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81 INSIDER
Exit 137 to 141 Widening
Moves Forward
A virtual public hearing was held on Feb. 9, 2021, to
inform Roanoke and Salem-area residents of the first
widening project to start as part of the Interstate 81 (I81) Corridor Improvement Plan (CIP). The Virginia
Department of Transportation (VDOT) presented an
expansion plan overview for five miles of I-81. The
widening will take place in both directions between mile
markers 137 and 141 in Roanoke County and Salem.
With 140 online participants and 50 questions answered
from CIP leaders, this was the first time VDOT’s Salem
District held a virtual public hearing.
“I am pleased with the results,” said Project Manager
Craig Moore. “I was a little nervous since it was our first
virtual meeting, but I felt more comfortable knowing there
was a great team with me and that I had their support.”
The segment of I-81 between exit 137 and exit 141
experiences frequent congestion and major delays
related to crashes. There were 312 crashes between
October 2016 and September 2019.
Approximately 68,000 vehicles use this segment of I-81
each day, with 22 percent consisting of heavy truck
traffic. This traffic volume is significantly higher than
other sections of I-81, and the truck traffic is higher than
many other interstates.
The $292.5 million project will improve safety and
provide additional capacity by widening this stretch of
I-81 from two lanes in both directions to three lanes
in both directions and ties into the I-81 road project
currently under construction. Constructing a third lane
will reduce crash frequency, routine delays, crash delays
and congestion.
Construction on this I-81 widening project is
tentatively scheduled to begin in late 2021 and be
completed in 2026.

Exit 137 to 141 Improvements
Include:
NEW LANES:
The new lanes will be built at locations along the
interstate’s right and left shoulders. The project includes
replacing six bridges and widening two bridges.

SOUND BARRIER WALLS:
Sound barrier walls will be installed along approximately
2.6 miles of northbound I-81 between exits 137 and
140. The actual length, height and location of these
walls will be included in the final design once a final
noise study is completed.

RAMP EXTENSIONS:
Four ramp extensions are also included in the project.
These include the northbound off-ramps at exit 137
and exit 141 and the on-ramp to northbound I-81 at
exit 137.

INTERCHANGE LIGHTING:
Another safety feature being added is interchange
lighting at exits 137, 140 and 141. This will create a
safer environment by providing greater nighttime
visibility for travelers using these interchanges.

The People Behind the Projects
Meet some of the VDOT team members who offer
expertise, dedication and innovative thinking to
the Interstate 81 Corridor Improvement Program.
Our March profile is Francis Scarpinato, who is the
transportation engineer for Location and Design and
the I-81 CIP design team member.

What I-81 Corridor Improvement
Plan (CIP) projects are you currently
involved in?
Most recently, I jumped in to fill a role on the mile marker
137 to 141 widening project. I also helped Project Manager
Craig Moore in the Request for Proposal process and with
the preparations for the virtual public hearing. In addition,
I am involved in the design for the Troutville Rest Area
ramp extension project, and I just started working with the
geotechnical and environmental consultants for the future
mile marker 143 to 150 widening project. I also did some
design work for the acceleration lane extension at exit 89.

What has been the biggest challenge of
the I-81 CIP?
Regarding the mile marker 137 to 141 project, our
biggest challenge from a design perspective has been
to make sure there was as little impact to the daily traffic
as possible. We worked hard to design plans to keep two
lanes open on the interstate throughout the project. I’m
proud to say we succeeded in that! There will be a few
exceptions when we have to do paving work at night, but
we are confident that it won’t cause that many delays.
Occasionally, we will have to do some slow rolls, but we
have had success with that before on previous projects,
so it should have minimal impact to traffic.

What do you look forward to most about
the changes that are happening on I-81? How do the projects that you work on
benefit the I-81 CIP and the drivers on
I honestly do believe in the importance of increasing
the interstate?
safety and reducing congestion on I-81. My wife works in
Christiansburg and we live in Hardy. She travels from mile
markers 143 to 118 and back every day for work and she
definitely experiences the daily traffic and congestion. The
result of these widening projects, even with the years of
construction, will be great and well worth it for the people
who travel this road every day. I am proud to be a part of
a project that will be affecting so many people. I had no
idea that I would be offered a chance to be a part of this
team. I’m thrilled they picked me.

When you consider the thousands of people who
travel on I-81 every day, it’s remarkable to think about
how the improvements will affect them. Regarding the
widening projects, our goal is to make it safer with less
congestion. We really want to increase driver confidence
in the interstate. They need to know they are going to
get where they are going safely and when they want to
get there. Any extensions to an interstate’s acceleration
and deceleration lanes are definitely safety focused.
For example, the exit 89 acceleration lane extension
gives drivers more time to get to the same speed as the
traffic they are merging with. For deceleration lanes, our
designs will work toward getting drivers off the interstate
before they have to slow down.

