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n Dec. 1, 2021, the Montana Department of 
Transportation (MDT) was informed of an 

unfolding tragedy in Denton, Mont., where the 
West Wind Fire burned more than 20,000 acres, includ-
ing 25 structures, and several businesses and homes. 
Fortunately, no lives were lost in the blaze. One of the 
primary bridges entering the town of Denton—the Wolf 
Creek Bridge—was destroyed, immediately removing 
half the entryways into the community. 

Prior to this tragedy, MDT had spent decades upgrad-
ing its engineering technology to become an early 
adopter of all-digital models and contracting mecha-
nisms. The agency ultimately partnered with VinZero 
U.S. CAD for the implementation, deployment, train-
ing, and technical mentoring of Autodesk’s infrastruc-
ture design software solutions, including AutoCAD, 
Civil 3D, InfraWorks, Navisworks, and Revit, among 
others, into its design and modeling work across all 
disciplines.

Quickly to Action
When tragedy struck Denton, the team at MDT real-

ized it could accomplish two goals at once: 1) help a dev-
astated town rebuild quickly, with better infrastructure 
than before the fire, and 2) showcase the department’s 
abilities to use all-digital modeling and delivery as well 
as learn how to further incorporate digital delivery across 
the organization. 

“We felt this project would provide a great opportu-
nity for us to look at all the work we’ve been doing with 
not just digital delivery, but with the implementation 
of Autodesk into the Bridge and Structures division, 
as well as the workflows they’ve been working on and 
how they’ve been able to collaborate and begin to see 
the vision of delivering bridges in a new manner here 
at MDT,” notes Patrick Lane, BIM Project Manager, 
Engineering at MDT. 

Beyond the time constraints of needing a new bridge 
as quickly as possible, another difficulty came from the 
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‘A bridge burns down overnight, and MDT needs to respond.’
Lenci Kappes, P.E., PhD, MDT

Photos show the fire raging in Denton, Mont., (left) as well as the 
burned Wolf Creek Bridge (above), which was one of only two 
ways to access the town. 
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fact that the work had to be done during a Montana winter, 
with 7 feet of ice to dig through and take into account dur-
ing surveys. “It was ‘all hands-on deck’ in the middle of 
winter to capture this information,” notes Lane. However, 
since all the teams could share the models digitally, they 
could pitch in and help each other through the difficulties.

“This over-the-shoulder-type design atmosphere allowed 
us to match up the engineering, the analysis, the structural 
part, the hydraulic components, the environmental compo-
nents, and place them all in one place and keep tweaking 
them on a very-real-time basis so we could deliver this with 
all parties keen on what we were doing,” explains Lenci 
Kappes, P.E., PhD, Innovations and Complex Structures 
Engineer for MDT.

Beyond the Bridge
The bridge survey, design, and construction led to a 

massive success. As a result, the new Wolf Creek Bridge 
is superior, already in place, and open for use. In addition, 
the new bridge will maintain its digital heritage through 
an ongoing model, or digital twin, that can be used for any 
future maintenance or modifications. 

On the technology side, it was a shining example of 
teamwork and collaboration.

“Having an attitude where you embrace change and new 
technologies can be pretty powerful,” notes Brandon Jones, 
Highways Innovations Engineer at MDT. “If you have that 
attitude where ‘this is the way we’ve always done it,’ you 

just can’t realize what you might leave on 
the table.”

Leveraging the strong partnership with 
MDT’s technology consultant, VinZero U.S. 
CAD also played a key part. 

“During this entire process, VinZero U.S. 
CAD was working with us in regard to this  
Autodesk implementation, and so, we had 
access to technical engineers … and through 
collaboration, through training, and through 
the assistance of creating new workflows, we 
were able to capture a great deal of informa-
tion. VinZero U.S. CAD has been a great 
partner,” says Lane.

However, everyone participating in the 
project feels strongly that it was about far more 
than “building a new bridge.”

“This project wasn’t about concrete; it wasn’t about 
rebar, it wasn’t about technology—this was about people 
pulling together to help people,” says Lane. “We couldn’t 
go in and rebuild their homes. We couldn’t go in and do a 
whole lot. But one thing we could do is get behind getting 
this bridge fixed.”

About VinZero U.S. CAD
VinZero U.S. CAD is a leading provider of AEC technol-

ogy solutions and services, assisting companies of all sizes 
in taking transformative steps toward net zero by helping 
them navigate emerging technologies, improve workflows, 
and increase efficiencies for a more sustainable and resilient 
built world. From our unique “Think Future” discovery-
based consulting approach with a focus on reducing 
environmental impact to our 
strategic account management, 
proactive customer success 
experience, and flexible 
technical support services, we 
empower customers to design, 
build, maintain, and operate 
the built environment for a 
better tomorrow by leveraging 
technology and greater data 
insights. To learn more, visit 
www.uscad.com.  

To learn much more about the spe-
cific engineering details of this project, 
watch an Informed Infrastructure video 
interview with Montana Department of 
Transportation’s 
Patrick Lane, 
Lenci Kappes, and 
Brandon Jones at 
bit.ly/3ULNpAf or 
by scanning the 
accompanying QR 
code.
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Autodesk infrastructure design software was used to create a preconstruction 3D model (top) of the 
new Wolf Creek Bridge as well as show how it would fit into the landscape and topography (bottom).


