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Statement of issue

Virginia is considering stand-alone improvements to relieve truck
congestion on its 325-mile portion of Interstate-81. The current I-81
Corridor Public Private Transportation Act (PPTA) proposal under
consideration by Virginia will impact neighboring states, prompting similar
road and railroad improvements. An Interstate Route 81 Corridor Multistate
Transportation Planning Compact would enable planning and funding for this
international corridor to be coordinated by all affected states, to reduce
negative impacts and to find the most efficient and cost-effective
solutions to the truck congestion issues.

Background

Since the enactment of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA),
Interstate Route 81 through Virginia has become part of an international
transportation corridor linking Mexico with eastern Canada. Trucks
constitute 40% of all traffic, with 60% of them being through-state trips.
Annual truck volumes have more than doubled in the past decade, approaching
5 million. Studies project a 90% increase in truck traffic by 2018.

Virginia is considering a Public Private Transportation Act proposal by the
STAR Solutions consortium to build a 4-lane truck tollway in the median of
I-81. The Interstate would be a minimum of 8 lanes throughout Virginia, and
up to 12 lanes wide in some metropolitan areas. The financing plan for the
truck tollway would cost $13 billion over 40 years. The Warner
Administration is seeking permission to toll cars, which would pay for 60%
of the truckway cost. Cars and trucks would still share the general-purpose
lanes. Studies have shown that Virginia businesses and automobile users
would be disproportionately impacted by the I-81 tolls, while subsidizing
through-state truckers to discourage them from avoiding I-81.

The ideological basis for the STAR Solutions truck tollway came from
several papers issued by the California-based Reason Institute. Dedicated
truckways are seen as a means to add truck capacity while improving safety
by separating cars from trucks. Productivity gains would be possible if the
truck-only lanes were permitted to handle longer combination vehicles
(LCVs)—double and triple trailer rigs. LCVs would be split into shorter
rigs when traveling off of the truckway.
The chairman of the House Transportation and Infrastructure Committee has
offered to insert earmarked funds into the federal transportation
reauthorization bill, as an inducement build a truck tollway pilot
project—preferably in Virginia, because it is close to Washington, D.C.

What happens on I-81 in Virginia will affect other states because either:
creating greater truck capacity in Virginia would induce tributary truck
traffic through neighboring states that have not prepared for the growth,
or; tolling trucks in Virginia (on I-81) would divert the longest-haul
shipments onto non-tolled bypass routes through neighboring states that
have not prepared for the growth.

The multimodal component of the STAR Solutions proposal would make some
railroad improvements to Norfolk Southern Railroad lines in Northwestern
Virginia that could potentially divert 560,000 trucks onto trains in the
I-81 corridor annually (10% of current truck traffic.)

A 2003 study by Reebie Associates for the Virginia Department of Rail and
Public Transportation showed that if trains were used to help divert trucks
off of I-81, track improvements would be needed in thirteen states to
achieve the greatest effectiveness. Corridor-wide rail improvements could
divert up to 3 million trucks within twelve years of implementation, at a
projected public-private cost of $7.9 billion.
Compare the $7.9 billion, thirteen-state, corridor-wide rail project cost
with the $13 billion Virginia-only STAR Solutions truckway, which will
handle an additional 4.5 million annual trucks by 2018. Spending $13
billion on rail, across thirteen states, would boost the rail diversion
potential well above 3 million annual trucks to possibly 5 million trucks.

Recommendation
Virginia Conservation Network/RAIL Solution support legislation in the 2005 Virginia General
Assembly session that would establish an Interstate Route 81 Corridor
Multistate Transportation Planning Compact to encourage and enable the
coordinated planning and construction of an efficient and economical
multimodal transportation system within the NAFTA corridor comprised of
Interstate 81 and it tributaries.