What is Design-Build?
Moving projects from concept to construction involves
many steps. First, there is preliminary engineering that
entails developing the project scope, conducting field
surveys, developing plans and engaging the public.
This is followed by right-of-way activities, which include
moving utilities and purchasing any needed property
for construction and easements. Once all the plans are
complete and all the right-of-way activities are done, the
project can be advertised for construction bids.
Most projects follow a Design-Bid-Build delivery method
where VDOT designs the project, or contracts with a
consultant firm, then hires a contractor to build the project.
Some projects, such as the exit 137-141 widening, use a
Design-Build delivery method to complete a project. Using
this process the design and construction of a project are
performed through a single contract between VDOT and
a team of designers and contractors. The Design-Build

method offers additional opportunities for innovative
approaches to the design and construction of the project.
In some cases, the Design-Build method can reduce the
cost and/or time to deliver a project.
The I-81 Corridor Improvement Program projects are
each evaluated to determine the most logical delivery
method based on the facts of each project. These criteria
include opportunity for innovation, project complexity,
budget, schedule, available resources, material logistics,
and coordination with the public and local government
organizations.
As projects move toward completion, VDOT will inform the
public about their status, schedule, and the contractors
performing construction work. Visitors to Improve81.org
will find this information on the website or by following
links to individual project pages.

District Updates
BRISTOL DISTRICT (MILE MARKER 0 - 87)

STAUNTON DISTRICT (MILE MARKER 174 - 325)

•

•

VDOT has hired engineering firm RS&H to design
the widening of I-81 northbound and southbound
between exit 221 and exit 225 in the Staunton area.
Construction is scheduled to begin in 2024.

•

WRA has been contracted to design the truck climbing
lane project on I-81 near the Augusta-Rockingham
County line. The project runs from mile marker 233
to 237 northbound, and from mile marker 237 to 235
southbound. Construction is scheduled to start in
2024.

•

VDOT has hired engineering firm RK&K to design
the widening of I-81 northbound and southbound in
the Harrisonburg area, between exits 243 and 248.
Construction is scheduled to begin in 2024.

•

VDOT engineers are designing the I-81 southbound
widening project from mile marker 299 to 296 near
the Shenandoah-Warren County line. Construction is
scheduled to start in 2024.

A virtual design public hearing for three truck climbing
lane projects in the Bristol District is scheduled for
April 20, 2021. The three proposed truck climbing
lanes are in Washington and Smyth counties. Visit
www.virginiadot.org for details about the projects and
public hearing.

•

VDOT has hired engineering firm Whitman, Requardt
& Associates (WRA) to design the widening of
southbound I-81 from mile marker 9.7 to mile marker
8.1 in Washington County. Construction is scheduled
to start in 2024.

•

Engineering consultant Johnson, Mirmiran &
Thompson (JMT) has been hired to design interchange
improvements and ramp extensions at the junction
of I-81 and I-77 near Wytheville. Construction is
scheduled to begin in 2023.

SALEM DISTRICT (MILE MARKER 87- 174)
•

VDOT has contracted with consulting firm AECOM
to design the widening of I-81 northbound and
southbound from mile marker 144 to exit 150 in
Roanoke County. Construction is scheduled to start
in 2024.

Crews are using ground-penetrating radar and survey equipment as part of the preliminary engineering for widening I-81 in the Harrisonburg area.

Crews begin excavation for the exit 17 project in Washington County.

Breaking Ground
In February 2021, contractors began construction
work at Interstate 81 exit 17 in Washington County
at Abingdon.
The project includes improvements to the exit 17
northbound on- and off-ramps, improvements to a
segment of Route 75, reconstruction and relocation
of Gravel Lake Road, and relocation of the frontage
road next to the northbound exit 17 off-ramp. All of
these improvements are funded by Virginia’s SMART
SCALE program for prioritizing transportation
improvements.
The I-81 Corridor Improvement Program (CIP) funds
an extension of the acceleration lane from Route 75
onto southbound I-81. This will enhance safety by
providing drivers additional space to reach interstate
speed and merge with traffic. VDOT combined the
SMART SCALE and CIP improvements under a
single contract to save time and money.
Phillips Construction LLC of Henderson, Kentucky,
was awarded a $13 million construction contract.
All work at exit 17 will be completed by fall 2022,
with the southbound work that is part of the I-81 CIP
wrapping up by summer 2021.

