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HABITAT CONNECTION

Getting by in the cold
Winter is a tough time for Wyoming wildlife to survive. They are exposed to the harsh
wind, freezing temperatures, deep snow, and
short periods of daylight, which
presents plenty of challenges!
Thankfully, wildlife are able
to use their habitat to strategically survive the winter.
Some wildlife have adaptations to help them tough it
out and stay active during
the winter. Other wildlife
have adapted to travel long
distances in order to avoid
some of the challenges that
winter presents. Another strategy
that some wildlife use is curling up in a
den, burrow, or other shelter in the environment and sleeping through the snowy season.
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Fish have a whole other set of challenges that
they face when the water they live in freezes
into ice.
In this edition of Wild Times, you
will learn about the many creative ways that wildlife and
fish manage to survive the
winter season. One thing
that these survival strategies all have in common is
that the wildlife are using certain parts of their
habitat to make it through
the winter. When you do spot
wildlife in the winter time, be
sure to think about the extra challenges they face when living outdoors
and how awesome it is that they are managing
to survive!

FIELD WILDLIFE JOURNAL

Tracking non-game in Wyoming
By Nichole Bjornlie
Non-game mammalogist

When most people think of wildlife in Wyoming, they think of big
game like deer, elk, and antelope, or
maybe carnivores like bears, wolves,
and mountain
lions. However, most
wildlife species
in Wyoming
are actually
those known as
‘nongame’. In
fact, there is a
whole program
in the WyoNichole Bjornlie
ming Game
helping with a blackand Fish Depart- footed ferret release.
ment dedicated to
monitoring and managing nongame
wildlife in Wyoming.
Nichole Bjornlie is the Nongame
Mammal Biologist for the Department. Of the 120 species of mammals
in Wyoming, 84 are Nongame. With
so many species, it can be difficult to
keep track of them all, so it is important to prioritize. This year, the Nongame Program will work on a number
of different projects for nongame
mammals, including mice and other
small mammals, bats, swift fox, blackfooted ferrets, and wolverines.
The Nongame Program began working with wolverines last winter and is
continuing that work this year. Because wolverines are so rare and can
move very long distances, they can
be difficult to find. In order to locate
wolverines, biologists set up cameras
throughout the western mountains
and the Bighorn Mountains with the

Above: Lee Tafelmeyer, a Game and
Fish biologist, sometimes has to ski or
snowmobile as part of his wolverine
research. At left: Game and Fish trail
cameras caught a photo of a wolverine at
one of the bait sites.

hope of getting a photo of the animals. To try to encourage a wolverine
to walk in front of the camera, biologists also use bait, typically the leg of a
deer, and a scent lure, which includes
the smell of skunk and rotting blood.
Wolverines have a very good sense
of smell, and are very good at finding
food with their noses, so these smells
draw them to the camera.
Last year, biologists set up 25 cameras and took more than 1,400 photos
of wolverines. Based on these photos,
they estimated anywhere from 2-4 dif-

ferent individuals, including 1 animal
that had been spotted the previous
year in the same area. This is very
exciting, since it means that not only
are there wolverines in Wyoming,
they are sticking around year after
year and potentially having young,
which will help the population grow
even larger. Biologists have set up an
additional 26 cameras this year around
Jackson, Cody, Yellowstone National
Park, and the Bighorn Mountains.
The season has just started, so biologists don’t know what they’ll find yet,
but hopefully they’ll be able to find
even more wolverines in the state. By
repeating these camera surveys every
few years, biologists will be able to
track the population in order to ensure
that wolverines continue to persist and
thrive in the state.
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Color-Changing Creatures

Y

ou may be familiar with Chameleons changing colors, but they are not the
only wildlife to do so! As temperatures plummet and snow begins to fall, some
Wyoming wildlife that are brown during the summer, like the Long Tailed Weasel
and the Snowshoe Hare, shed that coat and grow in a pure white one for winter
time. One benefit of this white winter coat could be a much better ability to camouflage
in the snow. Another potential benefit has to do with warmth. Darker hair has more of a
substance called “melanin” in it. White hair contains little to no melanin, which leaves air
space inside the hair instead. This air is much better at insulating, therefore allowing the
animal to stay warmer in the cold winter temperatures!

