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RIGHT  
OF WAY
How a decades-long investment in reconnecting 
animals isolated by roadways led to what will soon 
ÅÐ�ĴìÐ�ă­īæÐĮĴ�œðăÌăðåÐ�ÆīďĮĮðĊæ�ðĊ�ĴìÐ�œďīăÌȘ

BY ANDREA RICHARDS

Birdseye view of the Annenberg Crossing in Los Angeles.  
Image by Rock Design Associates and the National Wildlife Federation

THE RESPONSE B etween mileposts 61 and 62 
on Washington State’s I-90, a 
herd of elk bed down on the 

gentle slope of what appears to 
be a forested hill. Only the animals 
are 60 feet in the air, relaxing on a 
bridge that has been designed to 
allow them safe passage over the 
busy roadway—and to look like their 
surroundings. 

“They’re using the structures, they’re living in the structures, they’re 
nursing their young in the structures,” said Mark Norman, a biologist with 
the Washington State Department of Transportation (WSDOT). “It’s really 
amazing to see.” 

Uďīĉ­Ċ�ĉďĊðĴďīĮ�ĴìÐ�ǠǤǟȭåďďĴȭœðÌÐ�ďŒÐīĨ­ĮĮ�ďĊ�īÐĉďĴÐ�Æ­ĉÐī­Įș�ďÅĮÐīŒðĊæ�
­īďķĊÌ�Ǥșǟǟǟ�ÆīďĮĮðĊæĮ�ĨÐī�řÐ­ī�ďå�ÌÐÐīș�Ðăāș�­ĊÌ�ÆďřďĴÐȘ�ȵ}ì­ĴȸĮ�ķĨ�Ĵď�Ǥșǟǟǟ�
times that animals did not get hit on the roadway,” he said. 

The wildlife bridge is a part of the 15-mile Snoqualmie Pass East Project, 
a more than two-decade-long undertaking that will consist of at least 15 
ă­īæÐ�œðăÌăðåÐ�ÆīďĮĮðĊæĮ�œìÐĊ�ÆďĉĨăÐĴÐÌ�ðĊ�ǡǟǢǡȘ�TďĮĴ�œðăă�ÅÐ�ķĊÌÐīĨ­ĮĮÐĮ�
and culverts, structures drivers on the road likely won’t notice. But wildlife 
certainly will. 

}ìÐ��w#Z}�ťīĮĴ�ÅÐæ­Ċ�ðĊŒÐĮĴðæ­ĴðĊæ�wĊďĪķ­ăĉðÐ�q­ĮĮ�åďī�­Œ­ă­ĊÆìÐ�Ì­ĊæÐīȘ�
The high-mountain route, which cuts through the Cascade Range and 
Okanogan-Wenatchee National Forest, is notoriously prone to snow and 
rock slides. As Washington’s primary east-west route, its frequent closures 
weren’t only impacting travelers but costing the state. A four-day shutdown 
ðĊ�ǡǟǟǧ�īÐĮķăĴÐÌ�ðĊ�­�ăďĮĮ�ďå�ɄǠȘǤ�ĉðăăðďĊ�ðĊ�ĮĴ­ĴÐ�īÐŒÐĊķÐ�­ĊÌ�Ʉǡǧ�ĉðăăðďĊ�ðĊ�
economic output.

�ÐåďīÐ�ĴìÐ�ĨīďþÐÆĴ�ă­ķĊÆìș�ĴìÐ��ȘwȘ�9ďīÐĮĴ�wÐīŒðÆÐ�œ­Į�­ăīÐ­Ìř�œďīāðĊæ�
in partnership with conservation groups to purchase thousands of acres 
bordering the National Forest. The goal was to connect habitats by easing 
the checkerboard effect of private-land ownership, including plots around 
Snoqualmie Pass. 

