
DECEMBER PHENOLOGY
Jim Gilbert’s Nature Notes
First week of December  
Ice covers form after a lake or pond reaches 39°F 
throughout. Always remember, it takes at least four 
inches of new solid ice over stationary water for safe 
walking, skating, and ice fishing. You don’t want to 
fall through the ice as cold water saps body heat 
25 times faster than air of the same temperature. 
In 32°F water, a person will last about 15 minutes 
before losing consciousness. Cattail heads standing 
in marshes resemble hotdogs on sticks. Pairs of 
great horned owls can be heard duet hooting, 
probably establishing nesting territories. 

Second week of December
The red fruit on highbush cranberry shrubs and 
many varieties of crabapple trees is quite colorful 
and provides food for wildlife. Bald eagles hunt 
fish where open water is found, such as along 
the Mississippi River between the Twin Cities and 
Winona and farther south, and along the Minnesota 
River between Mankato and LeSueur. 

Dec. 12, 2020: The Lower Lake of Lake Minnetonka 
was wide open and an estimated 8,000 common 
mergansers, 900 common goldeneyes, and 1,700 
herring gulls, plus other birds, were observed. 

Dec. 15, 2020: Freeze-up date for Hall and Sisseton 
lakes at Fairmont, Long Lake at Park Rapids, and Little 
McDonald Lake near Perham. Skating was fantastic on 
the smooth ice of Swede Lake near Watertown, which 
froze over Dec. 1. The ice was four to five inches thick 
and nine portable fish houses were seen.

Third week of December
Some animals adapt to a northern winter by going 
into hibernation. At this time millions and millions 
of individual animals are in a deep sleep across 
Minnesota and Wisconsin. The list includes black 
bears, woodchucks, 13-lined ground squirrels, 
turtles, snakes, lizards, frogs, and toads, as well as 
countless insects, ticks, and spiders.

Dec. 19, 2020: On the Ney Center (Henderson) 
Christmas Bird Count, 43 species were observed 
including 515 dark-eyed juncos, 308 wild turkeys,  
250 northern cardinals, 60 bald eagles, 25 ring- 
necked pheasants, six great horned owls, and two 
great blue herons. The overall champion was the  
3,262 Canada geese.

Dec. 22, 2020: No snow on the landscape. High was 
40°F and we saw several active banded woollybear 
caterpillars.

Fourth week of 
December
Fresh snow reflects 
close to 90 percent 
of the Sun’s radiation 
from its surface. The 
intensity of sunlight 
is now just a quarter 
of the maximum 
level we had back 
in June. No wonder 
we can expect cold 
days. House finches, 
mourning doves, 
and nuthatches 
are among the first 
visitors to drink from 
heated birdbaths 
each day. Downy, 
hairy, red-bellied, and 
pileated woodpeckers 
come to suet feeders. 
2020 tied 2016 for 
the warmest year 
worldwide. The past six years were the hottest on 
record for our planet.

Dec. 25, 2020: A blizzard two days prior brought 
eight inches of snow for this Christmas Day, which was 
sunny and cold with -5°F and the low for the month in 
the Twin Cities. The bright moonlight casted dark tree 
shadows on the snow-covered landscape.

 

LOOK FOR...

Freeze-up for  
Lake Minnetonka:

2020 Dec. 24  
2019 Dec. 2
2018 Nov. 28 
2017 Dec. 14 
2016 Dec. 15
2015 Dec. 31
2014 Nov. 27
2013 Nov. 29
2012 Dec. 22
2011 Dec. 16

JOEL BAKKER | LONG EARED OWL | BROOKLYN PARK, MN

Finish your holiday shopping today
The 2023 Minnesota Weatherguide Environment™ 
Calendar and Almanac makes a great gift for most 
everyone on your list. Get extras for friends and family, 
teachers, your book club or sports team, your bridge 
group, fellow gardeners, or fishing friends. You get the 
idea. It’s a gift they will enjoy all year long. Plus, your 
purchase supports the work of Freshwater, which has 
been inspiring and empowering people to value and 
preserve our freshwater resources since 1968.

You don’t even need to leave home! Order online at 
freshwater.org or mail in the order form included in  
this calendar.

When you’re done shopping, step outside and breathe in 
crisp December air. Notice how snow or ice transforms 
the landscape and listen for wintering birds like the black-
capped chickadee or the downy woodpecker. Appreciate 
the beauty of our unique winter landscapes.

