
NORTHBOUND LANE:

One additional northbound lane 
from the Route 250 (Jefferson 
Highway) on-ramp at exit 222 to 
the Route 262 off-ramp at exit 225. 

SOUTHBOUND LANE:

One additional southbound lane 
from exit 225 to approximately 
1,200 feet south of the I-81 bridge 
over the exit 221 off-ramp to 
eastbound I-64.

81 INSIDERINSIDER

An Early Look
VDOT has unveiled early design plans for 
widening Interstate 81 (I-81) in Augusta 
County. During a citizen information meeting 
on August 25, 2021, the public had a chance 
to view the plans and offer comments.

The project will add a third lane northbound 
and southbound in the Staunton area, 

Fall 2021

continued on next 

between exit 221 [Interstate 64 (I-64) junction] 
and exit 225 (Route 262/Woodrow Wilson 
Parkway). 

Plans also call for widening or replacing five 
bridges – three of them in the vicinity of the 
I-81/I-64 interchange, and two over Lewis 
Creek near the Route 262 interchange. Many 
bridges along the I-81 corridor were part of the 
interstate’s original construction and are near 
the end of their intended life cycle.

The widening will help reduce congestion, 
improve reliability and enhance safety for 
the estimated 60,000 motorists who use this 
portion of the interstate every day. 

“We have seen more frequent congestion 
through the Staunton area in recent years, and 
this project will go a long way toward alleviating 
that congestion while also enhancing the safety 
of this section of I-81,” said Dave Covington, 
I-81 program delivery director.

+1

+1

Partial plans for I-81 widening near Staunton



An Early Look (continued)

Rendering of the I-81 widening between exit 221 and 225

VDOT shared design plans for widening 
I-81 in the Staunton area at a citizen 
information meeting 

To minimize the footprint of a wider I-81, 
the additional lanes will be constructed to 
the inside – toward the median between 
northbound and southbound traffic. Design 
work also includes an extensive environmental 
analysis, stormwater management, and 
protections for nearby waterways.

VDOT has contracted with RS&H, a private-
sector design and engineering firm, to develop 
the plans for I-81 widening in Augusta County. 

“We still have a lot of work to do,” explained 
Project Manager Scott Alexander, “but this 
meeting gives the traveling public an early 
idea of what they can expect when the project 
is complete.”

The design team is carefully coordinating 
its plans and schedule to minimize conflicts 
with a nearby project, which includes a new 
southbound auxiliary lane and overpass bridge 
replacement between exits 221 and 220.

VDOT will host a public hearing on the 
Augusta County widening project in spring 
2022. The construction contract is anticipated 
to be released for bids by late 2024.



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 (CIP). Our Fall 2021 profile is Gene Holley, I-81 CIP Project 
Manager for the Bristol District. Gene has over 35 years of experience 
with VDOT, beginning his career as an engineering technician in 1985. 
Prior to managing the I-81 projects, Gene led the district’s Project 
Management Office.

What I-81 CIP projects are you 
currently involved in?
VDOT’s Bristol District, which covers 
Washington, Smyth and Wythe counties 
along Interstate 81, has 27 projects within 
the program. This includes acceleration and 
deceleration ramp extensions, widening to 
add a truck-climbing lane at two locations 
in Washington County and one in Smyth 
County, widening southbound between 
exits 10 and 7 in the Bristol area, and 
interchange reconfigurations. Additionally, 
some projects require major bridge widening 
or replacements. I am responsible for 
developing project schedules, establishing 
estimates/budgets, procuring consultants, 
reviewing plan packages, and coordinating 
with the preliminary engineering divisions 
and stakeholders to ensure project goals are 
clearly defined, communicated and met.

What do you look forward to most 
about the changes that are happening 
on I-81?
Having been involved in project development 
for almost 36 years, it’s been incredible 
to see much-needed projects come to 

fruition. Past projects like the exit 14 
interchange reconfiguration and bridge 
replacement projects along the interstate 
have been achieved through the years, but 
those projects took a great deal of time 
and perseverance to establish the needed 
funding. Aspects of the new I-81 program are 
being delivered at an extraordinary speed. 
The corridor is critical to transportation 
in southwest Virginia and is the largest 
transportation facility in the Bristol District. 