�ìÐĊ�ĴìÐ��w#Z}�­ĊÌ�9ďīÐĮĴ�wÐīŒðÆÐ�ÅÐæ­Ċ�Æďăă­Åďī­ĴðĊæ�ðĊ�ǡǟǟǨș�ȵðĴ�œ­ĮĊȸĴ�
Ð­Įř�­Ĵ�ťīĮĴȰķĊÌÐīĮĴ­ĊÌðĊæ�œìÐīÐ�ĴìÐ�ďĴìÐī�ÆďĉÐĮ�åīďĉșȶ�Į­ðÌ�q­ĴĴř�
Garvey-Darda, a Forest Service biologist. “The mission of DOT is highways 
and roadways, and the mission of the Forest Service is recreation and 
œðăÌăðåÐȘ��Ð�ì­Ì�Ĵď�ťæķīÐ�ďķĴ�ìďœ�Ĵď�ĉ­āÐ�ðĴ�­�œðĊȭœðĊȘȶ�
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The project soon went from a typical highway 
improvement to something much grander—and far more 
collaborative. The agencies came together to create a 
Mitigation Development Team that used survey data on 
the location of frequent collisions to inform where wildlife 
crossings should go.

To better understand the kind of structure for a given 
location, the team studied a series of successful crossings 
in Canada’s Banff National Park. The agencies found 
that “grizzly bears, deer, and elk tend to use overpasses, 
while black bears and mountain lions use underpasses 
more frequently,” said Brian White, an administrator with 
WSDOT. The teams then designed roadside fencing to 
direct animals toward the corridors. 

After a crossing is built, it can often take years for 
different species to start using it. After phase one’s 
ÆďĉĨăÐĴðďĊ�­Ĵ�wĊďĪķ­ăĉðÐ�q­ĮĮ�ðĊ�ǡǟǠǨș�åďī�ÐŘ­ĉĨăÐș�ďĊÐ�

Æďķæ­ī�œ­Į�ÌÐĴÐÆĴÐÌ�ĴìÐ�åďăăďœðĊæ�řÐ­īș�ÅķĴ�ðĊ�ǡǟǡǢ�ĴìÐīÐ�
œÐīÐ�ťŒÐȘ�ȵ9ďī�ÆďĊĴÐŘĴș�ĴìÐīÐ�­īÐ�ăðāÐăř�ďĊăř�­�ì­ĊÌåķă�ďå�
cougars whose home ranges overlap with the project area 
due to territoriality,” said White.

The remote cameras allow biologists like Norman, from 
the WSDOT, to monitor these larger animals, but are 
ineffective in tracking “low-mobility species” such as 
amphibians and small mammals. These crossings require 
in-person surveying, a resource made possible through 
Ĩ­īĴĊÐīĮìðĨ�œðĴì��ÐĊĴī­ă��­ĮìðĊæĴďĊ��ĊðŒÐīĮðĴřș�œìÐīÐÅř�
students from the school’s Department of Biological 
Sciences monitor animals as part of their coursework. 

The monitoring teams have since tracked everything 
from coastal giant salamanders to hamster-like pikas. 
“Ecological connectivity is not just the large animals not 
getting killed on the roadways, it’s about connecting whole 
ecosystems,” said Garvey-Darda. 

AĊ�OďĮ��ĊæÐăÐĮȸ�:īðŨĴì�q­īāș�ĉďķĊĴ­ðĊ�ăðďĊ�qȭǡǡ�ăðŒÐÌ�ðĊ�ðĮďă­ĴðďĊ�åďī�ĉďīÐ�Ĵì­Ċ�­�ÌÐÆ­ÌÐȘ�qìďĴď�Åř�wĴÐŒÐ��ðĊĴÐī

“Ecological connectivity 
is not just the large 

animals not getting killed on the 
roadways, it’s about connecting 
whole ecosystems.”
—Patty Garvey-Darda, Forest Service biologist