Snowflake or snow crystal watching opens up a new world of discovery with 
each snowfall. These tiny wonders of nature can be hexagonal plates, capped 
columns, powder crystals, needle shaped, or the intricate, six-pointed stellar 
crystals prominent in this photograph. These stars often interlock while 
falling and end up as big conglomerate flakes. They form in low clouds where 
the temperature is not too cold and there is plenty of moisture. 

ANDREA BERNHARDT | NATURE'S KALEIDOSCOPE | SAVAGE, MN

DID YOU KNOW...

48



The science of snowflakes: It is said 
no two snowflakes are alike. Indeed 
there are many different types of snow 
crystals. But what atmospheric factors 
determine the type of snowflake that 
falls to earth?

Snowflakes form in the so-called 
“dendritic growth zone” (DGZ) a few 
thousand feet above us. Temperature 

at the time of snowflake formation determines what type 
of snow crystal falls to earth.

DGZ temperatures between 25°F and 30°F produce 
hexagonal plates or big fat stellar dendrites.

DGZ temperatures either side of 20°F may produce ice 
needles, columns, or prisms. Different types of dendrites 
and plates reappear with single-digit temperatures. 
Subzero temperatures magically produce more plates 
and columns.
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Red fox (Vulpes vulpes)
Red foxes live throughout much of Minnesota, even in the Twin Cities 
and suburbs, though they prefer farmlands, semi-open country, and 
forest communities. They are typically about 41 inches long, including a 
16-inch bushy tail, and weigh up to 14 pounds. They have a pointed nose 
and fairly large pointed ears. Most are reddish-colored, with a trace of 
black fur in the middle of the back, tail, feet, and tips of the ears. The 
throat, underside of the body, and tip of the tail are white. In winter their 
coat is thick and luxurious. Like other wild dogs, red foxes hunt primarily 
at night, but may extend this activity into daytime during the winter 
when prey is harder to catch. Being primarily carnivorous, their diet 
includes squirrels, rabbits, muskrats, mice, and birds.PAUL SUNDBERG | RED FOX | GRAND MARAIS, MN
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The winter solstice is nearly upon 
us! December is the snowiest month 
of the year, averaging 11.4 inches of 
snow. This makes Minnesota one of 
the few states with a high chance of 
experiencing a white Christmas! For most, snow and cold are 
welcome in December. 

This is also known as the darkest month of the year, with 
cloud cover 58% of December days and an average of 
only around eight hours of daylight. The earliest sunset is 
usually around 4:30 pm. Don't forget your daily vitamin D! 
Frosty nights are typical as polar air invades. Afternoon 
temperatures cool noticeably from the mid-30s to the mid-
20s by the end of the month.

Morning sky
On Dec. 21, the Sun reaches its farthest 
south latitude on the Earth: 23.44 
degrees south. This is because the axis 
of the Earth is tilted away from the Sun by that same amount. It is at this 
point the Sun halts its southerly motion: the winter solstice. This latitude 
creates a ring around the Earth called the Tropic of Capricorn, so named 
because 2,100 years ago, when this line was established, the Sun was in 
the constellation of Capricorn at solstice.

Evening sky
Climbing into the sky at twilight, Mercury reaches Greatest Eastern 
Elongation on Dec. 21, then heads back toward the Sun, passing less 
than 1.5 degrees above Venus in the southwest. Mars reaches Opposition 
on Dec. 8, the closest approach this year. Exceptionally bright, it rises in 
the east at sunset and stays in the sky all night. Jupiter and Saturn move 
to the southwest throughout the month with a waxing crescent moon 
visiting Saturn on Dec. 26 and Jupiter on Dec. 28.

Highlights
The orbital plane of the Moon is 
tipped 5 degrees relative to the 
ecliptic, so twice every orbit, the Moon 
crosses this line in the sky. On these 
occasions we have eclipses, both 
lunar and solar, but also occultations. 
If a planet happens upon this node 
at the same time, the Moon will pass 
in front of it, blocking it from view: a 
lunar occultation. This is the case with 
Mars on Dec. 7. Despite the full Moon, 
Mars is a day before opposition so it will be bright and easy to see. At an 
altitude of 48 degrees in the eastern sky, the Moon will begin to cover 
Mars at 9:02 pm. Mars will begin to reappear on the western limb of the 
Moon at 10:11 pm, at an altitude of 60 degrees above the horizon.

SPECIES OF THE MONTH

Paul Huttner
@MPRweather

Chief Meteorologist
Weather Blog:  

mpr.org/updraft

Image: Stellarium

GUY'S WEATHERWISE
KARE11.COM/WEATHER

Guy Brown
@guyKARE11

Chief Meteorologist

49