What has been the biggest challenge of 
the I-81 CIP?
Moving so many projects through the project 
development process at the same time has 
its challenges. Multiple disciplines within 
VDOT are involved in these projects so 
coordination and communication among team 
members is vital. Preliminary engineering and 
scheduling involves design, environmental, 
right of way, maintenance, materials, bridge, 
communications, etc., plus we must always 
coordinate with the Construction Division 
to ensure all aspects of the work are truly 
constructible and scheduled properly. 

continued on next page



The People Behind the Projects (continued)

Crews prepare to pour concrete for an 
extended deceleration lane at the commercial-
vehicle weigh station, near northbound I-81 
mile marker 304 in Frederick County. The 
contractor – Kickin’ Asphalt of Strasburg, Va. 
– is also extending acceleration lanes at two 
interchanges in Shenandoah County. These 

are located at northbound exit 291 (Toms 
Brook) and southbound exit 296 (Strasburg). 
Ramp extensions give vehicles more time 
to accelerate before merging with interstate 
traffic, or slow down as they approach 
intersecting roads. These three projects are all 
scheduled for completion in November 2021.

Staunton District Ramp Extensions

VDOT contractors work on ramp extensions in Staunton District

We’ve also found opportunities to bundle 
some of the projects to get a better bid price 
and eliminate potential conflicts with multiple 
contractors competing for work space. Of the 
Bristol District’s 27 projects, seven of those 
projects are completed. We were able to get 
those projects underway quickly because 
they could be developed and constructed 
without the need to acquire right of way. 
Five projects are currently advertised for 
construction, five are under construction and 
seven others are being designed. Design is 
currently scheduled to begin in 2023 for the 
remaining three projects. 

How do the projects that you work on 
benefit the I-81 CIP and the drivers on 
the interstate?
I believe the projects will improve safety 
and congestion along the corridor, whether 
they are simple lane extensions to provide 
more room for drivers to merge on and off 
the interstate or a major widening project 
to improve traffic flow. They all add value to 
the corridor and will enhance a motorist’s 
driving experience.



Contractors have begun work on multiple 
improvements at Interstate 81 exit 205 (Route 
606/Raphine Road) in Rockbridge County. 
The interchange is home to multiple travel 
centers and other commercial businesses, 
so congestion is frequent on the I-81 ramps 
and Route 606. The improvements aim to 
enhance safety and ease congestion.

Originally designed as three separate 
projects, the exit 205 upgrades include the 
following construction work under a single 
contract:

• Extensions of the acceleration lanes 
from Route 606 onto northbound and 
southbound I-81. These improvements 
will give vehicles, particularly tractor 
trailers, additional room to accelerate 
before merging with interstate traffic. The 
I-81 Corridor Improvement Program funds 
the northbound and southbound ramp 
extensions.

• Dedicated left- and right-turn lanes, wider 
shoulders and turning-radius improvements 
on Route 606 and the interstate on- and 
off-ramps. Virginia’s SMART SCALE 
program funds these improvements.

VDOT awarded the $4.7 million construction 
contract to A & J Development and Excavation 
Inc. of Mount Crawford, Va. Crews began 
mobilizing in August 2021, and the project is 
scheduled for completion in fall 2022.

Much of the work will take place behind 
temporary concrete barriers along the 
shoulders of Route 606 and the I-81 ramps. 
There will be times of flagger-controlled traffic 
on Route 606, and occasional ramp closures 
during placement of construction barriers or 
paving operations.

Construction of Three-in-One Project Begins

Contractors clear brush in advance of the interchange improvement project at exit 205



What Do You Want to Know? 
Common Questions about I-81 Major Construction Projects

When will major construction take place 
on Interstate 81?
The first major construction gets under way in 
spring 2022, when contractors begin adding 
a third lane northbound and southbound 
between exits 137 and 141 near Salem. By 
the end of 2024 there will be 15 major active 
construction projects as part of Virginia’s I-81 
CIP. This list includes constructing auxiliary 
lanes, truck climbing lanes, and third lane 
widenings. This does not include other ramp 
extension projects that will also be ongoing. 
To see construction project locations look on 
the Improve81.org homepage. The interactive 
map shows construction projects by year.