AȭǨǟȸĮ�ďŒÐīĨ­ĮĮ�œðăÌăðåÐ�ÆīďĮĮðĊæĮ�īÐÆīÐ­ĴÐ�ĴìÐ�ĮķīīďķĊÌðĊæ�ÐĊŒðīďĊĉÐĊĴȘ 
Photo by Washington State Department of Transportation
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AĊ�ĴìÐ��ĊðĴÐÌ�wĴ­ĴÐĮș�ĉďīÐ�Ĵì­Ċ�ďĊÐ�ĉðăăðďĊ�œðăÌăðåÐȭ
ŒÐìðÆăÐ�ÆďăăðĮðďĊĮ�ÐŒÐīř�řÐ­ī�Æ­ķĮÐ�Ʉǧ�ÅðăăðďĊ�ðĊ�ĨīďĨÐīĴř�
Ì­ĉ­æÐ�­ĊÌ�­Ĵ�ăÐ­ĮĴ�ǡǟǟ�ìķĉ­Ċ�ÌÐ­ĴìĮș�­ÆÆďīÌðĊæ�Ĵď�­�
åÐÌÐī­ă�ĮĴķÌřȘ�}ìÐ�Į­ĉÐ�īÐĨďīĴ�ðÌÐĊĴðťÐÌ�ǡǠ�ĴìīÐ­ĴÐĊÐÌ�ďī�
endangered species, including California’s bighorn sheep 
and the Florida panther, for which road accidents are the 
primary cause of death. 

Local and state agencies have long prioritized traveler 
safety, often installing fencing or signage at high-
impact zones. But in recent years, these entities have 
increasingly signed on to what the Forest Service has 
said all along: protecting wildlife on either side of a 
highway isn’t enough. “Habitat connectivity is essential 
to biodiversity,” said Garvey-Darda. Roads cut off natural 
pathways to food, water, shelter—and potential mates.

}ìÐ�åÐÌÐī­ă�æďŒÐīĊĉÐĊĴ�Ĵďďā�ĊďĴÐ�ðĊ�ǡǟǡǠș�œìÐĊ�ĴìÐ�
Biden administration launched a grant program, as part 

ďå�ĴìÐ�ĴìÐɁAĊåī­ĮĴīķÆĴķīÐ�AĊŒÐĮĴĉÐĊĴ�­ĊÌ�LďÅĮ��ÆĴșɁĴì­Ĵ�
ðĊÆăķÌÐÌ�ɄǢǤǟ�ĉðăăðďĊ�Ĵď�åķĊÌ�ÆīďĮĮðĊæĮȘ�9īďĉ�ðĊÆīÐ­ĮðĊæ�
connectivity for Colorado’s largest bighorn sheep herd to 
ĴìÐ�īÐÆÐĊĴ�ÆďĉĨăÐĴðďĊ�ďå�9ăďīðÌ­ȸĮ�ťīĮĴ�œðăÌăðåÐ�ďŒÐīĨ­ĮĮș�
the program kickstarted projects across the country. 
�ÆÆďīÌðĊæ�Ĵď���w�UÐœĮș�ĴìÐīÐ�­īÐ�­īďķĊÌ�ǠșǤǟǟ�ĮĴīķÆĴķīÐĮ�
ðĊ�ĴìÐ��ĊðĴÐÌ�wĴ­ĴÐĮ�­Į�ďå�ǡǟǡǣȘ�

AĴȸĮ�­ăĮď�īÐĮķăĴÐÌ�ðĊ�ĉďīÐ�ĮÆðÐĊĴðťÆ�īÐĮÐ­īÆì�ðĊĴď�ĴìÐ�
viability of structures. “It’s incredibly place-based because 
we are reintroducing or continuing the natural world 
where we’ve erased it,” says Renee Callahan, the executive 
director of ARC Solutions, which studies, designs, and 
constructs wildlife-crossing structures. According to ARC, 
when properly sited and designed, crossings with fencing 
Æ­Ċ�īÐÌķÆÐ�ÆďăăðĮðďĊĮ�Åř�ķĨ�Ĵď�Ǩǟ�ĨÐīÆÐĊĴȘ

Callahan is part of a large team currently at work on what 
will soon be the largest wildlife corridor in the world, 
connecting the Santa Monica Mountains to Simi Hills, just 
north of Los Angeles. When the Wallis Annenberg Wildlife 
�īďĮĮðĊæ�ðĮ�ÆďĉĨăÐĴÐÌ�ðĊ�ǡǟǡǥș�ðĴ�œðăă�ĮĨ­Ċ�Ǡǟ�ă­ĊÐĮ�­ÆīďĮĮ�
tďķĴÐ�ǠǟǠș�ďĊÐ�ďå�ĴìÐ�ÅķĮðÐĮĴ�åīÐÐœ­řĮ�ðĊ�ĴìÐ�ÆďķĊĴīřȘ�

As one of the few crossings of its scale located in an 
urban environment, Callahan says the design has unique 
challenges, such as harsh grading, utility infrastructure, 
and severe sound and light pollution. 

