
 

 

 
 

 
 
 
       
 

441 Electronics Parkway 
Liverpool, NY 13088 

 
 
 

January 17, 2014 
 
 
 
Mr. Jonathan McDade      Ms. Debra Nelson 
New York Division Administrator    NYS DOT 
Federal Highway Administration    50 Wolf Road 
Leo W. O’Brien Building     Albany, New York 12232 
7th Floor, Room 719 
Clinton Avenue and N. Pearl Street 
Albany, New York 12207 
 
 Re: I-81 Project – Syracuse Area Corridor  
 
Dear Mr. McDade and Ms. Nelson: 
 
 We are pleased to be given the opportunity to submit this letter to the Federal Highway 
Administration (“FHWA”) and the New York State Department of Transportation (“NYSDOT”) 
pursuant to the Federal Register Notice appearing in Volume 78, No. 165 at page 52819 on 
August 26, 2013 (the “NOI”) and the “Scoping Initiation Packet” in connection with the “I-81 
Viaduct Project” as defined in the Scoping Initiation Packet. 
 
 At the outset, we note that as of this writing, no detailed alternatives have been developed 
for this complex project.  NYSDOT seems to be engaged in decision making driven by an 
artificial timeline rather than a careful study of alternatives and potential impacts.  Consequently, 
we are unable to provide complete comments at this time for a project which has yet to be 
adequately defined.  We understand that the period for written comments will be kept open until 
January 17, 2014 and that a scoping meeting and comment period will be scheduled after 
alternatives have been developed. Accordingly, our present comments focus only on the project’s 
currently stated goals, objectives and initial ill-defined proposed alternatives.  As recommended 
by NYSDOT on the project website, we plan to submit additional written comments on the 
detailed alternative solutions and environmental issues at the time of the actual scoping meeting, 
after FHWA and NYSDOT have responded to these initial comments and presented the 
alternatives to the public in sufficient detail.   



 

 

 
 We also want to note that it is our view and understanding that the materials made 
publically available prior to the November 13, 2013 meeting, described as a “Scoping Initiation 
Packet” is not intended to be and fails to serve as a scoping document for NEPA/SEQRA 
purposes.  Accordingly, the November 13, 2013 sessions cannot function as a scoping meeting 
for NEPA/SEQRA purposes.  A scoping document which defines detailed alternatives must still 
be formulated and a scoping meeting held once the alternatives are sufficiently defined.      
 
 Our comments are as follows: 
 

1. The alternative involving de-designation of that portion of I-81 through the City of 
Syracuse and replacing it with an at-grade arterial or other surface level roadway (the 
“De-designation Option”) should be eliminated and not considered further.  As set forth 
in the letter from Maser Consulting P.A. dated January 17, 2014, the De-designation 
Option fails to meet the purposes, goals and objectives which have been identified by 
FHWA and NYSDOT in connection with the Syracuse region I-81 corridor and fails to 
meet FHWA requirements, in addition to creating a host of unintended consequences.     
 
NYSDOT’s prior evaluations were misleading and flawed.  Even a cursory review by 
Maser shows that the De-designation Option would require an at-grade arterial to be at 
least 12 lanes wide.  That is approximately 200 feet and is three times wider than existing 
Almond Street.  Such an arterial would exacerbate, not eliminate, any existing actual or 
perceived barrier between University Hill and downtown Syracuse.  Even the De-
designation Option supporters would reject such an option.  This obvious fact was 
overlooked by NYSDOT in its prior evaluations. 
 
Moreover, the De-designation Option fails to address numerous deficiencies and 
problems in the existing interstate highway network which fail to meet FHWA standards.  
Rather than addressing them, the De-designation Option simply avoids them by removing 
the FHWA requirements.  That is not sound transportation planning. 
 
All of these concerns can be corrected by rejecting the De-designation Option now and 
not considering it further. 
 

2. We support the non-transportation goals and objectives that have been identified to date, 
including improving connectivity between downtown neighborhoods, stimulating 
economic development, promoting bicycle and pedestrian usage, and increasing public 
spaces.  We believe these can be achieved while at the same time retaining the interstate 
highway running through the City.  Any one of the grade separation alternatives can be 
designed to accomplish both transportation and non-transportation goals.  The De-
designation Option cannot. 
 

3. The I81 viaduct project, and FHWA and NYSDOT funding of same, must be about short 
term and long term transportation planning for the entire region.  While we agree that 
local land-use planning should be considered to avoid or minimize unintended negative 



 

 

impacts, transportation planning must remain the primary consideration.  If the two 
cannot be accomplished together, transportation planning must prevail. 

 
4. We believe that the costs associated with design, repair and maintenance of the de-

designated stretch of I-81 (which stretches approximately 12 miles from the I-81/I-481 
southern interchange to the I-81/I-481 northern interchange) would fall to the local 
municipalities through which it runs or to Onondaga County or some combination 
thereof.  The De-designation Option would remove this stretch of road from FHWA 
oversight and funding as an interstate highway.  FHWA may have no obligation to 
provide future funding.  Who would pay?  In the event the De-designation Option were 
adopted, a commitment must be made by FHWA and/or NYSDOT as part of the De-
designation Option that all such costs would be paid by them now and into the future, and 
that the costs of same would not be pushed down to local governments.   
 