Legislation was passed in 2019 for the 
I-81 CIP program.  Why does it take 
until 2024 to see this level of major 
construction work?
Road construction requires a lot of 
preparation. The area must be surveyed. 
Soil must be tested to ensure it can support 
the roadbed and any bridges. Utilities must 
be located and moved. Hydrology studies 
and stormwater management plans are 
needed. Road design, bridge design, and 
traffic management plans must be developed 
with all of the above factors in mind. Plans 
must meet federal and state standards. 
Before construction can begin, environmental 
permits must be obtained. Additionally, public 
information meetings and public hearings  
must be conducted to obtain citizen input   
and opinion.

Once construction begins how will traffic 
be maintained?
All of the I-81 construction projects will be 
completed without major impacts to the 
existing two northbound and two southbound 

lanes. Much of the construction will be in the 
median area and take place behind temporary 
barrier walls. Drivers should expect frequent 
single-lane closures during nighttime and 
overnight hours. Daytime lane closures will 
occasionally be needed, typically for moving 
bridge beams and other major construction 
materials. 

Crashes continue to happen on I-81. 
How will that be handled with all of the 
construction? 
Virginia’s Towing and Recovery Incentive 
Program (TRIP) is up and running on the 
I-81 corridor. This program helps reduce the 
amount of time that drivers sit in crash-related 
congestion. TRIP is an incentive program 
that partners VDOT with heavy-duty towing 
and recovery companies to standardize their 
response to commercial vehicle crashes. The 
program facilitates safe and quick clearance 
with improved towing standards, procedures 
and training. The program pays a $2,500 to 
$3,500 incentive to a tow company that is 
able to open a travel lane within 90 minutes 
of receiving notice to proceed from law 
enforcement on the scene. 

Additionally as part of the I-81 CIP, operational 
enhancements at a number of locations just 
off I-81 improve signal operations and traffic 
flow. New and existing dynamic message 
boards and traffic cameras will be available to 
travelers to alert them of ongoing delays and 
travel information. 

When will all of this work be completed?
There are still some other construction 
projects to be developed and scheduled. The 
15 major projects active in 2024 are scheduled 
to be complete by the end of 2029.

http://Improve81.org


As a VDOT SMART SCALE project at I-81 exit 19 
wraps up this fall, a second exit 19 project funded 
by the I-81 CIP begins. 

In late July, W-L Construction and Paving Inc. of 
Chilhowie, Va., was awarded an $847,000 CIP 
project to extend the northbound deceleration lane 
at exit 19. VDOT anticipates work beginning in 
early fall.

The $3.7 million project that is underway now at 
exit 19, awarded fall 2020 to Boring Contractors 
Inc., Abingdon, includes the following:   

• Realigning a portion of Empire Drive.

• Widening a curve along the southbound                         
off-ramp.

Abingdon - Exit 19 Update

Exit 19 construction is underway in Bristol District

• Adding traffic signals at the intersection of 
newly aligned Empire Drive and Route 11, and 
the intersection of Route 11 and the end of the 
exit 19 southbound ramps. 

• Improving how traffic merges onto southbound 
I-81. Currently, there are two I-81 on-ramps for 
motorists to access southbound I-81. The on 
-ramp accessed from Route 11 south (toward 
Damascus) will be removed, and the I-81 
southbound on-ramp accessed from Route 11 
north (toward Abingdon) will remain in place. 

• Lengthening the acceleration lane onto  
I-81 southbound. 



Keep in Touch
Have a question or comment regarding the I-81 CIP?

Connect with VDOT’s Improve81 communications team!

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

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

I-81 CIP Communications Specialist
Kenneth Slack | 540-414-5670
ken.slack@vdot.virginia.gov

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

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

Communications Contacts Program Team

Program Website

Contacts

www.improve81.org

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.

https://www.improve81.org/
https://my.vdot.virginia.gov/
http://Improve81.org
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