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How scientists
are building
bridges to
connect these
wild cats

BY JAMIE KIFFEL-ALCHEH

/. Ayoungmountain lion extends a paw toward
the dark road in front of him, but then ...
HONK! Aloud horn and bright headlights
startle the cat, causing him to dart back a few
feet. He's standing at the edge of Interstate 5
in Washington State, attempting to cross the
highway to find other mountain lions.

The steady stream of dangerous traffic
scares him, After a few minutes, he gives up
and retreats to the forest he knows, With the
highway blocking his way; this cat might never
be able to leave the area where he was born—
and therefore never find a suitable mate.

'

Male mountain lions usually set out to estab-
lish new territory and find mates when they're
14 to 18 months old. But this young cat—Tlike
others in the area—is trapped in an island-like
section of land called the Olympic Peninsula
and its surrounding area. There, Interstate 5
blocks the mountain lions from going east. The
Columbia River cuts them off'in the south. And
if they try traveling north past the highway,
wide ocean bays prevent them from swimming
to the mainland. (See the map on page 16.)
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THIS WILDLIFE
CROSSING IN
WASHINGTON STATE
IS SIMILAR TO WHAT
“%  THE NEW BRIDGES
FOR MOUNTAIN LIONS

% WILLLOOK LIKE.
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A MOUNTAIN
LION HANGS
OUTIN A TREE

IN WASHINGTON
STATE'S OLYMPIC
PENINSULA
REGION.
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~ Amountain
ion is also called a
puma, cougar,
‘catamount,and
panther.
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DAVE SHREFFLER (HOUNDS, COLLARING, MEASURING PAW, CHARLOTTE);
STEVE WINTER / NATIONAL GEOGRAPHIC IMAGE COLLECTION (P-22)

Because they can’t leave the
Olympic Peninsula region, this moun-
tain lion population might have to
breed with relatives, making cubs less
genetically diverse. That means that
over time, unhealthy genes shared by
related cats might be passed on to
cubs more easily.

“As genetic diversity drops, so does
the ability to have cubs,” mountain lion
ecologist Mark Elbroch says. “Lack of
diversity can also result in ather physi-
cal deformities, such as crooked tails.”

This threat to genetic diversity is
why a group of humans is trying to
connect these cats with unrelated
ones that are as close as 10 miles away.
The problem? These neighbor moun-
tain lions live on the opposite side of
Interstate 5. The solution? A bridge
for mountain lions.

WILD CAT CROSSINGS

The Olympic Cougar Project is looking
into ways to help Olympic Peninsula
mountain lions connect with unrelated
cats so their population stays healthy.
The idea is to build wildlife crossings:
wide, grassy bridges over highways that
help this population safely cross to
meet and mate with other cats.
Elbroch says the initiative, co-led
by the conservation organization
Panthera and the Lower Elwha Klallam
Tribe, won’t just benefit mountain
lions. (Five other local Native American
tribes and the Washington State

RESEARCHERS
PUT A TRACKING
COLLAR ON A
TRANQUILIZED
MOUNTAIN LION,
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A

HOUND DOGS TRAINED
TO SNIFF OUT MOUNTAIN
LIONS SEARCH FOR THE
CATS IN WASHINGTON
STATE.AFTER THE
PODCHES FIND THEM,
RESEARCHERS CAN
SAFELY COLLAR THE CATS,

Department of Transportation are also
helping with the project.)

“These cats are important carnivores
that help make healthier forests by
spreading the seeds they ingest after

they eat their plant-eating prey,” he says.

“Extending their range will benefit the

entire state of Washington.”

But before any bridge can be built,
workers need to know the locations of
where the cats might try to cross. That
will take a little tracking with some high-
tech gadgets.

TRACKING
MOUNTAIN LIONS

The young male mountain lion doesn’t
notice a camera take his picture as he
returns to the forest from the highway.
He also doesn’t know that the camera
has sent his photo—and his location—to
members of the Olympic Cougar Project.
If they can capture and coflar this cat,
they’N be able to track his
movements—including A SCIENTIST
where he’s tryingto cross  [IEAFrraIN
theinterstate. TRANQUILIZED

MOUNTAIN LION.