5. NYSDOT has publicly stated that cost is and will be a driving factor in identifying and 
considering alternatives.  The De-designation Option appears to be favored by NYSDOT 
because it is reportedly the cheapest option.  Under the circumstances, and as expressed 
repeatedly by our elected officials and the public, the I-81 corridor improvements are an 
opportunity to do something “transformational” and rejuvenate the Syracuse region.  
Syracuse needs transformational, not cheap!  Based on the preliminary costs that have 
been published, no alternative should be rejected based on cost.  In this case, cost should 
not be considered as a screening factor in identifying or evaluating options.  For this and 
other reasons, NYSDOT’s prior screening analyses must be rejected and new analyses 
completed.   
 

6. NYSDOT’s presentation of materials in the prior I-81 Corridor Study and other materials 
prepared in connection with the I-81 Challenge have been slanted in favor of the De-
Designation Option.  NYSDOT has seemingly pre-judged the De-Designation Option as 
the preferred alternative.  Analyses of the various alternatives should be re-done using an 
objective, balanced analysis.  Additionally, FHWA should assume a more proactive role 
in order to assure that the integrity of the interstate system is being adequately 
safeguarded.   
 

7. As this project affects the interstate highway system, FHWA requirements mandate that 
alternatives must be sufficiently developed to permit an engineering and operational 
analysis of all proposed changes to the interstate system.  The corridor study does not 
satisfy such review requirements. FHWA guidance strongly recommends that for a 
complex project such as this, an engineering and operational analysis for one or more 
proposals be both prepared and approved by FHWA prior to expending significant time 
and resources on any required NEPA/SEQRA review.  These requirements and 
recommendations should not be ignored.  This analysis should be completed and FHWA 
approval obtained before the scoping document is prepared.  To spend time and resources 
on an environmental review and to invite the public to comment on alternatives which 
have not been subject to FHWA’s required operational and engineering review is a waste 
of NYSDOT’s, FHWA’s and the public’s time and resources.  
 



 

 

8. In regions such as Syracuse, the interstate highway system is the backbone of its 
economic health and well-being.  Economic development occurs in and around it, and has 
for decades.  An abandonment of the interstate highway system would result in urban 
decay and ultimately sprawl along other interstate highway corridors.   
 
The interstate highway backbone determines where people live, where businesses locate, 
and where and how people travel from one point to another.  The De-designation Option 
would remove one or more vertebra, which would significantly weaken if not break the 
back of Syracuse.  Any further consideration of the De-designation Option must include 
detailed analyses of how it would affect the local economy, including impacts on 
municipal revenues, impacts on job creation, impacts on businesses, impacts on housing 
and demographic/population shifts and impacts on sprawl. 
 

9. It is premature to commence any formal environmental impact review pursuant to NEPA 
or SEQRA.  The alternatives being considered have not been sufficiently developed.  It is 
impossible for the public or anyone else to identify and/or assess possible impacts under 
the current circumstances.  Neither FHWA nor NYSDOT has described critical elements 
of each alternative: 
 

a. What exactly is being proposed, even if only conceptually? 
b. Where does it start?  Where does it end? 
c. How would it integrate into the existing surrounding community and road 

system? 
 

The alternatives described in the meeting in November 13, 2013 and posted on the I-81 
website state that the environmental impact statement process will “explore”, 
“investigate”, “consider” and/or “address” various factors and issues in connection with 
each alternative.  No analysis was presented to support any of these alternatives.  Neither 
NEPA nor SEQRA is a vehicle to answer these questions.  Each is a vehicle to identify 
and assess and mitigate environmental impacts once the above questions, factors and 
issues have been answered, at least preliminarily. 

 
Prior to proceeding with the EIS process, FHWA and/or NYSDOT must better define 
each alternative and then, and only then, undertake formal scoping pursuant to NEPA and 
SEQRA.  That is the only way to provide stakeholders and the public a meaningful 
opportunity to participate in the environmental impact review process as required by 
NEPA and SEQRA. 
 

10. Even more fundamental than the lack of sufficiently described alternatives, it appears that 
the scope of the purposes, goals and objectives are ever-changing.  The I-81 Corridor 
Study cites the need to examine the entire 12-mile corridor; it then focuses in detail on 
the “viaduct priority area”, which excludes the ill-defined “outer segments”; the NOI 
focuses only on the I-81 viaduct and now, the Scoping Initiation Packet is at odds with 
the NOI, as it describes an area “from about Van Buren or Castle Street to about 
Hiawatha Boulevard”.  This is classic impermissible segmentation.  The varying 
inconsistent descriptions of the project make it obvious that it is impossible to segment 



 

 

and study a piece of the project rather than the whole.  The identification and 
consideration of impacts associated with the I-81 Corridor would undoubtedly be 
understated or even missed altogether by focusing the current environmental impact 
review on a segment of the overall corridor.  This responsibility cannot be avoided by 
claiming it would be examined later or that rehabilitation of one or more segments is 
sufficient.    
 

