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Chamber wants shorter detour for Route 4 work

The Rutland Region Chamber of Commerce is pushing for a straighter detour during work on a Route 4 bridge in Woodstock next spring.

In a letter sent to Agency of Transportation Secretary Neale Lunderville last week, RRCC executive vice president and CEO Thomas Donahue urged the state to drop its elaborate plans for rerouting traffic in favor of a 1-mile detour through a residential neighborhood in Woodstock.

AOT planners have known for a long time that a detour would be necessary during repairs to a bridge near the Recreation Center in downtown Woodstock.

The plan they prepared more than a year ago is to detour traffic arriving from Interstate 89 to exit 3 in Bethel, where trucks and tourists would travel along routes 107 and 100 to reach Rutland County.

Rutland-bound traffic traveling north on Interstate 91 would be detoured onto exit 8 in Ascutney. From there, traffic would follow routes 131, 103 and 100 into Rutland County.

But Donahue said the circuitous route could be ruinous to Rutland's economy.

"We believe that this will cripple businesses on both sides of Woodstock along the Route 4 corridor as traffic (customers) will be diverted away," he wrote.

A better option, Donahue wrote, would be to detour traffic over Pleasant, Elm and River streets in Woodstock. Donahue wrote that Chamber officials foresaw the in-town detour being used primarily by passenger vehicles with "some of the larger trucks" being diverted elsewhere.

That alternate route has received the support of the RRCC Board of Directors, which voted on Sept. 27 to support it.

"I think we have a very realistic alternative," Donahue said Thursday. "We think the other option is extreme."

AOT spokesman John Zicconi said agency officials would look into the Chamber's proposal, which state officials received Wednesday.

"We need to talk with the different communities," he said. "We haven't talked with Woodstock yet but on the surface, we may consider it. It's not unusual to have one detour for passenger cars and another for trucks. We're trying our best to accommodate the community and the business community."

In fact, almost every element of the project was designed to minimize the impact on the town and regional economies, he said.

Plans to work around the clock once the bridge is closed and using precast concrete planks are two features designed to expedite the repairs. The timing of the project, which will run May 29 to June 24, is also designed to work around the busy tourist season.

Still, Donahue and other regional business officials have said closing Route 4 for even a month could have significant consequences for businesses.

Donahue also sent copies of the petition to the governor's office, the Hartford Area Chamber of Commerce and Rutland's legislative delegation.

Rep. David Allaire, R-Rutland, said Thursday his first impression of the Chamber's proposal was favorable, but he was reserving judgment until he had a chance to learn more about it.

"At first blush, it seems like a good idea," said Allaire, who is also president of the Rutland Board of Aldermen. "I'm glad the Chamber jumped in on this, but I want to have some conversations first before I make up my mind."

Fellow city legislator and Democratic Rep. Steve Howard, who is vice chairman of the House Transportation Committee, said the Chamber's idea sounded like a good compromise.

"I think that's pretty reasonable," he said. "If there are no trucks using the detour in town, it could work. If we put our heads together, I think we could reach a compromise."

But Howard's optimistic assessment was belied by conversations he's had with Woodstock residents who live along the proposed detour route.

"I have friends on the street and we heard from a lot of neighbors during committee hearings last year and I know a lot of them aren't in favor of a detour," he said. "Having said that, it's essential to keep the lifeline that is Route 4 open."

Woodstock Select Board Chairman Bruce Gould predicted that the neighbors' reaction would go beyond unfavorable.

"I can't help but think that the neighbors on Elm Street would form their own army to keep it from happening," he said.

Contact Brent Curtis at brent.curtis@rutlandherald.com.
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