CHARLOTTE THE
MOUNTAIN LION
IS RELEASED
AFTER BEING
COLLARED.

In 2013, a mountain lion was photographed slinking in front of the
Hollywood sign in Los Angeles, California. Mountain lions roamed
the nearby Santa Monica Mountains, but spotting one so close to
the city was unusual.

After placing a GPS collar on the cat, called P-22, scientists
thought he would leave the area to claim new territory or find
a mate. But like a movie star, P-22 was seen around Los Angeles
nearly a hundred times since 2013 in videos and photos.

Sadly, nearly 10 years after this famous picture was taken, 12-year-
old P-22 passed away last year. But he'll be remembered as a symbol
of urban wildlife, showing that these cats can carve out a life near
cities and coexist alongside humans.
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Within minutes, workers
dash to the area with hound

we can use the dart to sedate
them,” says wildlife technician
Vanessa Castle,a member of the
Lower Elwha Klallam Tribe.

The team hits the mountain lion

out of the tree before it gets drowsy.
“We wait about 10 minutes for it to
run away and fall asleep,” Castle says.

That’s when the team sends a hound
to sniff out the cat. About 500 feet
away, the pooch finds the cat safely
snoozing. The team places a GPS collar
around the mountain lion’s neck, then
leaves before the animal wakes up.

As the wild cat prowls around, the
collar will transmit GPS locations to
the crew’s phones every hour. That way,
they can see where the cat goes and
figure out the best places to build
wildlife crossings. This cat’s now one
of more than 70 mountain lions that
the project has collared since 2018.

CATS ON CAMERA

But that’s not the only way the
Olympic Cougar Project is tracking
mountain lions. Other hidden cameras
simply snap pictures so scientists can
learn how many animals are out there.
The photos reveal some surprises.
“We see golden eagles, bears, and bob-
cats eating off a mountain lion kill,”
Castle says. “Seeing how many animals

thick tails for balance as they
run, climb trees, and scamper
over rocks. Match these pics
of other animal tails with

the critters they belong to.
o Bengal tiger

o Spider monkey

G Ring-tailed lemur

0 Long-tailed pangolin

G Spiny-tailed lizard
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taught to chase and trap LEIEECGCC A Sometimes the photos
the cats up in trees, where LU THELD S are funny. “The animals can

= smell our scent on the cam-
eras,” Castle says.“We get alot
of silly shots of mountain lions shov-

ing their faces right in the cameras!”
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The young mountain Tion approaches
another spot near Interstate 5. He
can’t cross here either, but the track-
ing data tells the team that several
other cats have shown up in the same
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area. That means the spot could be a
good place for a mountain lion bridge.

“Our project got a photo of a female
and a cub trying to cross there just
a few weeks ago,” Elbroch says. “They
didn’t cross, but they could cross if
we build a bridge there.”

Mountain lions wouldn’t be the only
creatures using these bridges. The
wildlife crossings could give safe pas-
sage to other animals that need to
expand their territory. And some ani-
mals like wolves, which once roamed
the peninsula until they were declared
extinct in the area nearly a hundred
years ago, might cross back in and
reclaim the land.

Project members hope that in five
to 10 years, a mountain lion will walk
across a new, grass-covered bridge,
sniff the air; and pick up the scent of a
female mountain lion. At last, he might
claim new territory and begin a family
with a cat from a different population.

He'll never know it, but those steps
he takes above a busy highway might
be the first steps toward a healthier
future for his species.

LILU THE

MOUNTAIN LION
CHECKS OUT HER
SURROUNDINGS.

about nine mo
old, mountain lion
- 5 cubshave spots to
/«i%,  help them hidein

¥4 :’,-,j . theforest.

TWO MOUNTAIN
LION KITTENS
SNUGGLE
TOGETHER IN
WASHINGTON

BRAMBLE THE
MOUNTAIN LION
CLIMBS A TREE
AFTER BEING
COLLARED.




