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Portions of Interstate 90 have become
deadly ground for both animals and drivers

Officials are looking at ways to warn travelers
and establish corridors for wildlife to cross

Written and photographed of chrome that mark the beginning of an
by PERRY BACKUS accident that claimed the life of a pair of
of the Missoulian travelers recently.

Locals call this spot at the base of Cayuse
INEMILE - Cruising by at 75 mph, Hill the "hit zone." Some call it the "kill
most drivers likely don't notice the zone."
well-worn trailwinding its way onto
the edse of Interstate 90.

Eleanor Danesh, a longtime Ninemile area
resident, knows all about the carnage at
Caluse Hill. For years, she and others have
been working to get the state highway
department to take notice.

Danesh has seen the dead deer and elk

See SPOT, Page C2

They certainly don't see the five whitetail
carcasses in various stages of decay hidden
away in the borrow pit within a stone's throw
of the big Ninemile exit sign.

And it would take a pair of sharp eyes to
spot the upturned earth and glittering pieces

Eleanor
Danesh, right,
and Kim Davitt
talk about the
wildlife crossing
at Cayuse Hill
near the
Ninemile Road
exit. The site is
known locally as
the "hit zone"
due to the
number of
animals killed
there each year,
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'When you cottsider thut trat't'ic is ntoving along
hetween 70 and 80 mph on the interstote, il Sives
you only u matter of seconds to get out ot' tlle way'u,hen 

you hear someone upproachittg. We know to

lis te n. W ildlife doe sn' t.'
- Chrls Servheen, U'S. Flsh and Wildlife Service

Spot
Contlnued

scattered about the road. Last
fal[, three black bears died
trvinc to crtlss the road hcre in a
sii-w-eek period. ManY Years
aso. one of the original
N"inemile wolves wis killed
nearby.

Reientlv. Danesh gathercd
up the remlins of a bald eagle
likcly hit after it gorged on a
meal of road ki l l  and Put them
under a nearbv tree.

"I've lived in the Ninemile
area for 35 years and that spot
has been a wipeout for animals
the whole time," she said.

before Cayuse Hill
Up thc road a bit  were

flashine. blue lichts. Shc left hcr
car and'walkeduP t0 talk with
the Hishway Patrol. That's
when ihe spotted the Chevrolet
Suburban uPside down on the
end of a concrete barrier' A
dead whitetail deer doe and it's
nearlv full-term fawn were
sprawled on the road nearbY'- 

The accident killed KathY
Grundhauser,50, of
Washington state and her
mother;Lena Johnson, 71, of
Butte.

can provide some semblance ot
safeiy for both human and
wildlife on I-90.

The Ninemile area is one of
a number of imPortant
corridors for migrating wildlife.

"It's an imPortant link
between the Northern
Continental Divide ecosYstem
and the Salmon'SelwaY
wilderness areas," said Kim
Davitt, a conservatlon Program
coordinator with American
Wildlands. "KeePing these
linkase zones is critical for lots
of diflerent wildlife sPecies."

The corridors wildlife necd
to be able to move from onc
secure island of habitat to
another are threatened bY a
variety of differcnt human
activities, including
subdivisions, increased
recreational use and more cars
on the road.

guards," Scrvheen said. " l t  grves
iou an idca of how often theY-hit 

animals. With those guards,
it doesn't matter what theY hit.
Thev certainlv can't swerve
when they'reiraveling 80 mPh'"

In many places, wildlife not
only face the challenge of
crossins four lanes of traffic,
they also havc to contcnd with
52-inch-hieh concrete barricrs
commonlr lcal lcd Jcrsey rai ls.

"They'rc highly lethal ttt
animals that arc small, like
bears, coyotes and lYnx,"
Servheen said. "They can't see
over them and it's hard for
them to climb over. Their
natural response is t<l walk
alons the barrier and that 's not
the 6est olace for them to be
when peoplc are driving bY at
80 moh."

By far, deer take the largest
hit along the nation's highwaYs,
but sensitive species like
wolverine, wolves and grizzlY
bears aren't immune.

Heavily traveled interstate
hishwavs not only kill wildlife
miLins u run for the other sidc,
they also lcad to habitat
frasmentation that lirnits
genetic exchange, Sewhcen
salo,

Servheen recently comPleted
a study looking at how black
bears relatc to Highway 93. He
tracked ltl collared bears over a
two-year period. The studY
found that wild bears rarely
crossed the highway.

The bears willing to navigate
the blacktop were often thc
same ones getting into mischief
around people's homes.

"Those bears and thcir
offspring that get into trouble
will not survive," Sewhcen said.
"Wild bears are the futurc and
we need to make sure theY have
an opportunity to travel from
one side of the highwaY to the
other."

