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FEBRUARY PHENOLOGY
Jim Gilbert’s Nature Notes
First week of February
Most Minnesota lakes are covered with 15 inches to 
two feet of ice, but if you head out on one always think 
of springs, soft spots, and changing conditions. Be 
careful! With an abundance of walleyes and saugers, 
plus yellow perch, small-mouth bass, and northern pike, 
fishing can be good on Lake Pepin and both up and 
downstream on the Mississippi River and backwaters. 
Wolves only breed once per year, with peak activity 
now. After a gestation period of 64 days, timber wolf 
pups arrive in Minnesota around mid-April. Groundhogs 
are hibernating underground each in their own burrow, 
and their internal clocks will awaken them near the end 
of March, not on Feb. 2.

Feb. 2, 2020: This Groundhog Day was mostly sunny 
with the monthly high of 46°F in the Twin Cities. The 
first northern cardinals were heard singing their “what-
cheer, cheer….” spring songs.

Second week of February
European starlings are showing some yellow on their 
beaks, which change from black to yellow for the 
nesting season. When driving on country roads in 
southern and western Minnesota, watch for horned 
larks, seen in small groups along the road edges. These 
grayish-brown birds, smaller than robins, fly up as cars 
go by. They are considered to be the first returning 
migrants. At our latitude, Feb. 11 is the date that 
greenhouse workers once again notice plants coming 
out of dormancy and starting to grow. From then on 
it becomes hot and humid in greenhouses on sunny 
days, the result of the Sun being higher in the sky and 
concentrating its rays. We also notice that cars parked 
in the sun warm up even on cold days.

Feb. 11, 2021: Sunlight was warming the greenhouses 
at Traverse des Sioux Garden Center in St. Peter, and 
pansy and geranium plugs were planted. However, the 
furnaces were still running at night.

Third week of February
Listen for house finches singing their warbling songs of 
spring, and the vocal spring flicker-like calls of the red-
bellied woodpecker. By mid-March the mating season 
has begun for flying, fox, gray, and red squirrels, and 
also for red foxes. Look for striped skunks and raccoons 
out of their winter sleeping quarters during warm spells, 
searching for food and companionship. Bald eagle 
nesting time has begun, and some pairs will return to 
old southern Minnesota nest sites and begin adding 
sticks—and a few will begin egg laying this early.

Feb. 14, 2020: With 
Valentine’s Day came 
the low temperature 
for this February in the 
Twin Cities of -12°F.

Feb. 17, 2017: With a 
new record high of 
63°F in the Twin Cities, 
a few golf courses 
opened, grills were 
fired up, Canada geese 
returned to old nesting 
areas, and there was an 
excellent maple sap run.

Fourth week  
of February
The long arching, 
bright golden-yellow 
twigs of weeping 
willows glow on 
the landscape. We 
continue to see active 
opossums, especially 
at wildlife feeding 
stations and dog dishes. Opossums don’t hibernate 
but they sleep in sheltered spots for several days 
during cold spells. Common mergansers, with their 
pointed serrated bills, spend much of the winter 
fishing in streams that have open water. White-tailed 
deer have begun shedding winter fur.

Feb. 23, 2020: Maple syrup producers were getting 
ready for the season. The high temperature of 44°F 
resulted in the first maple sap flow for the year in the 
greater metro area.
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Freshwater research and public policy work
Water is not only essential to our lives but supports 
complex freshwater ecosystems. For more than 50 years, 
Freshwater has conducted research, convened experts, 
and published reports on science-based approaches to 
restoring and protecting our freshwater resources. We 
focus on both surface water and groundwater from a 
sustainable-use perspective. 

We bring recommendations from our reports into policy 
discussions with state agencies, local government, and 
the legislature to advocate for effective, bipartisan, 
and lasting solutions; with engineers to plan water 
infrastructure that responds to changing runoff; with 
landowners who can store water to offset increased 
runoff; and with citizens to inspire leadership and action.

Visit freshwater.org to check out all our reports and 
publications, and sign up for our quarterly newsletter, 
Facets of Freshwater, blog posts, and press releases.