11. The entire I-81 interstate system is integrated and interrelated.  Any one of these 
alternatives for the “viaduct” area (or whatever area it is) may make rehabilitation of 
another segment, or the environmental impacts associated with rehabilitation, 
unworkable.  Accordingly, the environmental impact review needs to encompass the 
entire I-81 Corridor Study Area so as to not preclude such future work.  To the extent 
FHWA and NYSDOT choose to impermissibly segment, they must clearly identify the 
segment to be included.  They have not done so to date.  They must also assure that 
environmental impacts associated with or otherwise affecting other segments are fully 
evaluated, and changes made to them as warranted.  In fact, FHWA requirements 
mandate that the engineering and operations analysis and the required environmental 
review consider all changes to the interstate system, both short term and long term, and 
that all be analyzed together.  It is not permissible for FHWA and NYSDOT to pick and 
choose segments of the corridor for detailed analysis; they must consider the entire 
integrated corridor.     
 

12. The scope and magnitude of any environmental impact review for the De-designation 
Option would be much greater than alternatives that maintain grade separation.   
 

13. All local, state and federal permits and approvals for each alternative, especially the De-
designation Option, must be identified.  Absent a defined project and alternatives, such 
identification is impossible. Therefore, it is premature for NYSDOT to invite cooperating 
and participating agencies to a project that hasn’t been defined.  NEPA and SEQRA must 
progress in a logical sequence, not simultaneously and in strict compliance with the 
established procedures.  All such agencies must be kept informed in writing as to the 
various stages of review and input sought and considered regarding environmental 
impacts and mitigating measures. 

 
This letter should be made part of the FHWA/NYSDOT NEPA and SEQRA record.  We 

strongly believe that any objective or thoughtful consideration of the issues surrounding the De-
designation Option will lead to the inescapable conclusion that it should not be considered 
further.  If FHWA and NYSDOT determine to continue to pursue it, the critical issues raised in 
this letter need to be carefully and thoroughly weighed by FHWA and NYSDOT pursuant to 
NEPA and SEQRA.  We look forward to providing additional comments, including presenting 
comments on the scope of environmental impacts to be examined for the specific alternatives 
that are ultimately formulated and made available at a later date.  
 

 
     Very truly yours, 
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President 
Cayuga Labor Council 
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Owner 

Dunk and Bright 
 

 

 
 
Todd Buchko 
General Manager 
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      January 16, 2014 
    

 
Mr. Jonathan McDade 
New York Division Administration 
Federal Highway Administration 
Leo W. O’Brien Federal Building 
7th Floor, Room 719 
Clinton Avenue and N. Pearl Street 
Albany, NY 12207 
 
Ms. Debra Nelson 
New York State Department of Transportation  
50 Wolf Road 
Albany, NY 12232 
    
Re: Interstate 81 
 Scoping Session 
 MC Project No. 12100167A 
 
Dear Mr. McDade and Ms. Nelson: 
 
We are writing on behalf of Save81.org to offer the following suggestions with respect to the 
disposition of I-81 within the greater Syracuse Area.1  We note that after numerous public 
information sessions, report preparation and technical memoranda development, the I-81 
Corridor Study of this past July designated what are described as the two viable alternatives for 
the treatment of I-81.  The first is de-designation of that portion of I-81 (from the I-81/I-481 
southern interchange to the I-81/I-481 northern interchange) and replacing it, in part, with a 
principal urban arterial (generally referred to publicly as a “boulevard”).  The second is the 
reconstruction of the viaduct to bring it up to current standards.  Subsequent public statements by 
the NYSDOT suggest that additional alternatives are still under consideration. 
 
What follows represents our professional opinion as to the approach that should be taken in any 
further evaluation considering the limited data that is available on the alternatives.  It should be 
noted that while only two alternatives were described as viable, there may be other alternatives 
or hybrids thereof that may prove to be of equal or greater overall benefit.   
 
At first glance, the boulevard option may appear to be an appropriate alternative.  However, we 
disagree and believe this option should be eliminated from consideration because on its face it 

                                                 
1 This letter supercedes a letter we previously prepared dated November 2013. 
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fails to meet the purposes, goals and objectives of the Project and will not meet Federal Highway 
Administration (FHWA) standards for an interstate highway.  
 
Current New York State Department of Transportation (NYSDOT) Annual Average Daily 
Traffic (AADT) data indicates that the viaduct section of I-81 between E. Adams Street and 
Harrison Street services over 50,000 vehicles per day (vpd).   In the vicinity of I-690 and south 
of E. Adams Street, nearly 80,000 vpd are serviced.  Trucks represent 16% of these AADT 
volumes.  Shown on Figure No. 1 are the 2010 AADT volumes for that section of the viaduct 
between Taylor Street to the south and I-690 to the north.  As shown at the south end, some 
73,424 vpd were observed with some 85,753 vpd recorded at the north end.  It should be noted 
that the corridor in this area currently has 4-non interrupted flow lanes for traffic at the viaduct 
level and with 8 lanes provided at grade on Almond Street (5 northbound and 3 southbound) 
between E. Adams Street and Harrison Street. 
 
