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The upstate New York city of Syracuse, with a population of approximately 150,000, 
is the business hub of surrounding Onondaga County (population 500,000). Interstate 
81 is a major through Interstate that runs north—south through the city, just to the 
east of the central business district. 

By the 1970s, 1-81, planned 30 years before, had reached its capacity as a four-lane 
Interstate carrying annual average daily traffic of approximately 70,000. In the late 
1970s, reconstruction work started on some 10 miles to add two more traffic lanes 
and replace and modernize three major urban interchanges. By 1984 construction 
under way in the corridor had cost well over $100 million. Traffic was maintained 
on two lanes in each direction most of the time and always on at least one lane in 
each direction. Nevertheless, significant delays occurred throughout the construction 
season. To complicate the situation further, some 2.8 miles of the narrow three-lane 
viaduct and adjacent structures carrying southbound traffic through the 1-81 inter-
change with 1-690, including on- and off-ramps for the downtown business area, 
were slated for major bridge deck rehabilitation and some substructure repair. The 
length and narrowness of the structures required complete closure to traffic for most 
of the work. 

The project was designed to maintain and protect traffic measures that had been 
standard up until that time. These included detour signing, some flagmen, and 
signed detours on local streets. The shutdown was scheduled for mid-July 1984. 

In May 1984 regional planners became aware of new federal policies that allowed 
the use of portions of Interstate project funding for special traffic system management 
efforts where the construction had severe effects upon the local urban community. 
With that knowledge, a crash program was immediately instituted to mitigate the 
closing impacts in cooperation with Federal Highway Administration, city and county 
government, the Metropolitan Planning Organization (MPO), police departments, 
the Central New York Regional Transit Authority, Syracuse and Oswego Motor 
Lines, and owners of private parking lots in the area. 

The acronym used for the program was TOTE for Total Transportation Effort. 
Under this cooperative program, the following actions were complete by the mid-
July closing: 
1. Upgraded traffic signals on 30 city street intersections; 
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Arranged for city police and county sheriffs to direct the flow and traffic at critical 
locations; 
Placed 500 special traffic, information, and detour signs; 
Arranged for five park-and-ride lot locations; 
Coordinated six express bus runs from each lot at 15-minute intervals during 
rush hours; 
Established high-occupancy-vehicle (HOV) lanes for buses, carpools, and emer-
gency vehicles; 
Improved the MPO's carpooling program to handle the extra load; 
Printed and distributed 70,000 brochures describing the program; 
Arranged for 29 newspaper ads in six papers and radio spots on five stations; 
and 
Had one major press conference, visited with the Syracuse papers' editorial 
boards, and made numerous special radio and TV appearances. 

One item not described in the brochure was the HOV lane. After planners 
considered its use on the expressway itself, along with the possibility of closing one 
or more major interchanges to all but HOV vehicles, those plans were rejected 
because they disrupted through traffic and congested local streets as much as the 
closure itself. Instead, they established an HOV lane on an alternative route that 
allowed faster travel into downtown for buses and vehicles containing three or more 
persons. 

In effect, 1-81 was closed from mid-July to late November, and the transportation 
system management (TSM) cost, which stayed close to budget, was $357,990. The 
cost summaries are shown in Table 1. The goal set during program development 
was to reduce the amount of traffic on mainline 1-81 during the morning peak by at 
least 10 percent and, in fact, that goal was exceeded, with a total traffic reduction of 
17 percent. 

Public communication through the media, paid advertisements, and the brochure 
produced the major impact on traffic reduction. The free media built up an end-of-
the-world scenario for the first day of closure that had the beneficial effect of causing 
commuters to spread out the morning peak time so that traffic congestion that first 
week was lighter than it had been before closure. However, it slowly drifted back 
into the tighter peak period as summer ended, drivers became aware of less-than-
anticipated delays,. and the school year began. The first week's free bus service 
showed a corresponding decline and did not significantly pick up even after a second 
week of free service was added at the start of the school year. 

TABLE 1 Cost Summaries 

Strategy 	 . Total Cost ($) Unit Cost ($) 

CBD signal improvements 14,121 0.08/car/day 
Police deployment 73,000 0.42Jcar/day 
N. Salina signal improvements 11,825 0.51/car/day" 
HOV lane 100,800 1.38/car/day 
Express bus park 'n ride 74,092k' 

Centro 38,858 4.48/round trip 
S & 0 35,235 6.86/round trip 

Carpool service 6,074 15.00/respondent' 
Media 78,078 N/A 

Total $357,990 

'Interconnection of signals saved $5,546 because of increased speeds over existing condition during four-month period. 
Net  cost. 

'Does not account for persons forming their own carpools as a result of media advertising and those people responding 
after conclusion of TOTE program who were informed of carpooling via TOTE advertising. 
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Use of paid radio advertising was effective, especially with the two local stations 
that used traffic reporters flying over the area during the morning and evening rush 
hours. In addition to the commercials scheduled during those flight periods, the 
stations drew public attention to the closure and alternative transport. Police 
deployment, except at a few critical intersections, had marginal effects and as the 
season progressed, efforts were made to reduce the deployment accordingly. 

Planners hoped that some of the TSM efforts would have positive long-range 
effects, including a continued spread of the rush hour peaks, more use of transit, 
and carpooling. The most substantial lasting benefit was the improvement in traffic 
signals on local heavily trafficked streets, which will continue to serve the public for 
the foreseeable future. Long-term transit use was disappointing, as it not only tapered 
down during the closure period, but had little residual effect. Similarly, the park-
and-ride lots, most of which were left signed and in use, now serve only a very 
limited number of commuters. 

Public awareness of the project and use of the alternatives presented were major 
successes, which led to very favorable acceptance of the project, why it was needed, 
and the necessity of reducing traffic service during construction. 

Retrospectively, considering cost-effectiveness, the most effective strategies were: 

Open and frank discussion with the media before closure, aided by paid commercial 
media advertisements; 
Traffic signal improvements on local streets; 
Additional transit service in conjunction with outlying park-and-ride lots; 
Some of the police deployment; 
Use of the HOV lane; and 
Expanded carpooling service. 


