
APRIL PHENOLOGY
Jim Gilbert’s Nature Notes
First week of April
By April 1, we've gained four hours of daylight since 
the winter solstice. We see ice covers leaving lakes, 
migrating birds returning, and the first greening of 
the landscape. Canada geese have begun nesting, 
and wood ducks are busy claiming nesting boxes. 
Listen for the muffled, musical whistling of tundra 
swans migrating overhead. Ospreys carry sticks to 
their nests, and eastern bluebirds sing and check out 
nest boxes. Maple syruping continues in central and 
northern Minnesota.

April 7, 2020: The first 70°F day of the year ushered 
in the first eastern phoebes, purple martins, and tree 
swallows. First leopard frogs were calling. American 
woodcocks displayed at night under the light of the 
Super Moon.

Second week of April
American robins build nests and chipping sparrows 
are returning. Farmers hope to be seeding spring 
wheat. Wood frogs, spring peepers, and western 
chorus frogs are calling from wetlands. Painted turtles 
come up on logs for some sunning. They do this to 
raise their body temperatures, enabling their food to 
digest. Also, the ultraviolet light they receive helps 
with the manufacture of vitamin A. This is the normal 
time for ice to be leaving central Minnesota lakes. 

April 12, 2020: On this Easter Sunday, about five 
inches of new snow covered the landscape, making it 
look like winter except for the open lakes. American 
goldfinches were showing much bright yellow and a 
female northern cardinal was seen nest building.

Third week of April
It’s time to taste a harbinger of spring; rhubarb is 
grown for its large thick leaf stalks that are popular 
for making tangy sauce and pies. Young eastern 
cottontail rabbits are out and about. White-throated 
sparrows arrive at feeding stations. Farmers plant the 
first corn. Forsythia shrubs and daffodils bloom in 
our yards. Common dandelions bloom next to south-
facing walls while we see sharp-lobed hepatica and 
bloodroot flowers in woodlands. April 22 this year 
marks the 52nd anniversary of the first Earth Day. 
Pitch in to help preserve and protect our amazing 
Earth. Become knowledgeable about climate change. 
Support solar and wind energy. Say “no thanks” to 
plastic straws; sip your drinks or bring a trendy metal 
or silicone straw. Walk or bike when possible. Plant a 
pollinator-friendly garden.  

April 18, 2020: Ice-out 
date for Roosevelt 
and Lawrence lakes at 
Outing, Sand Lake near 
Moose Lake in Carlton 
County, and Big Pine 
and Little Pine lakes 
near Perham.

Fourth week  
of April
Honey bees tell their 
hive mates where to 
find the best nectar 
and pollen by doing a 
dance, a bee version 
of GPS. Willow and 
common dandelion 
are among early 
food sources. We 
begin the emerald 
green time with many 
tones of green on the 
landscape. Boxelders 
and willows have small 
leaves, and the native basswoods and sugar maples 
leaf buds are opening. These and other trees create 
a bright green tinge in deciduous forest canopies. 
Watch for the first newly hatched Canada goose 
goslings swimming and grazing on fresh green 
grasses with their parents. Prairie chicken males 
dance on leks in far western Becker County, and 
sharp-tailed grouse can be heard and seen displaying 
on leks near Biwabik. As ice covers leave northern 
Minnesota and Wisconsin lakes, common loons return 
and fill the spring air with their enchanting calls.

LOOK FOR...

First leaves emerging 
in tree tops  
(Carver County)

2020 Apr. 26 
2019 Apr. 25
2018 May 4 
2017 Apr. 13 
2016 Apr. 15
2015 Apr. 27
2014 May 4
2013 May 12
2012 Mar. 23
2011 Apr. 28

JAN SPEAK | GOSLING CUTENESS | SHAKOPEE, MN

Several species of fish swim upstream when spawning. The most commonly 
known is the salmon, but in Minnesota steelhead trout do as well. They have 
been known to jump 11 feet into the air when climbing falls on migration 
runs. Upstream swimmers follow a "home scent" wired into their brains, 
which instinctively leads them back to the waters where they were born. 

EDWARD LEE | STEELHEAD | KNIFE RIVER, MN

You can improve the health of our water
Adopt a River is a hands-on program that invites 
participants throughout Minnesota—like you—to take 
action to improve surface water quality through shoreline 
cleanups. As Adopt a River’s new home, Freshwater is 
building on the foundations of a strong program started 
by the DNR in the 1980s, adapting it to include new 
communities, improve sustainability, and enhance the 
program’s educational components. 

