
2023 NYSAMPO Conference
I-81 Viaduct: Where We’ve Been and Where We’re Going

May 9, 2023



The I-81 Viaduct: Where We’ve Been and Where We’re Going

 The I-81 Viaduct Today
 The 15thWard – Urban Renewal and I81
 The I-81 Challenge
 The Alternatives
 The Community Grid



Project Area
I-81 Viaduct Today

To Canada 

To Tennessee 



I-81 Viaduct Today



Interstate 81 Engineering Issues
Infrastructure Deficiencies Safety

Mobility

Geometrics

I-81 Viaduct Today



The 15th Ward – Urban Renewal and I81

• Half-square-mile area where the city’s Black and 
Jewish people built a thriving community

• Placed here after racially focused housing policies 
implemented – “redlining”

• Pioneer Homes – built in 1937, first public housing 
project in New York State

• By 1950 – eight of every nine black residents in 
Syracuse lived in the 15th Ward

• Close knit community with thriving businesses 
such as restaurants, taverns, hotels, beauty 
parlors, barber shops, night clubs.  



 The Federal Highway Act of 1944
 The Federal-Aid Highway Acts of 1954 & 1956
 I-81 Original Construction in Syracuse, NY

 1958- decision made to locate a proposed interstate highway on an elevated structure along Almond Street

 I-81 was constructed in 3 stages, opening between 1959 & 1969

The 15th Ward – Urban Renewal and I81



• During urban renewal efforts – many parts of the 
15th ward demolished for expanded central 
business district

• In 1964 city began to bulldoze neighborhood to 
make way for I81

• “twin in justices” – forced to live there, then 
forced to leave

• 400-500 businesses torn down from I81 and urban 
renewal

• Pocket of concentrated poverty
• Syracuse is 186th largest city and ranks as one of 

highest poverty rates in nation

The 15th Ward – Urban Renewal and I81



Historical Impacts
The 15th Ward – Urban Renewal and I81



1967 I-81 in Syracuse, NY

Gallery Search Results - General Highway History - Highway History - Federal Highway Administration (dot.gov)

Looking South

The 15th Ward – Urban Renewal and I81

https://www.fhwa.dot.gov/highwayhistory/resultsDisplayImg.cfm?img=ny_10_I81_fhwa_1967_696.jpg&results=


http://www.thei81challenge.org

The I-81 Challenge



The timeline…
The I-81 Challenge

 2010 
 SMTC releases “Case Studies for Urban Freeways:
 I-81 Challenge website launched – www.thei81challenge.org
 WCNY hosts a 3-part series on the I-81 Challenge – “The History”, “The Plan”, “the People Speak”

 2011
 Community Liaison Committee & Municipal Liaison Committees are formed
 NYSDOT issues first technical document “Physical Condition Analysis”
 Public workshops held – in person and virtual
 Newsletters released, Facebook page started, blog launched
 SMTC releases videos
 Community input is published by SMTC and NYSDOT

 2012
 Public Meetings held (in-person & virtual)

 2013
 Public Meeting held (in-person & virtual)
 NYSDOT publishes I-81 Corridor Study
 Technical Document #2 – Strategy Development and Evaluation Issued

http://www.thei81challenge.org/


Planning Process & Alternatives
The I-81 Challenge



Planning Process & Alternatives
The I-81 Challenge



Planning Process & Alternatives
The I-81 Challenge



Community Consensus

Pedestrian/
Bicycle/
Transit

Jobs

Economic Growth
Sustainability/Livability

The I-81 Challenge



Corridor Study- July 2013
The I-81 Challenge

 Initial Strategies – vision from the public
 Rebuild the viaduct
 Remove the Viaduct
 Replace the Viaduct

 Strategies Evaluated
 No Build Strategy
 Rehabilitation Strategy – restores bridges and pavement to “state of good repair” for 30+ years
 Reconstruction Strategy – new viaduct and interchanges to current highway standards
 Boulevard Strategy – removes the viaduct, changes to I81/I481 interchanges
 Tunnel Strategy – removes viaduct and lowers I81 to below grade
 Depressed Highway Strategy  - removes viaduct and buries I81



NEPA Process Timeline
 August 2013 – FHWA issued NOI to prepare an EIS

 November 2013 – FHWA & NYSDOT prepared Scoping Initiation 

Package

 2013 & 2014 – FHWA and NYSDOT held public scoping meetings 

 June 2014 – FHWA & NYSDOT prepared Draft Scoping Report 

 April 2015 – FHWA & NYSDOT issued Final Scoping Report 

 July 2021 – FHWA & NYSDOT published DDR/DEIS  Public comment 

period of 90 days included both virtual & in-person meetings. More 

than 8,000 comments received. 

 April/May 2022 – FHWA & NYSDOT published FDR/FEIS, ROD

The I-81 Challenge



The Alternatives



Summary of Build Alternatives

Community Grid Viaduct Tunnel

Cost $2.25 billion $2.4 billion $4.9 billion

Project Duration 6 Years 7 Years 11 years 

Building Takings 4 24 22

Reconnects Community/
Facilitates Economic Development High Low Medium

Enhances Safety High Medium Medium

Supports Health Across All Policies Yes No No

Annual Operating/ Maintenance 
Costs Average Average High

The Alternatives



Community Grid Alternative 21The Community Grid



Community Grid Alternative: Activating the Street Grid
The Community Grid



I-690/Crouse, Irving & Lodi
The Community Grid



BL 81 Southern Section

MLK Elementary School Van Buren Street Roundabout

The Community Grid



Existing West & Genesee Street Community Grid, West & Genesee Street

I-690 at West Street
The Community Grid



Rebuild I-690

Creekwalk
Enhancements

The Community Grid



Oswego Boulevard & James Street

Northern Business Loop 81
The Community Grid



Existing Pioneer Homes Community Grid BL 81 Pioneer Homes

Phase 2- Contract 8
Business Loop 81 Southern Section



Existing Almond & Adams Street Community Grid BL 81 & Adams Street

Business Loop 81 Southern Section 
The Community Grid



Community Grid BL 81 & Harrison Street

Business Loop 81 Southern Section
The Community Grid



Existing

The Community Grid 14

Construction Phasing



The Community Grid 14

Local Hiring Preference

 Participation Goal – 15%
 Targeted Areas
 Minimum Qualifications

 Tier 1 & Tier 2
 Incentive Payment Rate

 Tier 1 - $20/hour
 Tier 2 - $30/hour

WorkSmartNY Syracuse Build Collaborative
• Syracuse Build
• SUNY EOC
• CenterState CEO
• Association General Contractors
• Northern and Central Building Trades
• Urban Jobs Task Force
• CNY Works
• Department of Labor
• City of Syracuse
• Onondaga County
• FHWA
• Onondaga Nation



The I-81 Viaduct: Where We’ve Been and Where We’re Going

I81.dot.ny.gov
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