The boulevard, as proposed, could not support this level of traffic activity and meet the project 
objectives.  In fact, the boulevard would have to support not only the existing street level traffic 
but also as much as 88% of the traffic currently carried on the elevated viaduct.  Shown on 
Figures No. 2 and 3 are the AM and PM Peak Hour Volumes, respectively, along Almond Street, 
Townsend Street and State Street and at their intersections with E. Adams Street and Harrison 
Street.  As identified, with a boulevard scenario, Almond Street would be expected to service 
between 7,000 and 9,000 vehicles during the AM Peak and PM Peak Hours under interrupted 
flow conditions.  These volumes represent historical traffic conditions only, without allowance 
for normal growth in future years.   
 
Moreover, traffic impacts in the vicinity would include unacceptable operating conditions on 
nearby roads such as Harrison Avenue, E. Adams Street, Almond Street, Townsend Street, and 
State Street. To address this, significant road improvements, land acquisition and/or changing 
traffic patterns within the downtown area would be required. These would eliminate on-street 
parking, preclude bike lanes and/or disrupt existing downtown organizations, businesses and 
residents. 
 
It should be noted any alternatives that retain a grade-separated operation, i.e., splitting high 
speed highway traffic from low speed local surface traffic would accommodate existing and 
future traffic levels in the most safe, efficient and least disruptive manner.  As discussed in 
greater detail below, the selection of any one of the grade separation alternatives can be planned, 
designed and implemented to meet both the transportation goals and the non-transportation goals 
and objectives that have been identified, e.g., improving connectivity between neighborhoods 
without displacing them, strengthening economic development, promoting bicycle and 
pedestrian activity and increasing public spaces all with lesser need for land acquisition.  As 
such, we believe that any of the grade separation alternatives is far superior to the boulevard 
approach. 
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Boulevard Option 
 
Below is listed a number of issues related to the boulevard alternative to which consideration 
should be given: 
 
� The transition from expressway to boulevard would significantly impair the integrity and 

functionality of the existing interstate highway/roadway network.  With up to 12% of the 
traffic on I-81 considered as “through” traffic (per the Syracuse Metropolitan 
Transportation Council), if displaced to I-481, would mean that some 88% of the existing 
traffic volume would be displaced to the boulevard, far in excess of the capacity it could 
provide. 

 
� The boulevard alternative would fail to improve congestion, mobility and traffic safety on 

the existing interstate highway network.  In fact, congestion on I-481 and I-690 east and 
west of I-81 might actually increase once the restrained capacity of the boulevard induces 
delays along that corridor. 
 

� To accommodate current and projected future traffic volumes along this corridor, a grade 
separation (I-81 above or below Almond Street) must be retained.  Replacing such with a 
boulevard would require 12+ lanes (at grade) for through and turning traffic movements 
within a significantly increased right-of-way (220± feet width) to support future volumes.  
The required increased right-of-way width needed would likely displace residents in the 
Pioneer Homes and Toomey Abbott Towers area as well as businesses and institutional 
facilities along Almond Street.  As stated previously, in this corridor there are currently 4 
lanes divided and elevated and 8 lanes at grade. 
 

� Shown on the attached Figures No. 4 through 7 are examples of boulevard geometry 
required to meet such levels of activity.  Please note, Queens Boulevard (Queens County, 
New York)/NYS Route 25 shown on Figures No. 4 and 5 supports 40,000 vpd and the 
Grand Concourse (Bronx County, New York) shown on Figures No. 6 and 7 supports 
20,000 vpd, both substantially fewer vehicles than the contemplated boulevard would be 
expected to handle (over 80,000 vpd).  As shown, nearly 170 feet of pavement is required 
to support the 40,000 vpd on Queens Boulevard.  The Grand Concourse has nearly 145 
feet of paved surface; some dedicated to bikeways.  In each case, in excess of 180 feet is 
required for right of way.  Shown on Figure No. 8 is the required paved area for such a 
boulevard.  Also shown is the necessary right of way to accomplish such a design. 
 

� In the event the boulevard were constructed with less than the required number of travel 
lanes, the entire local and regional roadway network would be disrupted, including the 
interstate highway system.  Motorists would avoid the boulevard, instead using other 
local roads or upstream interchanges, resulting in significantly increased volumes on 
roads that are not designed to accommodate them.  Such impacts are impracticable, if not 
impossible, to fully predict at this time but intuitively would be significant and adverse.  
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All such types of impacts would need to be identified and thoroughly examined prior to 
committing to a boulevard option.  In fact, a key factor as part of an evaluation of a 
potential change to access to an interstate system is the consideration of the “area of 
influence.”  This area is based upon operational (capacity) and safety issues.  This area 
must be expanded sufficiently to evaluate all affected regions.  This is particularly 
important where there exists a coordinated signal system or a local roadway network that 
might be impacted.  In this instance, the area of influence can be far reaching and must be 
established to assist in making an informed decision. 
 
The existing surface roadway network within the viaduct area south of the I-690/I-81 
Interchange consists of roads of varying functions, width, on-street parking provisions, 
driveway points of access, pedestrian facilities, transit facilities, etc., all of which 
influence the capacity and operational characteristics.  As always, there is a tradeoff 
between access and mobility.  Some roads are constructed as 4-lane divided roads with 
raised landscaped medians with no on-street parking.  Others are two-way facilities with 
on-street parking permitted on one or both sides.  Still others are one-way, two-lane roads 
with limited on-street parking.  Right-of-way vary as well. 
 
