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Real-time traffic data keeps Route 78 drivers moving
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Local or express? 
That's a choice 145,000 drivers face every day as they slog through the construction zone on Interstate 78 just west of Newark. 
Choosing right can mean sailing through the 2.3-mile work area without so much as touching toe to brake. Choosing wrong can mean being late for work or dinner. 
To help drivers with the decision, the New Jersey Department of Transportation is paying $200,000 to a Delaware technology firm that provides up-to-the-minute estimates of how long a trip through the construction zone will take in the local lanes and how long it will take in the express lanes. 
The information is posted on message boards drivers see before they have to choose. 
"It seems to be more accurate than I ever would have guessed," said James Segerson, who travels on I-78 between his home in Warren and his office in Clifton. "I'll be damned if I know how." 
Several motorists who, like Segerson, drive the road every day were asked by a reporter to log their trips through the construction area over the past month. All reported their actual travel time was never more than a minute over the estimate flashed on the message boards. 
The travel-time estimates provided by ASTI Transportation Systems Inc. of New Castle, Del., are not mere educated guesses but rather the product of scads of data collected by 14 radar sensors in the area. 
The sensors are mounted 18 feet above the ground on portable trailers spaced about a mile apart along I-78 and a major feeder road in the construction area, Route 24. 
Inside each sensor are several Doppler radar heads capable of monitoring up to eight lanes of traffic at a time, according to Pete Krikelis, a vice president at ASTI. The radar heads collect data on the average speed of travel in each lane between radar towers. Then, the data collected by the sensors is crunched by a computer in Delaware. 
The computer is connected to variable message signs in four places: eastbound I-78 in Berkeley Heights; eastbound Route 24 near the exit for the Short Hills Mall; just past the toll booths at Exit 14 of the New Jersey Turnpike; and westbound I-78 near the Chancellor Avenue overpass in Newark. 
Fresh travel estimates are flashed to the signs every 60 seconds. 
"It's important to keep drivers informed," said Jim Hogan, the department's executive director of statewide traffic operations. "We don't want our signs to say 'Expect delays.' That's useless. We want to be able to say how long the delays are or to direct people onto alternate routes." 
The real-time information generated by the radar sensors is not only beamed to the roadside message boards, it also is made available to the public on the DOT's Web site, njcommuter.com. The site provides a fuller look at how traffic is flowing through the entire work area. 
The system is not flawless, however. Even in real-time data, there is a slight lag. An eastbound motorist, for example, might choose the local lanes because the sign at Exit 44 assures her there are no delays. But if a car breaks down in the work area after she passes that sign -- even though the sign should quickly update to reflect the new development -- she could find herself in an unexpected traffic jam with no way to escape. 
This is not the first time the DOT has attempted to provide drivers with real-time information in work zones, but it is the most extensive effort so far, officials say. The information is likely to be a fixture on big projects in the future, said Deputy DOT Commissioner Stephen Dilts. 
"It's as important as the stripes on the road," he said. 
The work on I-78 is part of a $42 million project, started last year, that is reducing the existing highway to rubble and rebuilding it from the road bed up between Route 124 and the Garden State Parkway. 
The express lanes were completed last year. The work on the local lanes is expected to last until fall. 
Adjacent stretches of the road are scheduled to be rebuilt under other contracts in the near future, so lane closures and construction crews will be a fixture on I-78 for the next several years. 
The I-78 reconstruction project includes installation of permanent message signs like the ones already seen on the Turnpike and Parkway. Unlike the portable ones provided by ASTI, those signs will be owned and maintained by the DOT. 
The signs are being put up on the eastbound side of the road at mileposts 46.6 and 50.5. On the westbound side, a sign will hang from an overpass at milepost 52, just west of the Garden State Parkway interchange. 
The signs are expected to begin operation by late spring. 
DOT already maintains closed-circuit cameras along I-78 and most other major roads in the state that allow employees to monitor traffic from a remote operations center. Four additional cameras are being installed on I-78 this year between Route 124 and Routes 1&9. 
"DOT has always been good at building and maintaining roads but not always good at operating them," Hogan said. "We've gotten a lot more serious about that in the past few years." 
