
that will eliminate the need to
double the size of Interstate 81.
Upgrading the rails to move
freight at competitive speeds
and costs will change the face
of the railroads as we know
them. The technology is avail-
able now and is used in many
developed countries.

In the United States, with its
history of slow and heavy rail
freight movement, the solution
has been ever-widening high-
ways to carry more vehicles
every year, America's railroads
have lagged in transporting
goods quickly over long dis-
tances. They’re not geared to
super-fast delivery of goods,
essential to modern "just-in-
time" distribution. And as long
as traditional thinking persists,
our national response will be to
add lanes and trucks to our
already saturated highway sys-
tem. What is needed is a vision
of the future that uses the best

of what we know about how to
move freight efficiently.

Consider the numbers.The new
technology is intermodal, mov-
ing freight through a combina-
tion of long-haul railways and
local truck deliveries. One
intermodal train every 17 min-
utes, carrying the equivalent of
50 trailers, can handle 4,200
trucks per day in each direc-
tion. With modern signals and
other improvements, an
upgraded, dual-track rail sys-
tem can permit much closer
spacing of trains, and will easi-
ly absorb additional freight
traffic, well beyond its initial
capacity. And moving goods by
rail is cheaper by far: Trains use
about one-third the fuel per
ton-mile that trucks do. Some
estimates indicate that the cost
of shipping freight on trains is
about one-tenth that of trucks,
when all costs are considered.

By 2035, VDOT predicts,
there will be an average of
29,172 trucks per day on I-81 if
the mega-expansion proposal
goes forward. Of these, 70% are
through trucks, starting and
ending their routes outside of
Virginia. Eight trains per hour

in each direction would handle
virtually all of this through-
truck contingent. This provides
a clear advantage over the pro-
posed widening of I-81, which
will be operating at capacity
soon after completion.
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AMEGAToll Truckway
for Virginia’s I-81?

Taxpayers are not
in driver’s seat for

Virginia’s I-81 policy
The story behind the truckway proposal

PAY 
TOLL

9¢ -37¢
per mile

Clickety-clack. It’s the
sound of train wheels
hitting the gaps between

rail segments on the track.
The wheels on an empty car
may lock and skid during 
braking, causing flat spots. A
“flat” wheel makes a CA-CHUNK
sound with every rotation. So
here comes a 100-car train of 
empty coal hoppers down the
middle of the Valley at 20 mph: 

CA-CHUNK. CA-CHUNK. CA-CHUNK.
Clickety-clack.CA-CHUNK.CA-CHUNK.
CA-CHUNK. Clickety-clack. Fading
roar into the distance, punctu-
ated by train whistles at every
grade crossing. This is our
grandparents' railroad.

A better option. Current tech-
nology applied to Virginia's
railroads will change all this.
And it will create an alternative

I-81 Truckway - Open Road: 8 lanes

I-81 Truckway Near Cities: 10 lanes

I-81 At Major Junctions: 12+ lanes

Extra merge lanes will be added near 
34 bridges and overpasses.

MEGA Truckway At a Glance

Two Visions for I-81

Sometime in the fall of 2005, people in Western and
Southwest Virginia will have a critical opportunity
to speak up for the rural heritage of their communities.

They’ll be asked to comment, in state hearings, on a 
proposal to widen I-81,
all 325 miles of it in
Virginia, to eight, twelve,
or even more lanes.

By 2003, trucks were
already at three times 
I-81’s design capacity.
With the expansion,
that amount would
more than double again
by 2021, with the high-
way carrying more
than twice the current
amount of truck traffic;
adding hundreds of
thousands of pounds of
toxic smog to the air in
mountain and valley
corridors; and costing upwards of $13 billion, to be paid
for mainly with tolls for its whole length in Virginia.

How did such a life-changing plan get this far with very
little publicity or citizen input, and what should residents
know about the plan?

In 2000, the Virginia Department of Transportation
(VDOT) released a six-year, pay-as-you-go plan that
included proposed upgrades for especially congested
spots on I-81. It was a straightforward proposal to ease
traffic in a dozen or so areas where outdated highway
design needed expansion or other improvements. In 2002,
however, a consortium of major construction corporations,
led by Halliburton Corporation subsidiary Kellogg Brown
Root, came up with a much grander plan, apparently 
all on its own.

The consortium plan featured a $13 billion expansion of
I-81 in Virginia, with dedicated truck lanes but no dedicat-
ed car lanes.VDOT is now actively negotiating with STAR
Solutions, as the consortium is known. If STAR’s plan is
adopted, the consortium would become the private 
contractor for a 15-year expansion of I-81, so costly that
public funds alone couldn’t pay for it.