Introduction of a boulevard in this area would therefore affect the carrying capacity of 
each roadway differently.  On-street parking may need to be eliminated perhaps to such 
an extent as to require the construction of parking decks.  One way streets may, of 
necessity, have to become two-way roads and certain two-way facilities may need to 
transition to one way, all to support the increase in surface traffic. 
 
Depending on the extent of the increase in traffic, additional right-of-way may be 
required.  This is particularly significant in an area that is already fully developed with 
the potential for requiring significant traffic improvements, changed traffic patterns and 
displacement of businesses and perhaps residences.  So, the establishment of the area of 
influence is key to any successful alternative evaluations. 
 
To gain a general understanding of the traffic impacts in the immediate vicinity, we have 
performed a preliminary SYNCHRO screening for the AM and PM Peak Hours along 
selected nearby roads to which traffic would likely be diverted.  The screening was 
performed along Almond Street, Townsend Street, and State Street.  It used established 
publicly available existing traffic volumes.  A detailed description of the screening and 
methodology is attached. 
 
The screening results are shown in Table No. 1.  They show unacceptable operating 
conditions (for purposes of this letter, Levels of Service E or F) along the Almond Street 
corridor during the AM and PM peak hours in each of the scenarios evaluated and 
unacceptable operating conditions at Townsend Street during the AM and PM Peak Hour 
in one of the scenarios.  Delays could be expected to increase significantly at certain 
locations.  For example, at the Almond Street intersection with Harrison Street during the 



Mr. Jonathan McDade and Ms. Debra Nelson 
MC Project No. 12100167A 

January 16, 2014 
Page 5 of 10 

 

PM Peak Hour, under Alternate 1, without improvements to Almond Street would 
experience delays which would produce queues extending beyond adjacent intersections.  
At Townsend Street and E. Adams Street, under Alternative 2, during the PM Peak Hour 
the delays would also result in queues extending beyond adjacent intersections.   
 
It must be emphasized that this screening exercise, as bad as it shows the traffic would 
be, likely significantly underestimates the severity of the actual traffic operating 
problems.  It assumes no growth, it has not examined all of the roads, intersections and 
traffic movements in the existing road network, and it has not made any accommodations 
for bicycle, pedestrian and/or bus route traffic.  Those factors will all add vehicles and/or 
delay to the SYNCHRO analysis, making the projected traffic conditions even worse than 
shown in Table No. 1.  None of these factors were included in this preliminary screening 
and all of which could negatively impact Levels of Service, delays, queues and travel 
times. 
 
To address the unacceptable operating conditions, road improvements would be needed at 
virtually every intersection along Almond Street, State Street, Townsend Street, and 
others.  Taking into account the extensive downtown Syracuse development, such 
improvements would require that existing on-street parking be eliminated, sidewalks and 
bus stops be eliminated or limited, buildings be demolished (in whole or in part) and/or 
existing two-way streets be re-designed as one-way streets.  Any combination of the 
above would likely dramatically adversely affect the existing organizations, businesses 
and residences along and near those roads. 
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TABLE NO. 1 
WEEKDAY PEAK AM HIGHWAY HOUR 

ALMOND STREET 
 Existing Alternate 1 Alternate 2 

at Harrison Street C [31.5] F [164.1] D [53.3] 

w/ 12 Lane Section --- E [55.3] C [22.8] 
    

at E. Adams Street D [48.2] F [205.6] E [62.6] 
w/ 12 Lane Section --- E [79.2] D [45.2] 

    
TOWNSEND STREET 

 Existing Alternate 1 Alternate 2 
at Harrison Street B [12.8] B [19.0] C [24.1] 
at E. Adams Street C [31.3] C [20.0] F [218.3] 

    

STATE STREET 
 Existing Alternate 1 Alternate 2 

at Harrison Street A [8.3] B [14.7] B [16.5] 
at E. Adams Street A [6.6] A [9.0] C [20.7] 

 
WEEKDAY PEAK PM HIGHWAY HOUR 

ALMOND STREET 
 Existing Alternate 1 Alternate 2 

at Harrison Street E [69.7] F [320.4] F [126.9] 
w/ 12 Lane Section --- F [148.5] D [51.8] 

    
at E. Adams Street C [34.0] F [266.6] E [65.7] 
w/ 12 Lane Section --- F [96.5] D [35.5] 

    
TOWNSEND STREET 

 Existing Alternate 1 Alternate 2 
at Harrison Street A [9.3] B [17.2] C [20.8] 
at E. Adams Street C [33.9] C [33.1] F [319.3] 

    

STATE STREET 
 Existing Alternate 1 Alternate 2 

at Harrison Street A [8.5] B [14.6] B [12.8] 
at E. Adams Street B [12.3] D [37.2] D [44.6] 
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� The integrity and functioning of the I-81/I-690 interchange would be fundamentally 

altered.  The replacement of the current high speed directionalized interchange to a 
“typical” low speed interchange (boulevard to interstate) cannot be readily accomplished.  
This treatment would require detailed investigation since it would directly impact 
adjacent streets and neighborhoods.  In addition, the reconnection to I-81 would result in 
significant conflicts due to merging traffic.  It is noted that various sections of the 
interstate system often cited as successfully being replaced by boulevard type streets 
throughout the country are where the boulevard-type street replaced a spur or interstate 
terminus.  This would not be the case in this instance, where the boulevard-type street 
would replace an existing through-traffic carrying interstate highway segment. 
 