OðāÐ��­ĮìðĊæĴďĊȸĮ�AȭǨǟ�ÆīďĮĮðĊæĮș�ĴìÐ��ĊĊÐĊÅÐīæ�œðăă�
serve a variety of species: “everything from monarch 
ÅķĴĴÐīŦðÐĮ�Ĵďș�ĉďĮĴ�ÆīķÆð­ăăřș�ĉďķĊĴ­ðĊ�ăðďĊĮșȶ�Į­ðÌ��ÐĴì�

“[Building wildlife 
crossings is] 

incredibly place-
based because we are 
reintroducing or continuing 
the natural world where 
we’ve erased it.”
— Renee Callahan, executive director 

of ARC Solutions

��ĮĴķÌÐĊĴ�åīďĉ��ÐĊĴī­ă��­ĮìðĊæĴďĊ��ĊðŒÐīĮðĴř�Ĩ­īĴðÆðĨ­ĴðĊæ�ðĊ�ĴìÐ�ĨīďþÐÆĴȸĮ�
surveying program. Photo by Washington State Department of Transportation

Pratt, the California Regional Executive Director for the 
National Wildlife Federation, which spearheaded the 
project’s campaign. 

According to Pratt, the species is at threat of going extinct 
œðĴìðĊ�ĴìÐ�ĊÐŘĴ�Ǥǟ�řÐ­īĮ�ðå�ĴìÐðī�ì­ÅðĴ­Ĵ�ðĮ�ĊďĴ�īÐÆďĊĊÐÆĴÐÌȘ�
AĊ�ǡǟǡǟș�ÅðďăďæðĮĴĮ�ĮĴ­īĴÐÌ�ĊďĴðÆðĊæ�ĮðæĊĮ�ďå�ðĊÅīÐÐÌðĊæ�ðĊ�
cougars residing in the Santa Monica Mountains, which 
ĴìÐř�­ĮÆīðÅÐÌ�Ĵď�ðĮďă­ĴðďĊ�Æ­ķĮÐÌ�Åř�ĴìÐ�ǠǟǠȘ

}ìÐ�ĨăðæìĴ�œ­Į�ĨÐīĮďĊðťÐÌ�ðĊ�qȭǡǡș�ĴìÐ�Æďķæ­ī�Ĵì­Ĵ�æ­ðĊÐÌ�
celebrity after traveling from the Santa Monica Mountains, 
­ÆīďĮĮ�ĴìÐ�ǠǟǠș�ðĊĴď�OďĮ��ĊæÐăÐĮȸ�:īðŨĴì�q­īāș�œìÐīÐ�ìÐ�
ăðŒÐÌ�­ăďĊÐ�åďī�ďŒÐī�­�ÌÐÆ­ÌÐȘ��ăĴðĉ­ĴÐăřș�qȭǡǡ�œ­Į�ĮĴīķÆā�
by a car, found to have long-term health problems, and 
ÐķĴì­ĊðšÐÌ�ðĊ�ǡǟǡǡȘ�

His death sparked an outpouring of grief and calls to give 
animals more freedom to move. “Crossings bring people 

together,” said Pratt. “There are very few people who don’t 
support it—in a time when we don’t agree on much, this is 
one thing most of us agree on.” 

Become a community scientist by reporting 
roadkill sightings to your state’s Department of Fish 
& Wildlife. Your observations could help inform the 
locations of future wildlife corridors. 

Andrea Richards writes about 
cultural history, forgotten 
philosophical systems, and 
life in Los Angeles for a variety 
of publications, including 
Independent Weekly and the Los 
Angeles Times.

The key to ensuring wildlife use overpasses is directing them with roadside fencing. Photo by Washington State Department of Transportation
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