I-81 public hearings: An opportunity to speak up for history

The scope of Virginia Department of Transportation (VDOT)’s plan for a massive I-81 expansion is troubling for a wide range of historic locations, from private homes, town centers and ancient burial sites, to publicly maintained farms, houses and battlefields.

Public hearings will be in April on the proposal to widen I-81 to six, eight or even 12 lanes in places.  Preservationists, lovers of history, and the tourism industry should make every effort to attend one, or at least to submit comments in writing.  

VDOT’s Draft Environmental Impact Statement (DEIS) for the Interstate 81 project envisions a massive 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 is deficient in many areas, but is quite detailed regarding historic sites that would be affected and the amount of acreage to be taken.  Anyone concerned about historic sites should visit the VDOT site, www.I81.org, and review the sections of the DEIS labeled “Historic Properties.”

Construction of additional lanes and vast interchanges would displace homes and businesses and destroy forests and farmland as well as disrupting historic sites.  Travel disruption over 15 years would discourage tourism.  The $10 billion project could be financed only through tolls on cars and trucks.  Tolls on I-81, while other north/south Interstates remain free, would adversely and unfairly impact business, growth, jobs and economic activity in Western Virginia, while damaging historic locations or destroying their surroundings.

Among DEIS findings regarding Western Virginia’s rich history: 

( As many as 35 historic properties would be affected along the corridor.

( Historic battlefields at Cedar Creek and Opequon would lose up to 436 acres and 501 acres, respectively. The list of battlefields that would suffer from I-81 widening includes almost a dozen Civil war sites, for a total of as much as 1,622 acres.

( A rail alternative would have significantly less impact on historic sites.  But among the DEIS’ deficiencies is the scant consideration given to this alternative.   

An additional drawback to this massive scheme, one that the DEIS does not consider, is the negative effect this expansion will have on the potential for private restoration of important landmarks.  Preservationists have pointed out that as the footprint of major highways expands, buyers with the means and desire to acquire and restore historic homes become reluctant to invest near the highway.  The blasting and earth-moving associated with major construction can damage old foundations and bearing walls irreparably. The quality of life for potential owners after the fact is also compromised by the proximity of noise, traffic and air pollution.

For the DEIS, VDOT selected to do the study a firm that had been part of STAR Solutions, the Halliburton-led consortium that proposed a border-to-border rebuilding of I-81 to 8 –12 lanes.  VDOT foreclosed the role rail can play in reducing the scope of highway construction by failing to 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.

The DEIS Executive Summary supports a border-to-border widening of I-81, referring to the study’s technical appendices to support its conclusions. VDOT repeatedly tells people the Executive Summary is all they need to read.  The technical appendices are full of data, charts, and tables that give the appearance of research, but in fact are riddled with errors and shortcomings.

What needs to be done:  VDOT must make a realistic determination of the future capacity required in the I-81 corridor.  Then conduct an honest side-by-side comparison of the environmental and economic costs of providing that new capacity both on the highway and on the parallel rail line.  The state should back the lowest-cost, lowest-impact package of improvements providing that capacity.  

Virginians don't have to repeat, at great cost to our economy and environment,  the ruinous policies of the West Coast and Northeast.  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 to move freight.  Railroads can do the job with one-fifth the pollution and one-third the energy. 

Meanwhile, targeted improvements at I-81 chokepoints could begin now, paid for incrementally like all other Virginia highway projects, not through tolls.  They could be put out for competitive bids to encourage participation by local contractors and to save taxpayers money, not guaranteed exclusively to STAR. 

At the same time rail upgrades, funded with federal loans, could increase capacity for handling through intermodal freight in the Corridor, extending the life of highway improvements and limiting their scope and urgency.  


Speak out.  Go to a public hearing, send comments to VDOT in writing, or  respond on VDOT’s  www.I-81.org website.  Hearings are scheduled for April 11, 12, 17, 18 and 19, at locations listed on the VDOT and RAIL Solution websites.


We must act now.  The public comment period ends April 29.  If we don’t, a major highway expansion may soon be approved and underway.  We may never get another chance to save the Valley of Virginia from an unneeded, damaging and outmoded highway expansion.
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