The universe is vast, beyond our imaginations. In dark sky conditions you 
can see a wide path of light crossing the sky. That’s the Milky Way, our 
home galaxy made up of about a trillion stars. Our own star, the Sun, 
nearly a million miles in diameter and 93 million miles from Earth, is part 
of this spiral galaxy. Astronomers think that there could be over 100 
billion other galaxies in the known universe.

LOOK FOR...

First active eastern 
chipmunk seen 
(Carver County):

2020 Mar. 1
2019 Mar. 8
2018 Mar. 1 
2017 Feb. 21 
2016 Feb. 25
2015 Feb. 22
2014 Feb. 22
2013 Mar. 2
2012 Feb. 17
2011 Mar. 5

DID YOU KNOW...
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Seven warmest years on record globally

We’re living through an unprecedented 
string of warmest years globally. 2020 tied 
2016 for the warmest year on record globally 
in NOAA surface temperature data. It was 
the second warmest year on record in the 
NASA data set. That means the past seven 
warmest years globally on earth occurred 
between 2014 and 2020. In a balanced 

climate system, we would expect a mix of warm and cold 
years globally. The last colder than average year globally was 
1976. That’s how far out of balance Earth’s climate system is.

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

Winter enthusiasts are typically in 
heaven in February. It’s a cold and 
snowy month, so ski and sledding 
hills are fast and in great shape. 
Snowmobile trails have a good covering and lake ice is thick 
enough for skating and fishing. 

February is our third snowiest month with an average of 9.5 
inches of snow, but the less hardy folks are itching for spring. 
Though February sometimes gives us a taste of the next 
season, most years we are still very much stuck in winter. If 
you remember last year, the one big bitter cold outbreak of 
the season came in early to mid-February—but we did end up 
with some highs in the 40s by the end, which is pretty typical. 
Average highs start out in the mid-20s but end up just above 
freezing by the end of the month. We can even start to hear 
some spring bird songs by the end of February!

Morning sky
Mercury climbs away from the Sun 
during the month, reaching Greatest 
Western Elongation on Feb. 16, but 
due to a low ecliptic at this time of year, it stays less than 10 degrees 
above the horizon. Per its namesake, Venus beautifully hangs in the 
morning sky, reaching maximum brightness on Feb. 9 and passing 6.5 
degrees from Mars on Feb. 12. 

Evening sky
Look in the west-southwest for the thinnest of crescent moons next to 
Jupiter on Feb. 2. Though Saturn and Jupiter are moving toward the 
east in the sky, the Earth is faster in its orbital path, putting the Sun in 
the way and so they disappear into its glare. Though separated by 921 
million miles, Saturn reaches Solar 
Conjunction on Feb. 4.

Highlights
Last year, we highlighted small 
constellations. This year we'll 
explore the giants, and what better 
to start with than the Norse giant 
himself: Orvandel. Well, that's one 
of his names. A giant, an archer, a 
shepherd, a hunter, many cultures 
have stories of his figure—one of 
the most recognizable in the sky. 
Archaeologists have found his form 
in a carving estimated to be 35,000 years old. We know him as Orion, 
the hunter from Greek mythology. His most distinguished feature are the 
three bright nearly identical stars lined up almost perfectly (a mere 2.75 
degrees across), to make his belt: Alnitak, Alnilam, and Mintaka. No other 
constellation has so many bright stars; the brightest are Rigel marking his 
left leg and Betelgeuse marking his right shoulder. These are the fifth and 
seventh brightest stars in our northern sky.
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Great gray owl (Strix rebulosa)
The great gray is North America’s largest owl, with an overall length of 
up to 32 inches and a five-foot wingspread. But these dimensions can 
be misleading; as an adult the fluffy, well-insulated bird weighs only two 
to three pounds. In Minnesota, these owls are most often seen within a 
hundred miles of the Canadian border in the boreal coniferous forest. 
However, during some winters a few will visit the southern part of the 
state. This species hunts during the daytime, often watching for prey from 
a low perch. In winter it will plunge into snow to catch rodents it detects 
by sound. Because most of these owls live secluded in the wilderness, 
they have very little contact with humans and may be easy to approach.DIANE HERMAN | GREAT GRAY UP CLOSE |  BELTRAMI CO., MN
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