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They look like ducks but grebes are different 

I t is understanda-
ble that grebes 
are often misi-

dentified as ducks. 
Grebes float on the water 
and swim around like 
ducks. Their shape is 
similar to a duck and 
they have webbed feet, 
but grebes are a diving 
bird that is more closely 
related to flamingos than 
ducks. 

Each March, grebes begin re-
turning to Minnesota from warm 
winter destinations in the south. 
This is one of two times during 
the year you are likely to see 
grebes flying. Grebes have stubby 
wings and are poor fliers. They 
typically only fly during their mi-
grations in the spring and fall. 

While it is rare to see grebes 
flying outside of their migration, it 
is also rare to see them on land. 
Grebes cannot walk well on land 
and spend the vast majority of 
their time in the water. They even 
nest on the water in floating nests. 

When grebes sense danger, 
they gradually lower themselves 
below the water. If danger is im-
minent they dive and disappear. 

Diving is something grebes do 
a lot. They find their food below 

the water’s surface. Common 
foods include small fish, aquatic 
insects and crustaceans. 

There are nearly a half dozen 
grebe species that may be spotted 
in Minnesota , between the spring 
and fall. Most have experienced a 
long-term decline in population, 
due to a loss of habitat. Grebes 
commonly nest on small ponds 
and wetlands, but these nesting 
areas are disappearing at an alarm-
ing rate in Minnesota . 

Pie-billed grebe 
The most common grebe spe-

cies found in Minnesota is the pie-
billed grebe. Its populations are 
relatively stable and it can be 
found nesting from the Iowa bor-
der to the Canadian border. 

The pie-billed grebe is mostly 

brown and dark brown 
in color. It is most easi-
ly identified by its 
white bill, which is en-
circled by a dark ring. 

Western grebe 
The western grebe is 
one of the larges grebe 
species, with a wing-
span of 40 inches. It 
has a dark colored 
body with a white neck 

and throat. 
The western grebe nests through-
out the western half of Minneso-
ta . 

Red-necked grebe 
Most commonly found along 

the Mississippi flyway of central 
and north central Minnesota , the 
red-necked grebe is smaller than 
the western grebe. It has a wing-
span of about 32 inches. It has a 
grayish-brown body, white color-
ing on its chin and yellow at the 
base of its bill. It also has a red-
dish marking on its neck, from 
which it gets its name. 

Eared grebe 
Even smaller than the red-

necked grebe, the eared grebe is  
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F lies have a bad reputa-
tion as pests. They buzz 
around in the house, 

they are a bother at picnics, and 
most people want to get rid of 
them when they see them, but flies 
do play an important role in the 
cycle of life. 

Two of the most common flies 
in Minnesota are the house fly and 
the bottle fly. The house fly is 
mostly black in color, while the 
bottle fly has an iridescent body 
that is usually greenish in color. 

When you see one of these flies 
in your home, your first reaction is 
probably to grab a fly swatter or 
rolled up newspaper and kill it. 
However, it is important to re-
member that  flies are not just 
worthless pests, they help decom-
pose and recycle dead material, 
which plays a role in the cycle of 
life.. 

The next time you see a dead 
squirrel or rabbit along the road, 
or a dead fish washed up on the 
beach, take a closer look. Flies 
will likely be buzzing around it. 
The adult flies lay their eggs in 

decomposing material, whether it 
is a dead animal, rotting plants or 
feces. When the eggs hatch, the 
offspring, known as maggots, 
begin feeding on the decomposing 
material. They break it down, and 
essentially give the dying material 
and its nutrients back to the earth. 

It’s a dirty job and one that 
does not earn flies many friends, 
but in the cycle of life, they are 
just doing their jobs. 

It is also important to note that 
flies can and do carry diseases, so 
even though they are beneficial to 
nature, they are not necessarily 
beneficial to humans and a healthy 
lifestyle. 

Bottle flies 
The bottle fly has a shiny body 

that is commonly green or blue. It 
measures about 1/4-inch to 3/8-
inch in length. 

The bottle fly is one of the first 
insects to reach a dying animal 
and because of this, forensic scien-
tists are able to study its maggots 
to determine the time of death of 

dead bodies. 
The bottle fly’s life span is be-

tween 14-30 days. 
The bottle fly is commonly 

found on dead animals, but it also 
is attracted to dead plants and gar-
bage. 

House fly 
The house fly measures about 

1/4-inch in length. It has a black 
body with light stripes on it. 

House flies are more common-
ly found on manure or rotting gar-
bage then on dead animals. 

The house fly lives between 
seven and 45 days. 

Other flies 
Minnesota is also home to other 

flies that focus more on the living 
than the dead. These flies include 
the horse fly. The female bites its 
victims and feeds on their blood, 
while the male feeds on flower 
nectar. Deer flies are similar, but a 
bit larger than the horse fly. The 
female also feeds on blood, while 
the male feeds on pollen and nec-
tar. 
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Paper birch is a Minnesota favorite 
T he paper birch is arguably 

one of the most popular 
and recognizable trees in Minne-
sota, but it is also one of our 
state’s most important trees for 
wildlife. 

