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FEBRUARY PHENOLOGY
Jim Gilbert’s Nature Notes
First week of February
White-tailed deer continue shedding antlers and in 
northern Minnesota most all bull moose have dropped 
theirs. Once shed, deer and moose antlers are chewed 
into oblivion by calcium craving animals such as mice, 
squirrels, and porcupines. The wonderful whistled 
“what-cheer, cheer, cheer,...” songs of the northern 
cardinal are notable this time of year, harkening to 
warmer days. Hearing a cardinal is a sign of spring 
as they sing in response to the lengthening days. The 
female’s song is like the male’s but softer. European 
starlings’ bills have begun changing from black to 
yellow as the spring nesting season approaches. Flying 
squirrels sometimes use wood duck nesting boxes as 
winter homes; several can be found in one box, each 
rolled up like a ball. Usually Lake Superior is still open 
but beautiful ice formations may appear on the rocky 
shores from wave sprays.

February 2, 1996: Coldest temperature on record for 
Minnesota — minus 60°F — recorded at Tower.

Second week of February
Both male and female house finches are singing a 
flowing, cheery, variable warbling song, repeated many 
times. White-tailed deer are browsing more than a 
dozen species of woody plants including basswood, 
sugar maple, and red-osier dogwood. A healthy deer 
eats about six to eight pounds of twigs each day. 
Starting on February 11 each year, the sun is high 
enough in the sky to warm greenhouses on sunny days, 
and plants begin coming out of dormancy. 

February 10, 2017: With high temperatures in the  
upper 40s F over southern Minnesota, maple tree 
tapping began; earliest in 50 years for one Waterville-
area syrup producer.

February 10, 2019: About 67 percent of Lake Superior 
was ice-covered (average is around 34 percent for  
this time).

Third week of February
Coyote breeding season is from January into March.
Tagged coyotes have shown up as far as 400 miles from 
where they were first tracked. They travel distances 
impossible for most other animals. 

February 17, 2017: We experienced spring in winter with 
clear skies all day and a record high of 63°F in the Twin 
Cities. Bemidji recorded a high of 59°F and Redwood 
Falls saw 67°F. Canada geese returned to former nesting 
areas and there was an excellent maple sap run. 

 

Fourth week of 
February
Black-capped 
chickadees, in their 
small winter flocks, 
remain busy in any 
weather. The first 
skunks and raccoons 
are emerging; both 
of these animals are 
winter sleepers, not 
hibernators. Common 
mergansers, with 
their long-pointed, 
serrated bills, spend 
much of the winter 
fishing in streams that 
have open water. The 
first migrating horned 
larks are returning; in 
southern and western 
Minnesota pairs and 
flocks of these small 
tan-to-brown birds are 
congregating along 
roadsides and in fields. 

February 23, 2020: Second consecutive day with high 
temperatures in the 40s F marked first maple sap 
flows in southern Minnesota, and return of the first 
male red-winged blackbirds to River Bend Nature 
Center in Faribault.

February 28, 2019: With a snowfall total of 38.9 
inches, this became the snowiest February on record 
for the Twin Cities.
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Climate change affects our water
Climate change projections for Minnesota show a warmer 
and wetter future, including an additional 30 days with highs 
of 95°F or hotter, increased humidity, more precipitation in 
the spring and early summer, more intense rain events and 
longer dry spells between them. The North Shore shows 
the greatest increase in both quantity and intensity of 
precipitation by the end of the century. 

Stormwater and wastewater infrastructure will have to 
handle up to twice as much water in the wettest months, and 
flooding will increase. On the supply side, demand for water 
during hot days and dry spells that increase groundwater 
pumping could lead to seasonal water scarcity.*

Visit freshwater.org to learn more about how climate change 
is impacting Minnesota communities and what we are doing 
to help increase resilience to our changing climate.

*keeler.umn.edu/portfolio/23-2

Waterfowl have heavy body mass, which helps them swim underwater 
and forage for food. Their fat provides them important fuel for the energy 
demands of migration, cold weather, and reproduction. Minnesota’s 
biggest native waterfowl is the trumpeter swan, at 25 pounds North 
America’s heaviest flying bird. To get that much mass aloft these swans 
need close to a football field length of snow or open water.

