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3 
Corridor Strategies 

This section discusses the general corridor strategies for the Western Mountain 
Corridor, which have been formulated to improve safety, mobility, and capacity 
along the corridor.  The functions of the Western Mountain Corridor are listed below, 
and Figure 12 presents a matrix that shows how the strategies relate to each function. 

Functions of Western Mountain Corridor 
 Freight Connection to I-81 

 Multi-state connection 

 Connection through tunnels 

 
Strategies were formulated based on trends, system performance, issues/challenges, 
elements of the VDOT Six-Year Program, the Constrained Long-Range Plans for each 
MPO, visions and plans for the various Planning Districts, and any available 
Comprehensive Plan visions and strategies for each county and jurisdiction within 
each corridor.  A Regional Planning Forum was held in the spring of 2009 with 
transportation representatives from across Virginia, including VDOT, Planning 
Districts and MPOs, transit agencies, the Virginia Airport Authority, the Port of 
Virginia, and other stakeholders in the Virginia transportation system. Public 
meetings were held in four locations in June and July of 2009 (Northern Virginia, 
Richmond, Hampton Roads, and Roanoke).  Corridor deficiencies and what could be 
done to alleviate these deficiencies were discussed, with this information playing a 
major role in the formulation of these strategies.  These strategies are part of a 
continuing planning process and are designed to be used as a guide for future 
transportation plans along the corridor within Virginia.  They are not the explicit 
policy of the Commonwealth Transportation Board (CTB), though they are designed 
to assist the CTB, state and local transportation agencies, and local planning 
organizations in their planning efforts along the corridor.  Specific corridor strategies 
and improvement recommendations will ultimately be developed as part of 
subsequent planning analyses at the State and local level. 
 

  



Figure 12 ‐ Western Mountain Corridor Strategies vs. Functions Matrix 
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3.1 Strategies for Western Mountain Corridor 

Strategy:  Increase roadway capacity of I-77/I-81 overlap near Wytheville. 

The section of I-77 that overlaps with I-81 near Wytheville has been identified by 
VDOT, the Town of Wytheville and the Regional Planning Forum participants as 
being deficient in terms of capacity.  It is one of the bottlenecks along both the I-77 
and I-81 national corridors.  As I-77 northbound approaches I-81, a single lane 
merges onto I-81 northbound and a single lane merges onto I-81 southbound, causing 
some merging delays.  In addition, if there is an incident along I-77 to the north, such 
as at the Big Walker Mountain Tunnel, traffic is backed up onto the overlap section 
with I-81 in one lane.  This leads to two lanes traveling at speed while one travels 
slowly or is stopped, which is a safety issue. 

The I-81 Corridor Improvement Study (Tier 2, I-77/I-81 Overlap) has been 
implemented under the VDOT Six-Year Plan to study various alternatives to improve 
capacity, including different roadway alignments to separate I-77 traffic from I-81 
traffic.  The best solution is likely a new alignment for I-77 with no overlap with I-81.  
This would improve capacity for through traffic between North Carolina and Ohio, 
and it would greatly improve capacity for freight traffic along these roadway 
facilities. 

Strategy: Increase north-south capacity along the corridor, especially around the Big Walker 
Mountain Tunnel and the East River Mountain Tunnel. 

The Regional Planning Forum identified capacity issues at both the Big Walker Mountain 
Tunnel and the East River Mountain Tunnel.  If there are incidents at the tunnels, severe 
backups and delays occur along I-77 while the incident is cleared.  As stated in the 
previous strategy, an incident at the Big Walker Mountain Tunnel could affect traffic 
along the I-77/I-81 overlap near Wytheville.  In addition, there are steep grades entering 
both tunnels northbound, which with heavy truck traffic, leads to backups at times when 
there is not an incident.  Truck climbing lanes should be constructed leading to the 
tunnels.  In addition to providing lanes for slow-climbing trucks, this would also provide 
an additional lane to store traffic in case of a tunnel incident that closes the tunnel 
temporarily. 

