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Mike Gurnett: In some of Montana’s harshest climate there lives an animal that seems to defy winter.  And here at Red Rock Lakes National Wildlife Refuge

Mike Gurnett: (On Camera) moose, the largest member of the deer family, are the focal point of a habitat study where biologists are teaming up to analyze plants to ensure an adequate food supply for these fascinating creatures. 

Jeff Warren: When we think about wintering moose the primary food source is willow.

Jeff Warren: (On Camera) If you’ve got a bunch of dead willow stems poking up a moose doesn’t want to stick their nose deep into that willow to get to the living stems down it there. 

You want to see these kinds of willows here where you may see several feet of growth in a single year.  What we don’t want to see are browsed back, really hedged branches that in this case are dead. 

Bob Brannon: The key is coming up with a balance.  One way to do that is to 

Bob Brannon: (On Camera) Come up with an adaptive harvest management plan that looks at primarily the habitat.  In other words, is willow surviving and expanding?  Is the willow resource declining when the population is too high?  

Jeff Warren: We have a moose population that is both resident and we also have some moose that move into the valley for the winter so we actually provide quite a lot of habitat for moose.

Bob Brannon: You want to manage it for those conditions which could be the most severe because if you manage for a higher population then when you get a touch winter then you are going to have a lot of over-winter mortality and more impact on the habitat. 

Mike Gurnett: And when you have healthy moose habitat, you have a great place for other species like songbirds to live. This is Mike Gurnett, out among Montana’s fish, wildlife and parks. 