Long Tailed Weasel in Winter

Long Tailed Weasel in Summer

Long-Tailed Weasel (Mustela frenata)
Range: Found throughout Wyoming, as well as across
North America, through Mexico & Central America down
into Northern South America.
Size: Slender 8-10” long body with a 3-6” long bushy tail;
weighs 7-12oz. Their tail is about 50% of their total length!
Males are typically larger than females.
Habitat: Riparian areas, farmland, open wooded areas,
and grasslands with water nearby. Their dens are made
in hollow logs, abandoned burrows, or rock piles, and are
lined with fur and grass.
Young: 3-9 young are born blind & hairless,weighing only
a tenth of an ounce! However, after nursing for 3.5 weeks,
they are fully independent by 3-4 months of age.
Predators: hawks, owls, foxes, coyotes, and snakes.
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Food: Long-tailed weasels eat frogs, toads, lizards,
chipmunks, rabbits, mice, squirrels, fish, small birds & their
eggs.
Did you know…? The long-tailed weasel eats ⅔ of its
body weight in food each day. It is a ferocious predator
and attacks prey up to 5 times its size. Long-tailed weasels
have a black tip to their tail, even in their all white winter
phase. This differentiates them from the smaller least
weasel, which doesn’t have a black-tipped tail. Long tailed
weasels are active mostly during the night (nocturnal),
however they can occasionally be seen during the daytime.
They shed their coat twice a year in response to changes
in day length, turning white in the winter only in northern
latitudes...why might this be?

Snowshoe Hare
(Lepus americanus)
Range: The range of the snowshoe hare is
typically far north where winters are snowy, but
there are a couple places that the range dips
down further south into the United States. This
includes the western portion of Wyoming. What
might be the reason that happens? Is there a
pattern? Hint: think about mountain ranges...
Size: About 16 to 20 inches long, and weigh 3
to 3.5 pounds.
Habitat: Snowshoe hares are found mostly
in thick conifer forests. (Conifers include pine,
spruce, and fir trees). They especially like to live
in areas with thick understory shrub cover.
Young: The snowshoe hare can have up to four
litters each year which average three to eight
offspring per litter. These young are born with
their eyes open and full of fur!
Predators: The lynx is a major predator, as well
as bobcats, long-tailed weasels, coyotes, foxes,
minks, owls, hawks, eagles, bears, wolves, and
mountain lions. No wonder these hares are so
shy- there’s a lot out there that eats them!
Food: Snowshoe hares are herbivores, meaning
they eat plants. Their diet is often made up of
buds, twigs, grass, leaves, evergreen needles,
and bark.
Did you know…? The snowshoe hare’s name
represents the large size of its hind feet. These
work just like snowshoes to prevent the hare
from sinking into the snow when it hops and
walks. Its feet are also very furry to keep them
protected from freezing temperatures. Just
like the long-tailed weasel, the snowshoe
hare turns white in winter and brown in the
summer. Snowshoe hares are primarily active
at night (nocturnal) as well as at dawn and dusk
(crepuscular). They are very sneaky and shy
critters, so they can be especially hard to spot in
the wild.

Snowshoe Hare in Winter

Snowshoe Hare in Summer
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OUTDOOR CLASSROOM

Where do all of the fish go
when there’s lots of snow?
By Tom Annear

Winter is an especially hard time for
most wildlife. It gets really cold, the
wind blows a bit more, there’s often
snow covering the ground, and ice
forms on streams and lakes. Wildlife
that we’re used to seeing in the summer has to adapt if they’re going to
survive. Some animals like deer and
coyotes grow extra heavy winter coats.
Grizzly bears find sheltered areas like
caves to crawl into and hibernate.
Geese, ducks, and a host of other birds
migrate to warmer climates.
But did you ever wonder what fish
do? Fish in lakes don’t have many
options aside from moving to deeper
water. Fish in streams and rivers have
a whole different set of challenges to
deal with because of the wide range of
habitat types in a river. Their survival
depends almost entirely on how, when,
and where ice forms.
Ice usually forms across an entire
stream in late fall and gets covered
with snow. This is an ideal situation
for fish to survive the winter because
they’re safe from predators and harsh
weather conditions. Fish move to areas
where the stream is flowing slow and
deep – like pools or underneath stream
banks. Because there’s snow on the
ice blocking sunlight, fish do not move
around much to try and eat during the
winter. That’s ok, because there’s not
much to feed on in winter and fish can
live on their energy reserves for up to 5
months. Aquatic insects tend to hatch
in the fall and are too small for fish to
6 | Wild Times

