Summer 2021

81 INSIDER
Improve81 Projects Benefit
Wythe County Travelers and
Regional Economy
The Interstate 81/77 corridor in Wythe County
is a major hub of commerce for southwestern
Virginia, providing easy access to major markets
in the eastern United States. Companies such as
Gatorade, PepsiCo, Amcor Rigid Plastics, Mitsubishi
Chemical Advanced Materials and Musser Lumber
call Wythe County home.
As part of the Interstate 81 Corridor Improvement
Program (CIP), multiple projects are coming down
the pipeline to improve the transportation network
in Wythe County.

Wythe County Project Benefits:

Transportation resources in the region are expected
to contribute significantly to Wythe County’s growth.

SOUTHBOUND DECELERATION LANE
EXTENSION:

“The I-81 Corridor Improvement projects in store for
Wythe County, as well as the proposed Progress
Park Connector project that is part of the Virginia
Department of Transportation’s SMART SCALE
program, will elevate what Wythe County has to
offer businesses,” said Wythe County Administrator
Stephen Bear.

Extend the southbound deceleration lane
at exit 84 in Wythe County to provide a
safety enhancement for cars and trucks
exiting the interstate.

This summer, a $2.3 million project to extend the
southbound deceleration lane at exit 84 in Wythe
County begins, providing a safety enhancement
for cars and trucks exiting the interstate at this
busy interchange. Exit 84 serves Route 619 (Major
Grahams Road) and is heavily traveled by trucks
that use the two travel stop centers as well as
restaurants at the exit.
continued on page 2

NORTHBOUND DECELERATION LANE
EXTENSION:

Extend the deceleration lane northbound
at exit 67, the first northbound exit for
Wytheville.
EXIT 41 PEPPERS FERRY ROAD:

Reconfigure and reconstruct both the
I-77 northbound exit 41 loop ramp
and entrance ramp to realign with the
current connection to Nye Road and
Peppers Ferry Road, and extend the I-77
northbound deceleration lane.

Improve81 Projects Benefit Wythe County Travelers and
Regional Economy (cont.)
VDOT advertised a similar project in May 2021
to extend the deceleration lane northbound at
exit 67, northbound exit for Wytheville. The
$1.6 million project begins later this summer.

and entrance ramp to realign with the current
connection to Nye Road and Peppers Ferry
Road. Additionally, the project will extend the
I-77 northbound deceleration lane.

In addition to these two projects on Interstate 81
(I-81), a larger project on Interstate 77 (I-77) at
exit 41 (Peppers Ferry Road) is also part of the
I-81 CIP due to its proximity and impacts to the
I-81 corridor. A public meeting will be held this
summer (July 15 from 4-6 p.m. at Wytheville
Meeting Center) for a proposed $22.1 million
project to improve the I-77 exit 41 interchange.

In 2021 as part of the I-81 CIP, VDOT will
have approximately $140 million in projects
underway, beginning construction or in the
public involvement phase along the corridor in
Wythe, Smyth and Washington counties.

The project will reconfigure and reconstruct
both the I-77 northbound exit 41 loop ramp

“To already have this amount of work scheduled
or underway two years after the program’s
inception shows Virginia’s strong commitment
and dedication to improving I-81,” said David
Covington, P.E., I-81 program delivery director.

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 June 2021 profile is Jennifer Hoover, senior project manager for the
Staunton District location and design team. Jennifer has over 20 years
of senior-level project management experience gained in Rockingham
County and with the Augusta County Service Authority. She is a Virginia
Tech graduate and a licensed professional engineer in Virginia.

Which I-81 Corridor Improvement
Program projects are you involved
with, and what is your role in them?
I am the project manager for two of the I-81
projects: the auxiliary lane between exits 221
and 220 in Augusta County, which includes
the Barterbrook Road bridge replacement, and
the Weyers Cave northbound and southbound
truck climbing lanes, also in Augusta County.

What are some of the special challenges
of designing interstate projects?
There are many challenges, including, but not
limited to, determining the most appropriate
starting and stopping points, evaluating the
need for bridge replacements, and planning for
the maintenance of traffic during construction all while keeping the project within budget and
on schedule.

Your work experience and education are
all along the I-81 corridor. How will this
“local knowledge” factor into your work
on the interstate?
Living and working in the Shenandoah Valley
and traveling the I-81 corridor for the past
30 years has given me the opportunity to
experience the issues with increased traffic on
this road. I speak for others too that are very
excited to see these improvements become a
reality!

How do you envision dozens of I-81
improvement projects working
together?
One way the projects can work together is to
bid similar projects at the same time, such as
some of the ramp improvement projects along
the corridor. Another way is to coordinate with
other projects that are in the immediate vicinity
so the construction can be consecutive in
nature. For example, improvements between
exit 221 and exit 225 will occur shortly after the
improvements to exits at 220-221.

Auxiliary Lane in the Public Eye
On June 23, 2021, VDOT went public with
plans to build a southbound auxiliary lane
between exit 221 and exit 220 in Augusta
County near Staunton. The auxiliary lane would
link the junction of I-81 and westbound I-64 at
exit 221 with the southern terminus of Route
262 (Woodrow Wilson Parkway) at exit 220.
Neighbors and other members of the public
viewed the plans and offered input during a
meeting at the Frontier Culture Museum.

the auxiliary lane and shoulder, or for any future
widening of I-81. This $14.3 million project
includes construction of a new bridge, to be
built in the same location to reduce project
cost and duration. Part of Route 635 would be
closed for up to 18 months during construction.
Drivers using Route 635 would follow a roughly
13-mile detour.