� Transformation of this section of the I-81 Corridor into a street-level arterial would 
significantly impact the interstate network within central New York for the sake of 
creating a ¾ mile boulevard.  The negative impacts to the interstate network through 
discontinuity would be far greater than the perceived local benefits that might result from 
conversion to a boulevard. 

 
� Conversion to a boulevard would fail to improve connectivity in the immediate vicinity.  

Instead, it would increase perceived and actual barriers by enlarging the divide, inhibiting 
crossing of the divide by both vehicles and pedestrians, and by inhibiting movement of 
commerce to, from, and within the City. 
 

� De-designation and discontinuance of I-81 would require diversion of personal and 
commercial vehicles around the city via existing I-481, significantly increasing travel 
time, fuel consumption, air pollution, and contributing to sprawl that is contrary to the 
New York Smart Growth Law. 
 

� Air quality would deteriorate considerably and noise levels would increase due to idling, 
stopping/starting of slowed traffic along with associated increases to travel time caused 
by a boulevard option.  Vehicular emissions from numerous closely spaced idling and 
slow moving vehicles on a boulevard would generate far greater particulates and other air 
emissions. 
 

� The intersections of Almond and E. Adams Streets have long been an air quality non-
attainment area.  This is principally driven by the heavy stop and start traffic on Almond 
Street and the city streets that intersect with Almond Street.  Slow moving and 
stopped/idling vehicles contribute considerably greater amounts of air contaminants than 
does traffic moving at highway speed.  Introducing 88% of I-81 traffic into this mix 
would have a major detrimental impact on air contamination in this area. 
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� Traffic safety would deteriorate, not improve.  Conflicts between vehicles and between 
vehicles and pedestrians/bicycles would significantly increase, resulting in increased 
accidents, property damage and injuries.  The physical environment including road 
grades, alignment, lighting, pavement conditions, length of crosswalks are important 
factors to consider.  Also important contributing factors to safety are high traffic 
volumes, high heavy vehicle (truck) volumes and travel speeds. 
 

� The cost to demolish the viaduct and to construct the boulevard and all related 
improvements may not be funded by FHWA because such cost would no longer be 
facilitating or be related to the interstate highway system.  If so, the costs would be borne 
wholly by New York State and/or the City of Syracuse.  Funding and decommissioning 
would increase expenditures of state and local dollars. 
 

� The costs of repair and maintenance for the non-viaduct portion of I-81 to be “de-
designated” as well as the cost of increased maintenance on the street network in the 
vicinity of the boulevard might be borne wholly by the City (within the City) and shared 
by New York State and towns outside the City.  These costs would likely be significant 
and would inevitably result in increased taxes or a significant deterioration in the repair 
and maintenance of the road network that would negatively affect the entire local and 
regional economy.    
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Grade Separated Alternatives 
 
One of the key benefits of grade separation is to facilitate the movement of goods and services in 
an efficient way and to avoid the impacts associated with unnecessary interaction between local 
and through traffic.  In short, the idea is to embrace mobility while at the same time reducing 
congestion on local roadways.  With the grade separation reconstruction alternate access points 
to the local network can be accommodated where required or most desired.  As part of a 
replacement program, the grade separated alternative can introduce transition points (ramps) 
between the elevated section and surface street in a way to enhance pedestrian/transit/bicycle 
opportunities.  Well planned and designed grade separations can accomplish what the boulevard 
alternative suggests vis-à-vis pedestrian/bicycle/transit treatments however, the grade separation 
alternatives most importantly reduce potential conflicts between vehicular traffic and 
pedestrian/bicycles that could exist under the boulevard alternate by simply maintaining the 
separation of nearly 60,000 vehicles a day from the local street network.  Furthermore, the grade 
separation alternatives reduce delay, travel times, air pollution, noise, etc., all part of the purpose 
for their development in the first place.   

 
Below we’ve listed some general items that need to be addressed/considered: 

 
� The existing substandard interstate highway design features have yet to be identified 

 
� The “area of influence” needs to be established for each alternative. 

 
� Other existing interstate highway “deficiencies”; such as security, mobility, operation, 

safety, capacity, etc. need to be identified. 
 

� Certain alternatives have apparently been eliminated or labeled as being disfavored even 
though they clearly meet the purposes, goals and objectives of the Project.  All 
alternatives should be revisited and subjected to a thoughtful balanced evaluation.   
 

� None of the build alternatives identified to date have been sufficiently defined or 
developed to permit meaningful environmental impact review.  More definition of each 
alternative is needed, including establishment and objective application of screening 
criteria. All alternatives that generally follow the existing I-81 viaduct corridor must be 
fairly and reasonably evaluated in light of the purposes, goals and objectives of the 
Project. Review criteria also need to be identified and fairly applied. This requires that a 
bridge, tunnel, depressed highway and other yet-to-be-identified options be evaluated as 
part of the EIS process. 
 