It could be that black bear
populations are alreadY
beioming genetically isolated,"
he said. "We know that while
grizzly bears have crossed the
interstate, it's not somcthing
that happens very often."

While wildlife crossings
played an important role in
current reconstruction work
occurring on Highway 93, it's
not a simole matter to retrofit
busy road-s likc I-90.

"Whe n I-90 was constructed
20 to 25 ycars ago, no one was
taking wildlife in
consideration," Servhecn said.
"No onc expects the interstate
to be rebuilt for wildlife now.
We do need ttl monitor the
situation and do what we can,
whcn we can."

For instance, when bridges
arc rcconstructed, thcrc are
techniques that can bc uscd to
make the underpass more
wildlife friendly.

Pat Basting, the Montana
Department of TransPortat ion's
Miisoula District biologist, said
thc agency is working to address
the issuc of wildlife crossings tn
a variety of ways, including
public awarcness camPalgns,
workins with local ci t izen
grnupri.t identify crossings, and
incoiporating that knowledgc
into both reconstruction and
new construction Projects.

"Our orimary mission is to
orovide a safc and effective
iransportat ion system." Basting
said. "We try to figure out ways
to do that that's atso wildlite
friendlv."

Addressing wildlife issues
along l-90 is a challenge just
because of the sheer volume of
traffic, he said.

"lf you try to do anY tYPc of
construction, it creates delaYs
and detours. LogisticaltY, it
becomes very challenging,"
Basting said. "Cost-wise, it's
huge ."

The state is working with
different citizen grouPs to find
creativc ways to address wildlife
issues, he said.

At Lolo Pass, it is testing the
effcctivcncss of a varictY of
signs.marking imPortant moose
cros\rngs. lncluolng s0mc
painted direct lY on thc highwaY.
An experimental compostlng
facilitv to deat with road kill has
been establishcd near Victor.
Next ycar, a wildlife overPass
and underpass will be
constructed near Salmon Lake.

"We do havc a lot of things
going on in western Montana,"
Bastine said.

It'slhe wise thing to do not
only for wildlife, but also for the
people traveling along
Montana's highways.

"Hitting an animal at 80 mPh
is real hazardous to your health
and your family's," Servheen
said. "When you're traveling
that fast, you have seconds to
decide how to react."

"I know that every night
there are animals looking for a
way to cross the highwaY," he
said. "Thcre are some Places
that I slow down and watch for
them. I know where those
crossings are, but most PeoPle
don't and that's the Problem."

The accident occurred at
about 4 p.m. when the
Suburbah swerved to avoid
hitting the deer and rolled3ll2
times

lronically, the Montana
Department of TransPortatton
had just recentlY agreed to Post
wildiife crossing signs near the
site.

'After spending Years asking
for something. anything to be
done. we'd finallv received word
that ihe signs hail been ordered
and they'd be Put uP sometrme
later this summer," Danesh
said. "Seven daYs later, we have
this horrible crash."

Danesh is one of the
foundins members of Nine Mile
WildlifJCrossing GrouP, a task
force of mostly local residents
workins to find solutions to the
bottlenick that I-90 creates for
wildlife.

Thev've worked with the
state DOT to realign fcncing
under a pair of l-90 bridges just

downstrdam from CaYuse Hill.
They've installed movement-
sensing cameras in strateS'lc
spots tlo caPture PhotograPhs of
animals making use ot key
crossing points. And thcY rc
looking at other oPtions that

The toll highwaYs have on
wildlife is astounding. It's
€stimated that one million
animals are killed every daY
trying to get from one side of
the h'iehwlv to the other.

"W-hen lou consider that
traffic is moving along betwcen
?0 and 80 mPh on the interstate,
it gives you only a matter ot
seconds to qet out ol thc way
when vou hlar someone
aooroachins." said Chris
sehtreen olthe U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Servicc"'We know to
listen. Wildlife doesn't."

All you have to do is go
stand next to the interstate
sometime and You'll get a
feeline of how lulnerable
animals are," he said.'And to .
make matters worse, most afe
trying to cross at night when
they ian be blinded bY huge
brieht headlights.""Traffic alone I-90 betwecn
Missoula and t-he ldaho border
is increasing, esPeciallY the,
larqe commerctal seml-tratler
truiks driving through after
dark, Servheen said'

"On averagc, there's
between 7,000 to 7,500 vehicles
using that Portion of the
inter'state," hc said. "lt's a
sienificant amount of traffic,
eslpecially when You take into
account the commerclal
asDect."-All 

vou have to do is take a
look af how many of those big
trucks have healY animal
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