Interstate-81 and the environment: There’s a better way.

An appeal for help at upcoming public hearings.
The scope of Virginia  Department of Transportation (VDOT)’s plan for a massive I-81 expansion bodes ill for the environment of Western Virginia.  Under the Draft Environmental Impact Statement (DEIS)’ findings, I-81 would be subject to a massive $10 billion rebuilding from border to border in Virginia.  Some of it would be six lanes wide, but almost two-thirds would be eight lanes or more.

The DEIS, ironically, virtually ignores the environmental impact of the proposed project.  Western Virginia’s air quality is already severely compromised and a number of localities along I-81 are already struggling with non-attainment status.  Our mountain-and-valley topography creates a natural “pollution sink,” and increased traffic on a wider highway would exacerbate that effect.  Storm-water runoff from expanding highways is a major source of stream pollution and soil erosion.  North of milepost 159, I-81 is in the Chesapeake Bay watershed.  Construction of additional lanes and vast interchanges would have a huge disruptive footprint on farms, forests, historic sites, homes, and businesses.

But as environmentalists you already know these things.  What you may not know is how VDOT manipulated the DEIS to produce this result.

WHAT VDOT DID:


1) Selected, to do the DEIS study, a firm that had been a member of STAR Solutions, the Halliburton Corporation-led consortium that originally proposed a massive rebuilding of I-81, 8-to-12 lanes wide, all across Virginia.


2) Structured the study to support as large an I-81 expansion as possible.


3) Shortchanged the role rail can play in reducing the scope of highway construction. VDOT didn’t look beyond the 325 miles of I-81 in Virginia to a multi-state corridor of sufficient length for effective through-freight diversion to rail.


4) Developed desired findings in an Executive Summary, referencing technical appendices for support.  Told people that the Executive Summary is all they need to read.


5) Filled multiple volumes of technical appendices with numerical data, graphs, and tables, even though much of it is scientifically meaningless, full of errors, and does little or nothing to justify the reported findings.  

WHAT VDOT SHOULD HAVE DONE:


1) Determine future levels of new freight capacity needed in the Corridor.


2) Rigorously assess, through side-by-side comparison, environmental and economic costs and safety benefits of providing this level of new capacity via rail expansion compared with new highway construction.


3) Embrace the lowest cost, lowest impact combination of new capacity. After all, isn’t that what an environmental impact statement is for?

WHAT DO WE NEED TO DO NOW?

Tell VDOT that our environment and quality of life matter.  VDOT wants to go on building roads.  The highway engineering and construction lobby is a powerful ally.  But keeping the rail option alive is the key to safer, cleaner, balanced transportation planning.  Railroads produce one-third the pollution and use one-fifth the energy to move a ton-mile of freight, and seldom require more land to add significant new capacity.

We don't have to repeat the ruinous policies of the West Coast and Northeastern U.S. at great cost to our health and environment.  Freight growth on I-81 has mushroomed.  The DEIS projects trucking to continue growing at 2.8% annually.  There is simply no way pavement can be added fast enough.  We can be smarter in Virginia.  We can pioneer, for our state and nation, a balanced transportation system that includes a core network of high-capacity rail lines, instead of vast new highways, as our primary means of moving freight.  We can put through trucks on trains between Knoxville, TN and Harrisburg, PA.

Rail upgrades, funded with federal loans, could increase capacity for handling through freight in the Corridor, extending the life of highway improvements and limiting their scope and urgency.  Meanwhile, targeted improvements at I-81 chokepoints and safety problems could begin now, not wait for a 15-year rebuilding.  The work could be paid for like all other highway projects, not through tolls, put out for competitive bids to encourage participation by local contractors, saving taxpayers money, not guaranteed only to STAR.

But most importantly, you must speak up now, during the public comment period, which ends April 29.  Keep the rail option alive. If we don’t, we may never get another chance.  A major highway expansion may soon be approved and underway.  Complete information on times and locations of public hearings (April 11, 12, 17, 18 and 19) and details about submitting written comments, are on our website [ www.railsolution.org ] and VDOT’s website [ www.I-81.org ]. 
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Contact Information:


David L. Foster, Executive Director


342 High Street, Salem, VA 24153


(540) 389-0407
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