




August 10, 2026 
Montana Highway 35 Bigfork Area Safety: 

Traffic Speed Study and Permanent MT HWY 35/82 Stoplight Needed 
 

Background 
 
Increased and increasing development - commercial, institutional and residential - along a 1.67-mile 
section of Montana Highway 35 from north of its intersection with MT HWY 82, to the south past the 
intersection of MT HWY 83 to Bear Hollow Drive, has led to increased traffic and related safety 
concerns. These growing concerns are shared by citizens, businesses and first responders: 
 
 This segment of highway serves as a critical transportation route within Bigfork and the Flathead                                          
 Valley and experiences increasing traffic volumes, mixed vehicle types, and   seasonal congestion. The 
 intersections within this corridor present ongoing safety concerns, including the lack of permanent traffic 
 control equipment, limited turning lanes and movements, variable traffic speeds, and challenges for 
 emergency response access. (Bigfork Fire Chief Jeremy Patton, Letter 3/20/2026) 
 
Concerns are focused primarily on traffic collisions, as well as speed and sudden periodic congestion-
related traffic slowing or stopping, with increasing collision risks. There is added danger to children, 
for example in traffic to and from the relatively-new baseball field just off HW 35 at Coverdell Road, 
and by Bigfork Schools buses that must turn onto and off the highway. 
 
The Montana Department of Transportation (MDT) has recognized deficiencies in the subject section of 
MT HWY 35 and continues to study and consider a range of long-term improvements for eventual 
approval and funding. 
 
Near-Term Actions 
 
Given the number of competing potential MDT projects, and funding uncertainties, it could be many 
years before comprehensive highway and intersection improvements can be made. So, several specific 
actions can and should be taken on an expedited basis to reduce near-term safety risks: 

• A MT HWY 35 speed study requested by the Flathead County Commissioners for the 1.67-mile 
segment from Ramsfield Road to Bear Hollow Drive should be expedited. Early implementation 
could be by a third-party traffic engineer, using new traffic count and analysis technology and 
methods. The study could help determine potential benefits of lowering speed limits for gradual 
slowing of MT HWY 35 southbound to 35 miles per hour prior to the MT HWY 82 intersection and 
then harmonizing the section’s speed limit with the 35 mph one in effect below Bear Hollow 
Drive through Bigfork. 

• The MDT should commit to making permanent a full traffic control stoplight at the MT HWY 
35/82 intersection. The temporary intermittent full stoplight that has replaced the continual 
flashing light periodically during current Sportsman’s Bridge construction has led to very 
significant traffic flow and safety risk improvements when in operation. Those benefits should 
not cease with bridge completion. And a permanent full stoplight could be part of the long-
term comprehensive plan consideration for the MT HWY 35/82 intersection. 
 

These actions should be expedited, and become part of the baseline of any completed,  underway, 
modified or new formal traffic study needed to address current traffic patterns, intersection design, 
and posted speed limits to determine if modifications are warranted to improve public safety in the 
near- and longer-term. Potential outcomes may include adjustments to speed zones, enhanced signage, 
turning lane improvements, and other engineering or traffic control measures. 
 
In addition, representing first responders, Bigfork Fire Chief Jeremy Patton has stated in the referenced 
letter: 
 I strongly support this effort as it directly impacts the safety of the traveling public and the ability of 
 emergency responders to operate effectively within this corridor. 
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