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In an attempt to reduce the number of vehicle accidents involving deer and elk on a stretch of U.S. Highway 160 east of Durango, the Colorado Department of Transportation has turned to the same technology that alerts security-conscious agencies and movie stars to intruders. 

After checking out and discarding systems based on motion sensors, infrared cameras, laser beams, microwaves and earth vibrations, CDOT settled on a device that registers changes in the Earth's electromagnetic fields, said Michael McVaugh, the agency's traffic and safety engineer in Southwest Colorado. 

This type of anti-intrusion system has never been used to detect wildlife, McVaugh said. 

"We're getting calls about it," McVaugh said. "People want to know how it works." 

When deer or elk cross a buried cable, a message board along the highway lights up, alerting motorists to the presence of cervids - or maybe a bear. The system could be operable by next spring. 

Two years ago, CDOT looked into the possibility of installing motion-sensitive LED lights to illuminate animals along the highway, McVaugh said. But the cost was prohibitive, he said. 

"We wanted a detection system that was effective and low-maintenance," McVaugh said. "We didn't want to waste money on a system that wasn't going to work." 

Now, the Perimitrax intrusion-detection system will be tested between mile markers 95 and 96 on Highway 160 just east of the Florida River. The one mile of highway is the heart of a migration corridor for deer moving from summer to winter range. 

Seventy percent of vehicle accidents in that stretch that are reported to the Colorado State Patrol involve deer or elk. CDOT officials say that perhaps half of vehicle/wildlife accidents are not reported. 

McVaugh said the Perimitrax system, which costs about $800,000 for the one-mile segment, works this way: 

A cable that is sensitive to electromagnetic fields - which all animals, including humans, emit - will be buried one foot deep, 30 feet from either side of Highway 160 for a mile. The cable will be calibrated to register electromagnetic fields of animals only the size of deer, elk, bear, cattle and horses. 

"The bigger the animal, the greater its electromagnetic field," McVaugh said. "We tested the Perimitrax system at an elk ranch in Mancos so we know that small critters such as raccoons or coyotes won't trigger a reaction." 

The electromagnetic field of a deer or elk will light the words "Wildlife Detected" on 40-by-60-inch signs spaced about 1,200 feet apart in the test area, McVaugh said. The signs, which also bear the image of a deer, will be positioned so motorists will have a minimum of 600 feet to react. 

Lights will remain on for a minute or two, McVaugh said. If a cervid remained perfectly motionless over a cable, the light would turn off. But the slightest motion - moving the head, for example - will reset the system. 

In order to determine the effectiveness of the warning system - do motorists indeed slow down when a sign indicates the presence of a deer or elk? - radar will register the speed of vehicles before and after an alert is triggered, McVaugh said. 

"We don't want to know who's driving," McVaugh said. "All we're interested in is the speed." 

As many as five years of monitoring will be required to learn if the system is effective, he said. 

Time will tell if motorists heed the warning signs at only the time of an encounter or if they take the warnings to heart and slow down overall in the test area. The number of accidents could increase, decrease or remain unchanged, depending on factors such as increases or decreases in cervid populations or a severe winter. 

"We hope we can show a reduction in the number and severity of wildlife accidents, but we will also record driver behavior to the detection-warning system in case the number of accidents does not decrease," McVaugh said. 

On either end of the one-mile stretch, signs will be installed to inform motorists they are approaching and leaving the test area. 

The invitation to bid on the installation of the project will go out today, and contractors will have three weeks to submit bids. The contract is expected to be awarded by the end of December and work will begin, weather permitting, in January. The work must be completed within 45 days. 
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