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Blacksburg engineer works
in Washington to make I-81 safer

Tim Stowe has become
such an interstate booster

that one transportation
official calls him “Mr, 817

By PAUL DELLINGER
THE ROANOKE TIMES

BLACKSBURG — Tim
Stowe wants to do something
about Interstate 81's bad reputa-
tion.

“I've talked 1o people who
are actually afraid to drive on
Interstate 81,” said Stowe,

" transportation and planning vice

president at the consulting engi-
neering firm of Anderson &
Assgciates, “We want 1o do all
we can to make 81 & safe road
for everybody, and do it as
quickly as possible.”

For the past three years,
Stowe has been working with
members of Congress, environ-
mental groups and the Federal
Highway Administralion to

¢ streamline the development of

transportation projects. “It was
taking anywhere from 10 to 12
years for the transportation
projects Lo go from concept Lo
fruition,” he said.

As Transportation Comunit-
tee chairman for the American
Consulting Engineers Council
— the nation’s largest organiza-
tion of engineers in private
practice — he has testified
before Senate subcomumitices
twice in two ycars. Recenlly he
met with the assistant secrotary
of the U.8. Department of
Transportation.

“My whole goal all along is:
How do we take what ['m doing
in D.C. and bring that home to
help the 1-81 project move
along faster?” sald Stowe, who
has overseen about 100 miles of
Anderson’s engineering work
on widening and improving
Interstate 81.

Staunton Transporiation
District Administrator Dennis
Morrison refers to him as “Mr.
81.”

“Our whole economy out
here is very dependent on 81
and, if we don't take care of 81,
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As Transportation Commiz:ee chairman for the American Consulting Engineers Council — the nation's larg-
est organization of engine 2rs in privale practice — Tim Stowe has testified before Senate subcommmee;
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we're all going Le sulfer,” Stowe
said. “That's why moving these

_projects along as quickly as pos-

sible is important to me . . .
because, as [ mentioned, %1's
earning a reputation that we
don't want it to have."

Last year Congress passed
the Transportation Enha: ce-
ment Act for the 21st Ce:tury,
of TEA-ZL, which inchoedos fund-
ing for national transpotiation
and mass transit prajects. [t also
contains language calling for
process improvements, n.uch of
which had been pushed t y Sen.
John Warner, R-Va.

One provision would iet
transportaticn officials by land
from willing scllers for fuiure
projects rather than wait for
compileted design plans. This
avoids having the land buught
up by developers, makiny! it
more difficult and expen-ive to
acquire later. “And obviu asly,
once an area's developed, you
have go to in and knock :iown
buildings,” said Stowe, wno hus

worked al Anderson since he
graduated from Virginia Tech in
1988.

Stowe and other engineers
are looking into ways for trucks
to be loaded onto rail cars for
parts of their runs. That could
euse heavy truck traffic on Inter-
state 81, which was designed for
15 percent truck traffic when it
was buily 30 years ago. Now
trucks make up 19 percent to 40
percent of the traffic, with
higher levels in the New River
Valley and the combined inter-
state 81-77 segment around
Wytheville, which sees 60,000
vehicles a day.

“We do that already,” said
Robert Martinez, assistant vice
president for marketing with
Norfolk Southern Corp. in Nor-
folk and Virginia former trans-
portation comundssiongr. Thir-
teen percent of the NS rail traffic
moves containers or truck trail-
ers, he said.

Wilh NS and CSX splitting
the Conrail system on June I,

that percentage could increase,

Historically, Martinez
explained, Conrail had liitle
interest in moving north-south
truck traffic because its system
ended near the Virginia-
Maryland border and the freight
would have to be transferred to
NS or CSX for the longest part
of the trip to major Southern
markets. But now, Manine:
said, such transfers can be dene
on one system.

Perhaps the main time-saver
among Stowe's recommenda-
tions is streamlining environ-
mental reviews by working with
different agencies at the same
time instead of one after anoth-
er.

Highway projects come in
three parts: the planning, which
includes the environmental
assessments and takes about six
years, then the design and coun-
struction phascs which take
about two years each. The goal
is to cut the planning part by
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* half, and combine design and

construction under a design-

build process with parts of each

happening at the same time.
Stowe said this approach

would not avoid any environ-

mental require-’

ments, but make

them more effi-

Virginia transportation offi-
cials must use tools made avail-
able through TEA-21 to speed

up improvements to Interstate
81, he said. Otherwise, Stowe
said, the Interstate 81 work may
languish for another decade of
increasing congestion and more
hves lost in car-truck accidents.
“Many of
the people I
speak with

cient, “Preserv- ‘OUr whole economy oul here in the

ing the environ-

New River Val-

important tous,”  gn, 871 and, if we don’t to drive on

way projects.

he said. “We 3 1-81 now.
nave not sought - take care of 81, we're all lmagine what
to alter any of . s it will be like

. the environmen- gowng to suffer. 10 years from
tal laws or regu- TIM STOWE now,” he said. !
lations.” - . “It is carrying

Sometimes, more traffic

delays happen because environ- now than it
mental agencies lack manpower. . &V€f has .. .and it’s only going
Under TEA-21, transportation to continue to grow.”
funding can be channeled to Paul Dellinger can be reached at
ease staffing problems during {540) 228-4752 or
peak workloads involving high- paulde@roancke.com



