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I-81 Passenger Car Tolls—RAIL Solution Position


VDOT is seeking a sponsor for a bill to repeal the prohibition on car tolls on I-81.  RAIL Solution opposes repeal.  Because the Environmental Impact Study for the 81 Corridor is still in process and essentially nothing has changed since the last session, when a similar VDOT proposal (HB 905) was held in committee, we urge defeat of any similar legislation again this year. 

Talking Points on I-81 passenger car toll issue


1)  Unfavorable Economic Impact.  Placing tolls on cars (or trucks) on I-81 while other key routes in the Interstate Highway System remain toll-free, places Southwest and Western Virginia at a competitive economic disadvantage.  Tourism is a major industry in Virginia, and fewer tourists will use I-81, if they have to pay tolls.  Less industry sorely needed economic development will come to Southwest and Western Virginia if their employee commutation costs and freight transportation costs are higher here due to tolls.


2)  Unfavorable Consequences of Traffic Diversion.  STAR Solutions' documents show that their project financing will require tolls on trucks of almost 37 cents/mile at the conclusion of the project.  The Trucking Industry has said that the impact of this cost will be to divert trucks off I-81 to U.S. 11, U.S. 29, I-95 and other roads through Virginia.  Tolling cars would have the same effect.  People would flock to other routes to avoid the tolls. The impact of such re-routings on the environment and quality of life in Virginia towns, cities, and rural areas has not been fully assessed, but could be sudden and severe.


3)  Unfair Cross-Subsidy Burden on Cars.  To avoid high tolls on trucks, VDOT and STAR and its supporters seek to spread 60% of the toll burden to cars.  This reduces truck tolls while STAR still can amass an adequate toll revenue stream to pay the massive expense for the dedicated truck lanes. STAR’s plan is a truck-driven proposal to meet the needs of through-state trucks that exceed design capacity for I-81. Cars generally do not exceed the Interstate’s design capacity.  Citizens and visitors in Virginia should not have to pay car tolls to shoulder the burden for the 70% of trucks hauling freight through Virginia on I-81.


4) Unnecessary for a More Reasonable Scope.   If the I-81 project were limited to a more reasonable scope with targeted expenditures aimed at local bottlenecks, safety improvements, and added climbing lanes, the work could be financed gradually with state and federal highway taxes as it has been elsewhere in Virginia and the U.S.  There is no demonstrated need for massive rebuilding of the entire 325 miles of I-81, including dedicated lanes for trucks.  Trucks or their loads could be handled on trains at far lower economic and environmental cost.  Authorizing tolls for cars would encourage this misallocation of transportation resources, endanger Virginia’s credit rating, and make the motorist pay the bill.