With the tools Freshwater provides, you can organize 
a cleanup in your community! Spring is the perfect 
time as melting snow reveals winter trash. Despite the 
name, cleanups are not limited to rivers: lakes, streams, 
wetlands, and ponds can all benefit from a cleanup. 
Organize a one-time cleanup or adopt a shoreline 
for a few years. Join a growing community of water 
protectors! 

Learn more at freshwater.org/adopt-a-river.

DID YOU KNOW...
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Global CO2 levels reach 420 PPM

In early 2021, atmospheric carbon dioxide 
reached 420 parts per million for the first 
time. That’s a 50 percent increase from pre-
industrial levels. Scientists now estimate 
today’s global CO2 levels are the highest in at 
least 3 million years.

CO2 measurements are 
recorded at the Mauna Loa 
Observatory in Hawaii. 
Charles Keeling began 
measuring atmospheric 
carbon dioxide atop Mauna 
Loa in 1958. 

Keeling’s son, Ralph Keeling, 
has continued that work with the Scripps Institution of 
Oceanography. I talked with him about global CO2 levels on 
MPR News Climate Cast. mprnews.org/podcasts/climate-cast/1

Morning sky
Mars continues to move east, 
catching up and passing Saturn by 
just 0.3 degrees on Apr. 4. By mid-month, four planets are now lined 
up across the east-southeast at dawn. The Moon joins this quartet Apr. 
24–27. Though it occurs during daylight, Venus comes within 0.0056 
degrees of Neptune on Apr. 27. Jupiter and Venus close to within 0.25 
degrees on Apr. 30. 

Evening sky
Starting the month at Superior Conjunction, Mercury passes behind the 
Sun emerging into the evening sky. At Greatest Eastern Elongation on Apr. 
29, this is the best opportunity to view Mercury all year since it will be at 
its highest point above the horizon, 20.6 degrees from the Sun. Look low 
west-northwest after sunset. The open cluster of the Pleiades will be just 
to the right.

Highlights
Though each planet spins around 
the Sun at a different rate, like the 
hands on a clock, there are times 
when they line up. On the morning 
of Apr. 26, we will have such an 
alignment: a planetary conjunction. 
Four of our five naked eye planets, 
plus the Moon are just 33 degrees 
from one side to the other. The 
only one missing is Mercury, off in 
the evening sky. The planets of our 
solar system all line up on the ecliptic: the plane of Earth's orbit around 
the Sun. All orbits are slightly inclined, but they all lie within 7 degrees 
of this plane: Mercury = 7.01 degrees, Venus = 3.39 degrees, Mars = 1.85 
degrees, Jupiter = 1.31 degrees, Saturn = 2.49 degrees, Uranus = 0.77 
degrees, and Neptune = 1.77 degrees. No matter where they are, west or 
east, they may always be found along this line through the heavens. 
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Watercress  (Nasturtium officinale)
Watercress is a rapidly growing aquatic perennial plant native to Europe 
and Asia and naturalized throughout North America. It is one of the oldest 
known leaf vegetables consumed by humans. The entire watercress plant 
is edible—leaves, stalks, and even the flowers. However, do discard the 
roots, as they don’t taste great. Raw watercress has a peppery taste. Once 
cooked, the pepperiness diminishes. Packed with nutrients, particularly 
vitamin K, watercress has high antioxidant content that may lower your risk 
of chronic diseases. The floating plants grow freely in natural springs and 
cool flowing streams. Foragers collect watercress from the wild but that’s 
probably not a good idea. Farmed watercress is fed by pure water from 
underground aquifers that can be constantly tested to ensure purity. DON SPECHT | WATERCRESS WATERFALL | BLOOMINGTON, MN
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Hold on to those hats because the 
breeziest month of the year is here! 
On a better note, get ready for the sun 
intensity to ramp up, with an average 
of six to seven hours of daily sunshine! 
April signals a little boost of spring with trees beginning to bud 
and the grass turning green. 

Afternoon temperatures warm considerably from the low-50s to 
the mid-60s by the end of the month, which means ice out for 
most Minnesota lakes. Low temperatures range from low-30s to 
mid-40s, rarely falling below 20°F. Snow is still not uncommon, 
and the Twin Cities area gets an average of 3.5 inches in April. 
Meanwhile, water from rainfall and melting snow fills the rivers 
and lakes, sometimes producing severe floods. We’ve all heard 
the saying, "April showers bring May flowers,” and 2001 was 
notably wet, with seven inches of precipitation observed. This is 
still the wettest April on record. 
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Atmospheric CO2 concentration since 1700
Ice-core data before 1958. Mauna Loa data after 1958.

1750        1800       1850        1900        1950       2000

400

350

300

250

200

17