Plans for the auxiliary lane and bridge
replacement are scheduled for design approval
Although it is only 0.2-mile long, this project is by the end of summer 2021. Construction is
expected to offer significant improvements to tentatively set to begin in late 2023 or early
safety and traffic flow in the Staunton area. It 2024.
connects the exit 221 on-ramp and the exit 220
The I-81 southbound auxiliary lane project is
off-ramp, providing additional space for traffic
being coordinated with the planned widening of
merging onto or off of I-81.
I-81 northbound and southbound between exits
The existing Route 635 (Barterbrook Road) 221 and 225.
bridge piers do not allow adequate space for

Testing, Testing
If you drive along the Interstate 81 corridor
in Virginia, you might notice some Digital
Message Signs (DMS) reading, “VDOT TEST
VDOT TEST VDOT TEST.” Others might have
a blaze-orange metal “OUT OF SERVICE” sign
attached to them.
There is no malfunction. As part of the I-81
Corridor Improvement Program, contractors are
installing dozens of new message boards along
the interstate and several feeder routes. The
messages above are temporary, as the signs
await electrical and communication hookups.
They let drivers know that these signs are not
yet ready to offer vital traffic information.
All 30 of the new DMS boards are scheduled to
be in service by this fall.

Making Your TRIP Smoother and Safer
On May 24, 2021, VDOT launched the 81
Towing and Recovery Incentive Program (TRIP)
for the I-81 corridor. 81 TRIP standardizes the
response to serious crashes and other incidents
involving commercial vehicles, with the goal of
improving clearance time and enhancing safety
for motorists and emergency responders.
A total of 21 tow companies are participating
in 81 TRIP, which has higher standards for
equipment, procedures and training. Each
provider is assigned a portion of the interstate’s

325 miles in Virginia. The tow company receives
a $2,500 to $3,500 incentive when it is able to
open a travel lane within 90 minutes of receiving
notice to proceed from law enforcement on the
scene.
Incidents are the number-one cause of traffic
delays on I-81 in Virginia. Clearing crashes and
opening lanes more quickly reduces the risk
of secondary crashes and minimizes lost-time
costs.

I-81 Committee Gets Construction and Multimodal Updates
Members of the Interstate 81 Advisory
Committee gathered April 28, 2021, for updates
from VDOT and the Department of Rail and
Public Transportation (DRPT).
Dave Covington, I-81 program delivery director,
offered a presentation and video showing the
progress of VDOT’s 64 construction projects and
operational improvements along the corridor.
Several projects, including curve improvements
and interchange ramp extensions, are already
complete. Many more are scheduled to begin
construction this year.
Jennifer DeBruhl, DRPT chief of public
transportation, briefed the advisory committee
on the expansion of the “Virginia Breeze” bus
service along the I-81 corridor. DeBruhl also
offered details of the Western Rail Initiative,
which will improve passenger service between

the New River Valley and Washington D.C. The
initiative has several state funding sources
including the I-81 CIP.
All of the presentations and materials from
the April meeting are available for viewing at
Improve81.org.

When does VDOT install sound barrier walls?
Because new lanes are being added to I-81,
the widening projects, such as the one between
exits 141 and 137, meet the criteria to consider
sound barrier walls.
“Once such a project has been identified,
VDOT conducts a noise study to determine if
a sound barrier wall should be considered,”
explained Senior Transportation Engineer
Tony Dodson. “We will study the noise level by
decibels during the loudest hour of the day and
compare it to what we project the level to be
after construction. If the projected noise level is
expected to increase by 10 decibels or reaches
a certain threshold, a wall is considered.”
“In addition, the proposed sound barrier wall
must be feasible and reasonable,” Dodson
explained. “We take into account how many
homes in a neighborhood would be affected by
the noise. If only one or two homes are affected,
that may not be enough to justify the costs of
adding a sound barrier wall.”
The final step of determining whether a sound
barrier wall should be constructed is an opinion
survey. The households in the project area that
would be affected by the noise level are asked
if they want a sound barrier wall. If the majority
are interested, then a wall will be added to the
plans. No final decisions are made until all
environmental and engineering studies and
processes are completed, and the highway
project is in its final design stage.
“For the project to widen 5.1 miles of I-81
between exits 141 and 137, a preliminary
noise study has been completed to consider
sound barrier walls along about 2.6 miles of
the northbound lanes from exits 137 to 140,”
said Dodson. “The design builder will perform
the final noise study as part of completing the
design. The property owners along this section
will be asked to take the opinion survey before
the design is completed.”

In May 2021, the design-builder Archer
Western Construction, LLC of Herndon was
awarded the $179 million contract to widen
I-81 from exit 141 to exit 137. Design will
begin this year and construction is anticipated
to begin by spring 2022.

Sound barrier walls are only considered for
installation when a federally-funded road
project meets one of the following criteria:
Lanes are being added to
an existing road
A new road is being constructed
A project substantially shifts the
alignment of an existing road

Keep in Touch
Have a question or comment regarding the I-81 Corridor Improvement Program (I-81 CIP)?
Connect with VDOT’s Improve81 communications team!

CONTACT THE VDOT CUSTOMER SERVICE CENTER (24/7/365)

1-800-367-7623
(1-800-FOR ROAD)

vdotinfo@vdot.virginia.gov

VDOT Customer Service app:
https://my.vdot.virginia.gov/

An agent will answer your questions and/or forward your questions and comments with contact
information you provide to the appropriate I-81 CIP team member.

CONNECT WITH US

For access to I-81 Virginia district Twitter feeds, regional 511 traffic feeds, overall district news,
and district traffic alerts, go to Improve81.org, look at the website menu bar then select “Contact
Us” and scroll to the page bottom.

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