� All local, state and federal permits and approvals need to be identified for each 
alternative to be analyzed.  

 





























































For Immediate Release: October 2, 2013 
 
Contact: Wendy Colucci 
Regional Coordinator of the Central New York Area Labor Federation, AFL-CIO 
315-422-3363 
wendy@cnylabor.org 
 

 

CENTRAL NEW YORK AREA LABOR FEDERATION ADOPTS 

RESOLUTION TO OPPOSE I-81 BOULEVARD PLAN 
 

CNY Area Labor Federation, AFL-CIO Is Latest Regional Union Group To Reject 
Boulevard And Urge State To Seek Other Solutions For I-81 

 
SYRACUSE, N.Y. — The Central New York Area Labor Federation, AFL-CIO 
announced today that it has voted to adopt a resolution strongly opposing a plan to 
replace Interstate 81 with a boulevard in Downtown Syracuse and re-route I-81 traffic 
around the city. 
 
“Replacing I-81 with a boulevard and diverting the highway would put jobs in jeopardy 
and damage the region’s economy,” said Ann Marie Taliercio, President of the Central 
New York Area Labor Federation, AFL-CIO. “Many businesses along I-81 depend on the 
highway as a revenue source, which ultimately supports thousands of area jobs. In such a 
fragile economic environment, we need to explore I-81 solutions that protect these jobs, 
not put them at risk.” 
 
The Labor Federation’s vote adopted a resolution passed in September by the Central and 
Northern New York Building & Construction Trades Council, AFL-CIO. The resolution 
calls on state transportation officials to determine a solution for dealing with the aging 
portions of I-81 in the region that does not alter I-81’s current Interstate Highway 
designation through Syracuse and Central New York.  
 
The resolution further calls on officials to thoroughly examine numerous other options 
for I-81, including a tunnel, depressed roadway, a new bridge into Syracuse, or a rebuilt 
elevated structure. 
 
About the Central New York Area Labor Federation, AFL-CIO: 
 
The Central New York Area Labor Federation, AFL-CIO represents more than 100,000 
members of 200 local unions in 11 central New York counties. The mission of the Central 
New York Area Labor Federation is to improve the lives of working families -- to bring 
economic justice to the workplace and social justice to our state and the nation.  

The Central New York Area Labor Federation, is a key part of the nation’s largest and 
strongest labor federation, the AFL-CIO, which unites 10.5 million working women and 
men of every race and ethnicity and from every walk of life. 
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Mr. Jonathan McDade             Ms. Debra Nelson 
New York Division Administrator           NYS DOT 
Federal Highway Administration           50 Wolf Road 
Leo W. O’Brien Building            Albany, New York 12232 
7th Floor, Room 719 
Clinton Avenue and N. Pearl Street 
Albany, New York 12207 
 
RE: I-81 Project, Syracuse Area Corridor  
 
 
Dear Mr. McDade and Ms. Nelson: 
 
As members of the Central New York Area Labor Federation, AFL-CIO, and the Central and 
Northern New York Building & Construction Trades Council, AFL-CIO, we thank the Federal 
Highway Administration and New York State Department of Transportation for allowing us the 
opportunity to formally submit our comments on the future of Interstate 81 in Central New York.   
 
This is a watershed moment for the entire region, and as such, it is crucial that those directly 
affected have a stake in the decision making process.  Our organizations, the Central New York 
Area Labor Federation and the Central and Northern New York Building & Construction Trades 
Council, represent thousands of workers throughout the area.  These workers – as well as many 
others throughout the region – have expressed genuine concerns about the proposal to replace 
Interstate 81 with a boulevard in Downtown Syracuse and reroute I-81 traffic around the city.   
 
The numerous negative effects that could result from the plan would hurt many area workers 
who rely on I-81’s current path every day to travel to and from their jobs.  These workers have 
come to rely on the highway for quick commutes amid their busy schedules.  Some have 
purchased homes or chosen where they work specifically with the highway’s proximity in mind. 
 
A boulevard that stops traffic and puts more cars onto city streets – as has been proposed by the 
Department of Transportation -- would jeopardize this convenience for many workers and 
residents.  Commuters would spend more time in their cars and less time at home with their 
families. Those living in outlying communities may need to adjust their schedules or even 
reconsider where they live and work if commutes become too stressful.  These would be 
extremely difficult and stressful choices for area employees.  
 



A boulevard would also place increased financial strains on area workers.  Adding more miles to 
daily commutes would lead to more spending on gas.  With fuel prices already elevated and 
likely to stay that way, area workers cannot afford those extra costs.  
 
Moreover, these frustrations would be compounded for area residents who work multiple jobs 
and rely on I-81 to efficiently get them from one job to the next. 
 
Not only would a boulevard cause headaches for area workers, it could put their jobs at risk as 
well.  Many businesses along I-81 depend on the highway as a revenue source because it serves 
as a conduit for their customers to come to their stores – giving owners the ability to grow and 
create jobs.  Rerouting I-81 would effectively cut off these businesses from a major customer 
base, meaning less money to retain and hire employees, many of which are our members.  
 