Congressman Young
wants an experimental

super truckway in
Virginia’s I-81 corridor 

so he can showcase his
idea of a national system 

of truck-only lanes,
financed mainly by tolls, 
to fellow lawmakers in
nearby Washington D.C.

HOW IT WORKS: A Rail
Solution Requires a Vision

See MEGA, p. 4

• Winchester
• Harrisonburg 
• Lexington 

• Troutville
• Salem
• Roanoke

With railway “truck ferries,” trucks drive driectly onto flatbed cars and ride, allowing
drivers to relax in an accomodations car. Ferries are already used in Europe. 
Photo courtesy of HUPAC.

A Special I-81 Issue 
published by RAIL Solution:
Citizens working to insure

the future prosperity 
and preserve the character 
of the Shenandoah Valley 
& Southwestern Virginia.
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Entry/Exit lanes
Cars + Trucks

Entry/Exit lanes

Trucks Only Cars + TrucksCars + Trucks Cars + TrucksCars + Trucks

20 ft. 
Soundwalls

I-81 At Trouble Spots: 6 lanes

Higher-Speed 
Intermodal Rails 
Roughly Near I-81

• Intermodal rails can handle all
kinds of containers as well as
whole trucks.

• The higher-speed rail lines would
interface with existing train lines
when making local pickups and
deliveries.

• Trains would travel at average 
speeds of 55 mph.

• Passenger service could be added 
in the future.

Existing I-81: 4 lanes 

Higher-speed 2-Way
Intermodal rails

RAIL Solution At a Glance

The Virginia Department of Transportation (VDOT) is considering contract negotiations that could transform I-81 into an 8- to 12-lane toll 
highway. RAIL Solution, an independent corridor-wide group, is offering an alternative that would support safe, free public highways and a
balanced solution to traffic congestion and freight transport, including modern intermodal rail. Below is a closeup look at the two plans.

*These preliminary figures include financing costs but not possible cost overruns for STAR’s toll truckway; for RAIL Solution, dual tracks and off-grade construction are included.
SOURCES include the Virginia Department of Transportation, the STAR Solutions Conceptual Proposal (Sept. 2003), the Reebie Northeast-, Southeast-, Midwest-Corridor Marketing Study Final Report 
for the DRPT (Dec. 2003) and Norfolk & Southern studies.

There are a dozen areas on I-81 where accidents 
tend to occur. The RAIL Solution would make these
immediate fixes: 

• Add extra passing lanes on steep hills. 

• Modernize old intersections with longer 
merge lanes. 

• Increase police presence to help 
control traffic speeds.

Factor

Truck Volume 

on I-81

Construction time

Costs

Financing

Fuel consumption

Speed of transit

Preservation

Maintenance & 

reliability

Noise

Safety

Air quality

I-81 Widening Only

Trucks per day on I-81 in 1993:  8,906
Trucks per day on I-81 in 2004:  12,480
Trucks per day on I-81 in 2035 (est.): 29,172
15 years +
$13+ billion*
Public highway funds, bonds, with tolls to pay down the debt
($100+ for trucks; undetermined for cars).
As number of vehicles rises, fuel consumption rises also.

Speeds will not change appreciably, and there are proposals 
to lower the limit.
Battlefields and other historic sites will suffer. Sites within
earshot of I-81 will become less desirable.
Traffic tie-ups with every breakdown or accident. Wear and tear 
on trucks and highways.
Increased with each additional vehicle, 20 -ft soundwalls likely.

Danger increases from trucks crossing all-purpose lanes, and
with continuous rise in traffic volume beyond capacity.
Pollution increases with each additional vehicle.

With Rail Solution in Place

With rails upgraded and in full operation, truck traffic diverted to rail could
bring I-81 levels down to 1993 levels by 2015 (8,752), and maintain that level
for decades just by adding trains.
5 years +
$7+ billion*
Bonds, with debt repaid by freight surcharges. 

Railroads will use one-third the fuel per ton-mile to carry trucks through 
Virginia.
Trains will move at an average speed competitive with unimpeded trucks.

Historic sites unaffected. Train noises diminish with fewer whistles and 
better rails and off-grade tracks.
Wear and tear on truck tires and motors would cease for the duration of 
the train ride. Considerably less wear and tear on highways.
Less noise with higher-speed equipment; with grade separation, 
train whistles don't blow.
Increased safety on highways with more trucks on trains. 
Grade separation also increases safety.
Many thousands of tons less pollutants emitted per year in the I-81 corridor.
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