LOOK FOR...

First active eastern 
chipmunk seen 
(Carver County):

2019 March 8
2018 March 1 
2017 February 21 
2016 February 25
2015 February 22
2014 February 22
2013 March 2
2012 February 17
2011 March 5
2010 February 28
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One trend to consider with climate change in 
Minnesota? Even though winters are milder 
overall, it is usually still plenty cold enough 
for snow. In fact, temperatures near 30°F in 
the lowest mile of the atmosphere are often 
ideal for heavy snow systems.

Case in point, February 2019. Several major 
winter storms blasted Minnesota with heavy 
snow. The snow blitz set new records for the 

snowiest February at many Minnesota locations. 

Winter rain and ice frequency are increasing, with more days 
above freezing. But extra water vapor in the atmosphere can 
also wring out heavier snow events when temperatures hover 
just below freezing. It seems counter-intuitive, but warmer 
winters can also deliver heavier snowfall.

Meteorologically speaking, February is 
the third and final month of winter. For 
those who dream of spring, we may 
start to see some signs this month. 
However, for those winter lovers out there, your winter isn’t 
over as snow can continue to fall for the next couple months. 
Typically, it is the least snowy month, even falling behind 
March, with an average of 7.8 inches, though heavy snow is 
still possible. In 1962, we received over 26 inches of snow 
during the month. And then there was the Leap Day storm 
back in 2012, when almost three inches of heavy, wet snow was 
reported in the Twin Cities, with 17 inches in Duluth. What year 
holds the record for the snowiest February on record? Just two 
years ago, in 2019, we got a whopping 39 inches.

By the end of the month the average temperature is around 
34°F and we gain an extra hour and 18 minutes of daylight. 
Most importantly, the sun’s angle begins to increase its intensity 
to one-third stronger by month’s end, enough to begin melting 
your snow and lifting your winter blues.

Morning sky
Lost in the Sun's glare, Mercury 
passes in front of the Sun with 
Inferior Conjunction on 2/8, and into 
the morning sky. On its way around the back of the Sun, Venus makes 
a close pass of Saturn on 2/5, and then Jupiter on 2/11. By month's end, 
Mercury is right between Jupiter and Saturn on the southeast horizon. 

Evening sky
With the other naked-eye planets huddled around the Sun, Mars spends 
the year's first quarter as the sole planet in the evening sky. Having 
passed opposition in October 2020, its angular size has already shrunk 
to less than half of what it was then. A visit from a near-quarter Moon on 
2/18 is the only excitement it will see in the sky this month.

Highlights
This month marks the return of a 
small constellation, consisting of just 
two stars a mere five degrees apart: 
Canes Venatici. Its name is Latin for 
"hunting dogs" and they are often 
depicted leashed to their owner, 
Boötes, the herdsman. Find Boötes in 
the sky by starting at the Big Dipper 
and following the arc of the handle 
to Arcturus, a red giant that is the 
fourth brightest star in the sky. This 
constellation's two stars are not very bright: Chara in the west and Cor 
Caroli to the east. The brighter of the two, Cor Caroli's name means "the 
heart of Charles." The name first appeared in 1673 on a chart by Francis 
Lamb, who labelled it Cor Caroli Regis Martyris (the heart of Charles 
the martyred king), in honour of King Charles I of England, who was 
executed during the English Civil War in 1649. Though unremarkable, this 
constellation does contain some of the finest galaxies in the night sky, 
including spectacular M51, the Whirlpool Galaxy.
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Ring-necked pheasant  (Phasianus colchicus)
Ring-necked pheasants are related to quail, grouse, turkeys, and 
domestic barnyard chickens. These natives of Asia first arrived in the 
United States when a few were shipped from China to a farm in Oregon 
in 1882, and were introduced into Minnesota in 1905 when the Game 
and Fish Department received 70 pairs from Wisconsin and Illinois. 
Peak populations were recorded in the 1940s and 1950s in Minnesota. 
As agriculture became more intensive across the southern and western 
portion of the state, pheasant numbers declined. They continue to 
fluctuate widely depending on spring weather conditions, which affect 
breeding success.JOEL BAKKER | PHEASANT |  DAYTON, MN
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