Strategies to survive winter
Winters in Wyoming can be
extreme! This makes it harder for
wildlife to access food, water, and
shelter- all necessary things to live.
Wildlife have a couple different
strategies in order to survive these
harsh winters. They can either persist, hibernate, or migrate.
filter out of the water until the following summer.
While ice can be good for fish if it’s
a solid cap on streams, other kinds of
ice can be their worst enemy. Before
streams freeze over in the fall, in the
spring just after ice-out, or during
any warm spell that causes the ice to
melt, sudden cold weather can cause
the stream to form slush ice. For fish,
slush ice is like a huge dust storm to
you and me. As it floats downstream,
the ice can clog the gills of fish that
can’t get out of its way. Some fish
move to shallow areas along the bank
where slush ice may not flow. Others go to deep pools where the slush
ice usually floats over top. But all too

often, the fish that move to the shore
get caught and eaten by mink that
hunt for food along stream margins all
winter. Small fish that move into deep
pools can be eaten by bigger fish that
live there.
We often don’t think about fish, but
the fact is winter is an especially tough
time for them. We also tend to forget
that the things people do with water
that affect ice formation can have a big
impact on fish. Game and Fish biologists work with water managers and
dam operators around the state to keep
the flow in rivers stable during the
winter and help streams and rivers ice
over. Doing that is good for fish as well
as the people who like to catch them.

supply and a nice home ready and
waiting. Some other animals that
persist through the winter include
owls, mountain lions, coyotes, and
porcupines.
HIBERNATION

MIGRATION

This is what we call it when
animals travel a very far distance,
typically on a seasonal basis. Mule
deer, elk, and pronghorn often migrate from higher elevation areas that
provide lush green grass to eat in the
summers to lower elevation areas that
are warmer and less snowy in the winter. Mule deer living in Teton county
during the summer migrate 150 miles
to the Red Desert near Rock Springs
each winter, where they are able to
find more food and slightly warmer
temperatures at lower elevation. Birds
migrate often as well! Harlequin ducks
spend their winters on the coast of the
pacific ocean along Canada and Alaska,

but migrate inland during the summertime. North-Western Wyoming is the
furthest east that these beautiful ducks
are found.
PERSISTENCE

This is what animals do when they
get creative and tough it out yearround. Beavers spend all summer
busily building lodges and collecting
tree branches to store in their dams
and ponds in preparation for winter.
That way, when the weather gets cold
and snow gets deep, they have a food

This is a strategy that bears are
known well for. In order to avoid
the harsh conditions of winter,
They find a cave, hollowed out tree,
or other nice sheltered nook and
hunker down for the winter season.
They don’t “sleep” like we do at
night- it’s much deeper than that. Their
heartbeat and breathing slows down,
and their body uses much less energy.
This is good, because they don’t eat for
up to 6 months! Then, once the weather starts to warm up again in spring,
they emerge and of course begin looking for some food. Other animals that
use this strategy include garter snakes,
bees, bats, and ground squirrels.
What might be a benefit & a challenge of each strategy? If you were an
animal which would you do & why?
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TEST YOUR KNOWLEDGE
Match each animal to its winter survival strategy

Hibernation
Migration

Fox

Harlequin duck

Persistence
Migration

Coyote

Little brown bat

Persistence
Hibernation

Bear

Mule deer

Answers: (Bear—hibernation) (Mule deer—migration) (Fox—persistence) (Harlequin duck—migration) (Coyote—persistence) (Little Brown Bat—hibernation)

LEARNING LINKS
Books to check out
Who Lives in the Snow? by Jennifer
Berry Jones and Consie Powell. This
book is full of fascinating information
about the lives of plants and animals
in the “subnivean zone,” the space
beneath the snow.
Twelve Kinds of Ice by Ellen Bryan
Obed, illustrated by Barbara
McClintock, is one of the loveliest cold-
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weather read-alouds you’ll ever find. With
the quiet joy of a freezing lake, it introduces
readers to all the kinds of ice we see while
we’re waiting to skate.

Other Resources
http://www.bbc.co.uk/nature/adaptations
BBC has countless free educational videos on their website
covering animal adaptations. Each are just a couple minutes
long, so be sure to explore a few!

The Wyoming Game and Fish Department receives financial assistance in Sport Fish and Wildlife
Restoration. Under title VI of the 1964 Civil Rights Act, Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of
1973, Title II of the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990, the Age Discrimination Act of 1975, Title
IX of the Education Amendments of 1972, the U.S. Department of the Interior prohibits discrimination on the basis of race, color, national origin, age, sex, or disability. If you believe that you have
been discriminated against in any program, activity, or facility as described above, or if you desire
further information please write to: Department of Interior, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Division
of Human Resources, 4401 N. Fairfax Drive, Mail stop: 2000, Arlington, Virginia 22203.

