spotter — The Core
Differences

While both roles involve directing movement, flaggers and
spotters differ in their focus and authority. Flaggers control
traffic on public roads, requiring formal provincial
certification. Spotters work within controlled sites, guiding
operators of vehicles or cranes where visibility is limited,
usually relying on employer-provided training.

Part 4: Best Practices for Traffic
Control

For flaggers, best practice means setting up work zones with
adequate signage, staying highly visible with CSA-compliant
high-visibility clothing, and using standardized stop/slow
paddles. For spotters, 1t means agreeing on clear
communication protocols before equipment moves, keeping line
of sight with operators, and standing clear of blind spots. In
both cases, communication and positioning are the Kkeys to
preventing accidents.

Part 5: Certification and Training 1in



Canada

Training requirements vary significantly between flaggers and
spotters. Flaggers almost always need formal, provincially
approved certification because they interact directly with the
public. For example, British Columbia requires a three-year
Traffic Control Person certification, while Ontario requires
training under the Ontario Traffic Manual Book 7. Spotters,
however, typically rely on employer-provided training. They
must be competent in using hand signals, radios, and
maintaining safe positioning, but there 1is no universal
certification card. The employer carries the responsibility
for ensuring a spotter is truly qualified.

Part 6: OHS Compliance — More Than Just a
Course

From an OHS perspective, compliance isn’t about ticking a
training box. It’'s about creating a system that works day to
day. That starts with hazard assessments: where are the blind
spots, what areas expose workers to moving traffic, and where
is communication essential? From there, employers must develop
traffic control plans, train workers, and enforce safe
practices. Supervisors play a huge role-if unsafe habits creep
in, such as spotters standing in pinch points or flaggers
drifting out of position, those must be corrected
immediately.

Part 7: Lessons from Real-World
Incidents

Across Canada, there have been heartbreaking incidents that
underline the importance of doing this right. In Ontario, a
flagger was killed after a driver encountered almost no
warning signs before a work zone. In BC, a spotter was crushed
when an operator lost sight of them but kept reversing. And in
Alberta, a crane accident was traced back to misinterpreted



hand signals. Each of these cases shows how quickly
communication breakdowns or weak planning can lead to
tragedy.

Part 8: Building a Culture of Safer
Traffic Control

The best employers go beyond minimum training requirements.
They build a culture where safety is non-negotiable. For
flaggers, that means giving them enough support-like proper
signage, buffer zones, and regular breaks—to stay alert. For
spotters, it means daily communication huddles, clear hand
signals, and radios that actually work in noisy conditions. At
the heart of it, a culture of safety shows respect: respect
for the risks, respect for the workers, and respect for the
law.

Conclusion

Flaggers and spotters may both guide traffic and equipment,
but they are not interchangeable roles. Flaggers control the
public and require certification; spotters guide operators and
depend on employer-provided training. For employers,
compliance means more than paperwork—it’s about real planning,
consistent supervision, and valuing the people doing this
dangerous work. For workers, it’s about vigilance and
communication. Together, these elements can reduce the risk of
struck-by incidents and ensure everyone goes home safe.