The paper birch is common 
throughout much of the state, with 
the exception of the far southwest. 
It is a fast-growing tree, but it does 
not live as long as other common 
trees, such as oaks or maples, with 
an upper age limit of 130-140 
years.   

The paper birch can grow up to 
70 feet tall and may have a diame-
ter of up to 20 inches. 

The tree is named for its papery 
white bark, which often rolls up in 
sheets as the tree grows. The 
leaves are oval-shaped and 

toothed, and turn yellow in the 
fall. 

The paper birch produces a 
fruit or nutlet in the late summer 
that is a popular food source for 
birds and animals. Birds also 
search the bark for insects. 

Some animals browse on the 
birch’s new growth and bark. 

Birch syrup 
Many people are unaware that 

birch trees also produce sap that 
can be turned into syrup, like ma-
ple trees. 

The biggest difference between 
maple sap and birch sap is that 
birch sap has about 1/3 the sugar 
content of a typical sugar maple. 
This means it takes considerably 
more birch sap to make a compa-
rable amount of birch syrup. It 
makes it more difficult to boil as 
well. 

Birch sap is also different from 
maple sap in that it does not flow 
as long and it tends to spoil more 
quickly than maple sap. 

Those who have tried both ma-
ple syrup and birch syrup say they 
have much different flavors. Birch 
syrup is said to have a more cara-
mel-like taste. 

E ach spring, Minnesota’s 
species of grouse perform 

unusual mating rituals that may 
seem odd to people, but are per-
fectly normal in the world of 
grouse.  

Minnesota is home to three dif-
ferent species of grouse, the ruffed,   
sharp-tailed and spruce grouse. 
Ruffed grouse are the most com-
mon species and are found 
throughout much of the state, 
while spruce grouse are found 
mainly in the far north and sharp-
tailed grouse live in mainly the 
western portion of the state. 

The ruffed grouse has a very 
loud mating ritual, which is called 

drumming. The male beats his 
���������	
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creasingly faster. It sounds like a 
series of thumps. Drumming usual-
ly occurs on a log, tree root or 
boulder. If you hear the drumming, 
follow the sound and you are likely 

to see a ruffed grouse in action. 
The sharp-tailed grouse per-

forms a dancing ritual similar to 
that of a prairie chicken. Its danc-
ing is also done on a lek, or the 
mating grounds, which is a territo-
ry staked out by the males. The 
males coo and cluck, and stomp 
their feet in order to attract the fe-
males. All this commotion also 
attracts many bird enthusiast who 
flock to observe the ritual. 

The spruce grouse’s spring ritu-
al is called fluffing. The male fans 
his tail feathers, puffs up his neck 
feathers, and struts around for the 
female.  

 

Grouse perform annual springtime rituals 
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Grebes 
Continued from page 1 
 
one of the smallest grebe spe-

cies. It has a wingspan of just 23 
inches. It’s body is mostly brown, 
with white markings along its 
neck and wings. 

Eared grebes are most com-
monly found along the western 

third of Minnesota . 

Horned grebe 
One of the least common grebe 

species in the state is the horned 
grebe, which nests in the far north-
western corner of the Minnesota . 
The horned grebe has similar 
markings to the western grebe, but 
it is a much smaller bird. It has a 
wingspan of 24 inches. 

Clark ’s grebe 
Although it is not known to 

commonly nest in Minnesota , the 
Clark ’s grebe is spotted in the 
state. It is very similar in size and 
appearance to the western grebe, 
although it has a shorter bill. You 
may spot the Clark ’s grebe along 
the border with South and North 
Dakota or on Lake Superior .  

D uring the last century, 
Minnesota’s wetlands 

have been disappearing due to nu-
merous factors, but mainly be-
cause of drainage by farmers and 
land developers. 

The loss in habitat has affected 
numerous wildlife species in a 
negative way.. 

If global warming is allowed to 
continue, unchecked, it could 
mean another blow for Minneso-
ta’s wetlands and the wildlife that 
depends on those wetlands for 
habitat, such as ducks, shorebirds, 
turtles, frogs, fish, muskrats and 
beavers. 

Here’s how wetlands could be 
effected by global warming: 

�  Warmer temperatures will 
cause an increase in evaporation, 
which will reduce water levels in 
wetlands. Many wetlands will dry 
up or be dry for extended periods, 
reducing the habitat for wildlife 
that depends on the wetlands. 

�  Stream levels will fall, lead-

ing to a decline in groundwater, 
reducing the water supply for wet-
lands. 

�  Water quality will degrade, 
because higher temperatures will 
lead to an increase in algae 
growth. This will severely harm 
fish populations, because the algae 
reduces the amount of dissolved 
oxygen in the water. 

These changes may not seem 
important, but they will act like a 
line of dominos falling one after 
the other. If wetlands disappear, so 
will waterfowl, fish, amphibians 
and other creatures that depend on 
wetlands for their survival. 

Global warming will affect our wetlandsGlobal warming will affect our wetlandsGlobal warming will affect our wetlands   