The VDOT Six-Year Plan calls for refurbishments to both tunnels along the Western 
Mountain Corridor, which could improve safety through the tunnels as well as add 
some capacity.  In addition, stop gates will likely be installed at the entrances to block 
traffic from entering the tunnels in the case of an incident in the tunnel, allowing for 
better emergency response and incident management.  There is also the potential for 
additional tubes at the tunnels in the future, though this is a very expensive 
proposition and a long-term vision at best.  However, it would significantly add 
capacity and allow traffic to continue to flow through the tunnel in case of an 
incident in another tube.  In addition, hazardous materials are currently not 
regulated at the tunnels.  Improved monitoring, regulation, and/or rerouting of 
these materials should be considered. 
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There are currently no viable alternate routes to I-77, especially for truck traffic.  U.S. 
52 runs parallel to I-77 near the Big Walker Mountain Tunnel, and Route 598 (Old 
Route 52) runs parallel near the East River Mountain Tunnel.  However, neither of 
these two-lane roadways is suitable for truck traffic due to steep grades, curves, and 
other geometric factors.  Traffic usually reroutes to U.S. 460 through Blacksburg and 
Christiansburg and on to I-81 or to Route 19/460 through Abingdon, which adds a 
significant amount of travel time and distance.  An additional north-south connection 
between Claypool Hill and Saltville, which would connect Route 19 and U.S. 460 
with Route 107 and eventually to I-81 in Marion has been investigated in the past.  
North-south capacity should be increased in some way, which could include the 
construction of a new alignment as suggested or another alignment.  Another option 
could include improvements to U.S. 52, which runs directly along I-77, making it 
more suitable for truck traffic. 

Through truck climbing lanes, better incident management, tunnel refurbishments, 
and/or construction of a new north-south roadway or improvements to U.S. 52, 
capacity improvements at Big Walker Mountain Tunnel and East River Mountain 
Tunnel are needed.  Improvements at these deficient points would assist in both 
movement of through traffic and freight traffic. 

Strategy:  Implement Intelligent Transportation Systems (ITS) throughout the Western Mountain 
Corridor as appropriate. 

ITS could include variable message signs along the highway to warn drivers of 
incidents.  Currently, there are too few of these along the roadway, and they do not 
give adequate information to drivers concerning incidents at the tunnels, leading to 
longer backups and not allowing motorists to take alternate routes.  More variable 
message signs closer to the tunnels are necessary along the Western Mountain 
Corridor. 

In addition to variable message signs, other ITS measures could include opening 
shoulder lanes to traffic in case of an incident or congestion, such as utilized along I-
66 in Northern Virginia.  Also, potential truck climbing lanes near the tunnels could 
be opened to all traffic in case of an incident.  Near the Fancy Gap area, south of I-81, 
ITS measures are needed for fog detection and mitigation.  However, there is no 
adequate power supply in this area as it is relatively uninhabited.  Power and 
telecommunications lines would need to be constructed.  Various ITS measures 
would significantly aid in traffic flow, especially with regards to incident 
management. 
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3.2 Strategies vs. VTrans2035 Goals 
The above strategies relate to the seven goals of VTrans2035, and Figure 13 illustrates 
a matrix showing this relationship.  A discussion of each of the goals is below. 

 Goal 1: Safety and Security—Provide a safe and secure transportation system.  
All of the strategies relate to the safety and security of the roadway. In addition, 
refurbishments to the tunnels and the addition of truck climbing lanes should 
directly result in greater safety.  If backups from the tunnels when there is an 
incident no longer back up onto the I-77/I-81 overlap, safety along this section of 
roadway will be greatly enhanced. 

 Goal 2: System Maintenance and Preservation—Preserve and maintain the 
condition of the existing transportation system.  All of the strategies help to achieve 
this goal, as the existing transportation system is maintained and preserved, and in 
each case, improved.  While alleviating the capacity issues near Wytheville may 
include constructing new roadway facilities to bypass I-81, the existing roadway 
facilities will remain and should have less congestion and be safer. 

 Goal 3: Mobility, Connectivity, and Accessibility—Facilitate the easy 
movement of people and goods, improve interconnectivity of regions and 
activity centers, and provide access to different modes of transportation.  All of 
the strategies promote increased mobility, connectivity, and accessibility.  Any 
increase in capacity along the roadway assists in achieving this goal, especially 
with regard to mobility in and around Big Walker Mountain Tunnel and East 
River Mountain Tunnel. 

 Goal 4: Environmental Stewardship—Protect the environment and improve 
the quality of life for Virginians.  Any increase in roadway capacity that 
minimizes the amount of time vehicles are on the roadway, leading to fewer 
emissions, helps to achieve environmental stewardship.   

 Goal 5: Economic Vitality—Provide a transportation system that supports 
economic prosperity.  With the completion of construction in and around 
Wytheville to alleviate the capacity issues along the I-81/I-77 overlap, there is 
potential for increased economic development along any new interstate facilities 
and at any new interchanges. 

 Goal 6: Coordination of Transportation and Land Use—Facilitate the effective 
coordination of transportation and land use to promote livable communities.  
Any construction to improve capacity should be accomplished in coordination 
with land use decisions, especially any construction around Wytheville to 
alleviate capacity concerns at the I-81/I-77 overlap.  In addition, local planning 
efforts should protect airspace and ensure that airports are not compromised by 
encroachment of incompatible land uses. 

  



Figure 13 ‐ Western Mountain Corridor Strategies vs. Goals Matrix 
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