Contractors in spring 2021 will begin work on three
new I-81 ramp-extension projects in the northern
Shenandoah Valley:
Exit 291, Shenandoah County – extension
of the acceleration lane from Route 651
onto northbound I-81
Exit 296, Shenandoah County – extension
of the acceleration lane from Route 55 onto
southbound I-81
Mile marker 304, Frederick County –
extension of the acceleration lane from the
truck weigh station onto northbound I-81
The three projects will be constructed under a single
$1.7 million contract, awarded in February 2021
to Kickin’ Asphalt Paving and Excavating LLC of
Strasburg, Virginia. Like the ramp-extension at exit
17, these projects will enhance safety where drivers
are merging with interstate traffic.

Safety Service Patrol: VDOT’s
“Guardian Angels”
Tens of thousands of motorists use Interstate 81 in
Virginia every day, so it stands to reason that some will
need a helping hand.
VDOT’s Safety Service Patrol (SSP) assists drivers who
have run out of gas, have a flat tire or have an overheated
engine. Disabled vehicles are a potential safety hazard
for their owners and passing motorists, so the SSP does
all it can to get them moving again. Here is what grateful
travelers have recently said about SSP operators:

“Provided excellent roadside assistance and
customer service. SSP ensured my arrival of
my destination needed for my car repair and
ensured the safety of myself and others
on the road.
“SSP was concerned that I was broke down
in a curve and he set up cones and his
lights flashing for oncoming traffic and it
made the world of difference for road safety.
…I’m so glad your state has this service. I
am sure lives could be saved...”
“Pleasant and very knowledgeable. SSP
got us underway safely and quickly. We
were close to the road in a relatively unsafe
shoulder. SSP made sure we were safe, as
well as others.”

“I was in a very dangerous situation when
miraculously (SSP) appeared like a
guardian angel. …The program speaks
volumes about Virginia and your concern for
not only the citizens but also those visiting
your beautiful state.”

On major highways across the Commonwealth, SSP
operators focus primarily on incident management
and emergency response. They detect incidents and
disruptions in traffic, clear obstructions and debris,
establish temporary traffic control for first responders,
and provide scene assistance as needed.
Often the first on the scene, SSP communicates vital
information to VDOT’s Traffic Operations Centers (TOC).
This allows the TOCs to warn other motorists of lane
closures or slow-moving traffic.
As part of the I-81 Corridor Improvement Program, VDOT
expanded the SSP program in July 2019. The program
now has additional personnel and equipment, longer
operating hours and additional routes.

“Safety Service Patrol has proven
to be a resounding success, so
it made sense for us to expand
its reach,” explained Matt Shiley,
Northwest Regional Operations
director. “SSP plays a key role
in enhancing safety and keeping
Virginia moving along I-81.”

Improve 81 is Improved
The dedicated website for the I-81 Corridor Improvement
Program (CIP) – Improve81.org – now offers even more
ways to keep up with construction projects and operational
enhancements.
On the News & Multimedia page, there are new videos
featuring our Safety Service Patrol program and our
Traffic Operations Centers (TOC). There’s also a new
podcast about the TOC and its importance to keeping you
moving on I-81.
Listeners now have three new platforms – Apple, Google
and Spotify – for catching the Improve81 Podcast Series.
Links to all three providers are found on the News &
Multimedia page. Subscribe to be notified when new
content is available.
Want to share your views about an upcoming project, or
hear what your neighbors had to say? Visit our Public
Meetings page, where you’ll find links to design plans,
project documents and recorded meetings. If there’s a
new public meeting scheduled, the details will be here.

LIVE-STREAM
Live-stream a meeting of the
I-81 Advisory Committee, or
download all of the resources
and documents presented to the
committee members.
If they see it, you see it.

EXPLORE
Explore the project listings,
brief snapshots of the CIP’s
construction and operational
improvements. See which
projects are in the planning
stages, which ones are under
construction, and which
are complete.

GET THE NEWS!
View VDOT news releases
and traffic alerts for I-81, and
search through news-media
articles about the CIP.

Contacts
Communications Contacts
I-81 CIP Communications Specialist

Bristol District:

Kenneth Slack | 540-414-5670
ken.slack@vdot.virginia.gov

Michelle Earl | 276-696-3283
michelle.earl@vdot.virginia.gov

Salem District:

Staunton District:

Jason Bond | 540-387-5493
jason.bond@vdot.virginia.gov

Sandy Myers | 540-332-9201
sandy.myers@vdot.virginia.gov

Program Team
Program Delivery Director

Dave Covington | 540-487-6943
dave.covington@vdot.virginia.gov

Program Website
www.improve81.org

