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Beverly Lawrence's friends tell her that she and husband Tim are "spoiled."

"We complain so much about the traffic - it's terrible," Beverly Lawrence said. "When we moved to 
Flowood several years ago, there was nothing on Lakeland Drive. It was like living in the country."

Now, much of the city has moved to the country: Rush-hour traffic chokes Lakeland Drive/Mississippi 

25 every weekday from Flowood to Jackson.

Commuters can take heart, somewhat: Work on the swarming thoroughfare and roads feeding it are 
among upward of 80 major highway-construction projects popping up.

Throughout the state, the total cost of major projects is more than $1.5 billion.

In or near the Jackson city limits alone, a half-dozen Mississippi Department of Transportation projects

are under way.

Another five projects are in the works in other parts of Hinds County, seven are planned in Madison 
County and eight are to begin in Rankin County in the next couple of years.

In many of the state's other counties, highway upgrades are pending, pushing ahead or nearly complete.

Unfortunately for the Lawrences, their commuter dream project is not on the drawing board - that is 
expanding or building an alternative to their least-favorite highway.

"The main need is something that goes into Jackson from Flowood besides dadgum Lakeland Drive," 
Beverly Lawrence said.

"But for all of our complaining, everything that is being done is convenient."

Among the projects affecting Lakeland Drive/Mississippi 25 directly or indirectly:
Traffic signal upgrades and the addition of new turn lanes at Lakeland and Mississippi 475/Airport Road in Flowood 
and at Lakeland and Cool Papa Bell Drive in Jackson. Signal upgrades are under way between Cool Papa Bell Drive and Mississippi 475.

Work is expected to be finished by September.  Widening of Mississippi 471 to five lanes from U.S. 80 to Grants Ferry Road and from Grants Ferry Road to Lakeland. The estimated start date is January 2012.  Milling and overlay work on Lakeland between Mississippi 471 and Mississippi 43. 
The work is about 35 percent complete.

Widening of Mississippi 468 in Flowood from four to five lanes to Mississippi 475/Airport Road which feeds into Lakeland. The city is acquiring rights-of-way.  The traffic count on that stretch of Mississippi 468 has shot up since 1998, from 9,600 vehicles per day to around 15,000, said Ken Wallace, district construction engineer for the state Department of Transportation. That's up more than 56 percent.  "Adding lanes helps move more traffic in an equal or shorter amount of time," he said.  Traffic counts have climbed at the sites of other looming lane-widening projects, including the one at Mississippi 471.  
Across the state, the number of projects is slightly higher than normal, Wallace said, because of federal stimulus money available through the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act.  "Stimulus money has helped my company sustain some jobs," said Dwayne Boyd, president of Jackson-based APAC-Mississippi, the contractor for a handful of ongoing highway projects.  
"We haven't been able to add jobs, but we were facing layoffs and were able to avoid them at the present time," said Boyd, whose company employs about 400 workers.  Stimulus funds are also paying for improvements to parks and grounds at several roadside rest stops, including those staffed 24 hours by security officers under contract with the MDOT. 
In some cases, state funds are used to renovate the rest-area buildings.  In Jackson, one of the more high-visibility projects will be the replacement of the roundabout at the entrance to the Jackson-Evers International Airport.  
In its place: a $10.8 million interchange to carry Mississippi 475 traffic over Old Brandon Road.  "In the morning, 
rush-hour cars sometime back up on 475 as far as (U.S.) Highway 80," Wallace said.  "This interchange will provide a nonstop through movement for vehicles traveling north and south along Highway 475."The estimated start date is November of this year.  
Among the most long-awaited Jackson-area ventures is the construction of a new I-55 interchange at Gluckstadt.


That $25 million project in Madison County is expected to get going in February of 2013, in the wake of a series of public hearings and more than 11 years after an operations analysis study was completed.

"It's long, long overdue," said Malone Nicholson, 79, of Madison.

"It should have been done years ago, instead of just talking about it."

But a long wait is typical, said Dick Hall, Central District Highway Commissioner.

"Most of the projects coming to fruition throughout the state have been planned a long time.

"By the time you deal with environmental issues, get the rights-of-way, get all the legal work done, it takes years to get some projects moving."

Once they get moving, traffic flow can be affected until they're finished.

"MDOT tries to plan all projects with the least-amount of impacts to the traveling public and to the local businesses and residences along the route," Wallace said.

"We require our contractors to maintain the current number of through-lanes during peak commute times and, in most cases, require night work to limit lane closures to (times) when traffic flows are lightest."

In spite of the long list of projects, Hall said, the state's highways are at risk.

"Short term, everything looks great. Long term, it's not promising at all."

One of the problems is the National Highway Trust Fund, he said.

"It's on life support."
Congress has not extended authorization of the fund, which reimburses states for their share of federal highway funds.

It's operating on a temporary, practically month-by-month basis, Hall said.

"So there is no clear plan on the national level for highway construction. Of course, the state's resources are getting spread

thinner and thinner as well," Hall said.