Some of the workers we represent also depend on I-81 to perform their jobs and fulfill the needs 
of their employers. Disrupting the current traffic flow could affect how area workers get their 
jobs done.  
 
In October, both the Central New York Area Labor Federation, AFL-CIO, and the Central and 
Northern New York Building & Construction Trades Council, AFL-CIO, passed resolutions 
strongly opposing the boulevard plan and calling on state officials to thoroughly examine other 
options for I-81, including a tunnel, depressed roadway, a new bridge into Syracuse or a rebuilt 
elevated structure.  We passed these resolutions because we believe that in such a fragile 
economic environment, the state cannot afford an I-81 solution that puts workers at risk. 
 
We hope the Department of Transportation and other decision-makers will thoroughly consider 
our viewpoints when deciding the best plan for Interstate 81.  Our resolution should be made part 
of the FHWA/NYSDOT NEPA and SEQRA record.  While we are open to many of the ideas 
presented, we firmly believe the best option will maintain Interstate 81’s current function and 
designation as an interstate highway through Syracuse.  If FHWA and NYSDOT determine to 
continue to pursue the proposed boulevard option, the critical issues raised in this letter need to 
be carefully and thoroughly weighed by FHWA and NYSDOT.   
 
 
Thank you, 
 

 
 
Ann Marie Taliercio  
President 
Central New York Area Labor Federation, AFL-CIO.  
 

 

 
Greg Lancette 

President 
Central and Northern New York Building & 

Construction Trades Council, AFL-CIO. 
 

 



 
 
Mike Dems 
IUPAT DC4 
Business Manager  
CNY Area Labor Federation 

 

 
 

Ronald Haney 
Roofers Local 195 

 

 
 
Dr. Michael Lyon 
UUP 
 

 
 
 
 

 
Donald Morgan 
IBEW Local 43 

 
 
 
 

 
Greg Peterson 
Boilermakers Local 5 

 
 
 

Bob Reap 
Insulators Local 30 

 

 
Luke Renna 
BAC Local 2 
 

 
  

 
 

Dale Stehlin 
BAC Local 2 

 
 

 
Karen Smith 
CWA 1152 Retiree 
Vice President CNY Area Labor Federation 

 

 
Gary Robb 

Ironworkers Local 60 

 
 
Gabe Rosetti, III 
Laborer’s Local 633 

 
 
 
 

Brad Ward 
UA Local 267 

 
 

 
 

Duane Wright 
Teamsters Local 317 
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For Immediate Release: November 8, 2013 
Contact: Mark Nicotra, (315) 313-5765, press@save81.org 
 
NEW POLL: ONONDAGA COUNTY VOTERS OVERWHELMINGLY OPPOSE 

A BOULEVARD TO REPLACE I-81 
 
 

Only 18% Approve of Boulevard Plan 
 
SYRACUSE, NY – Area voters are overwhelmingly opposed to replacing Interstate 81 with a boulevard, 
according to a new poll commissioned by Save81.org that was released today.  
 
When asked, “Thinking about the part of I-81 that runs through the City of Syracuse, do you think your 
area would be better served if I-81 was maintained in its present form or would you prefer if it was 
replaced with a tunnel or replaced with a six-lane boulevard,” 55 percent of voters said they prefer 
retaining I-81 in its current designation as a highway through Syracuse.  
 
By contrast, only 18 percent of voters said they support rerouting I-81 and constructing a boulevard in its 
place.  18 percent said they are in favor of replacing the viaduct with a tunnel.  And 8 percent of voters are 
undecided.   
 
Once voters were briefed on the issue, they expressed particular concern that building a boulevard will 
cause staggering traffic congestion in Syracuse and hurt emergency response times throughout the region.  
An overwhelming 62 percent of respondents said increased traffic and slowed emergency response times 
gave them “major doubts” about the boulevard proposal. 
 
“These poll results confirm what we have said all along – that the majority of Onondaga County and 
Syracuse residents are in favor of maintaining the status of I-81 as an interstate highway,” said Salina 
Town Supervisor and Save81.org member Mark Nicotra.  “This unpopular boulevard plan should be 
eliminated so the community can focus on options that will work for everyone.”   
 
Syracuse residents were as opposed to the boulevard as the rest of Onondaga County.  Overall, only 19 
percent of city residents favored a boulevard, compared with 18 percent in the rest of the county.  In 
Syracuse, 48 percent supported maintaining I-81 as is; 23 percent supported a tunnel; 19 percent 
supported a boulevard; 8 percent were undecided; and 2 percent offered no response. 
 
The poll, conducted from November 1-3 by The Parkside Group, surveyed 402 likely voters throughout 
the City of Syracuse/County of Onondaga.  Live interviewers called via both landlines and cell lines.  
This poll has a margin of error of +/- 4.9 percentage points. 
 
About Save81.org 
Save81.org is a diverse coalition of concerned residents, elected officials, employers, union members, and 
community groups that have come together as officials in Albany determine how to deal with the aging 
portions of I-81 in our area. Save81.org opposes a plan being considered to replace I-81 in Downtown 



Syracuse with a boulevard that would divert Interstate traffic away from the City and leave traffic 
congestion and air pollution in its place. For more information, visit Save81.org.  
 

### 


