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May 2020: Alberta PlantWatch 
Annual Newsletter 

 
Many thanks to PlantWatch Observers, 

who selected one or more from a choice of 26 plant 
species, then report the dates for first bloom and 
mid bloom, and for some plants, first leafing. This 
citizen science program started in 1987. Our goal is 
to increase knowledge of how our changing climate 
affects plants and wildlife, and to help decision-
making in Alberta. Spring bloom dates are valuable 
for predicting the best time to plant your garden or 
crop, go fly-fishing, prepare for spring allergies, etc.! 

By May 1, 2020, Alberta PlantWatch had 
received flowering and leafing observations from 
about 50 participants, and PlantWatch Canada 
(https://www.naturewatch.ca/plantwatch/) has 
about 25 Alberta observations from 2019. 

Once again, PlantWatch is working with the 
Alberta Biodiversity Monitoring Institute. We ask 
Albertans to use smart phones to send images and 
locations of first bloom of saskatoons. If this 
interests you, or you know folks who might be keen, 
see https://naturelynx.ca/Missions/36/details. In 
these pandemic days, PlantWatch provides a reason 
to spend more time in nature, while helping to 
boost our understanding of the impacts of climate. 
 

 

Prairie crocus 
(Image: L. Anne McClelland) 

2019 PlantWatch Records 
 

NORTHERN ALBERTA 
Blue Sky. T. Hrab. A very cold February and 

then March was warmer than average with little 
snow. April was average, but the last week was 
cooler. Snow on May 1, and then it warmed up. 

Manning. R. Cowie Very dry until June 15, then 
wet. Abundant saskatoons as well as raspberries. 
 

 

Male and female larch flowers 
(Image: Madonna Bishop) 

 

Peace River area. R. Hermanutz. Lots of blues 
and fritillary butterflies when the lodgepole pine 
shed pollen (May 2). The week before aspen bloom 
(Apr 18) was warm and dry, but then cold stalled 
leafing. Leaves fully emerged May 9th, after some 
warmth. At saskatoon mid bloom, dandelions were 
flowering, wolf willow started putting out leaves 
and chokecherry had closed flower clusters. Larches 
near St. Isidore had few male cones, insufficient to 
find pollen shed. 

Wembley. H. Hrychiw. With 3 years of heavy 
grass (8 cm of dead leaves), crocuses were hard to 
find. Very few stretched the 15 cm needed to clear 
the grass. (Editor’s note: prairie crocus does best if 
an occasional fire removes the dead grass.) 

Wembley. M. Dommer. We usually start sowing 
wheat on May 10, but in 2019 nothing was planted 
‘til June. Our crops are spring wheat, peas, canola. 
The January chinook affected the shrubs and trees. 
Our well-established bur oak lost its top half but is 
coming back nicely. Our local honey man remarked 
that the bees were hungry, as early flowers 
(willows, then dandelions) didn’t seem to have any 

https://www.naturewatch.ca/plantwatch/
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nectar. Balsam poplars had no catkins. July-August, 
the crops were tall and vigorous, but many crops 
were still not mature in September. Over 67 years 
of farming, we’ve never had a failure. The perennial 
flowers have been super! The headlands are full of 
beehives, and our hay crops were bountiful. 

Lac La Biche. R. Creelman. There were more 
wild bees and pollinators in June, but they just 
maintained themselves as July and August were 
cold and wet. The saskatoons did well. 

Athabasca. J. and N. Fuller. We had a wet, cool 
summer. Despite excellent spring conditions, our 
wild blueberry, saskatoon and cherry bushes were 
barren come fall. Not sure why, when others in our 
area had plenty, but there are no commercial 
beehives near us, and we’ve noticed recently that 
we have next to no bumblebees. 
 

 
Tent caterpillar 

(Image: Webcortland.edu) 
 

St. Paul. V. Hudson. Aspen didn’t bloom this 
year. I think the extreme tent caterpillars in 2018 
really stressed them. The trees finally re-leafed in 
June-July 2019, and thanks to lots of rain they will 
hopefully bloom again in 2020. 

SW of Barrhead. H. Zieger. Lots of wild roses 
and lilies this year.  
 
CENTRAL ALBERTA 

Wainwright. P. Porter. Another cool, dry spring 
in April-May. Drier to mid-June, but wet and cool 
for the rest of the summer, with rain about 2-3 
times/week. Pastures remained green and 
productive through September. Hay crops were 
difficult to harvest with so much rain. First snow on 
September 30.  

Tofield. C. Pattenden. A very wet summer. Nice 
to see the small sloughs fill with water. Balsam 
poplars did not produce any seed this year. Large 
swaths of aspens had extensive leaf damage (leaves 
chewed and rolled up). It was a good year for 
goldenrod and purple asters. There were virtually 

no wasps, hornets, or house flies, and few bees, 
bumblebees, and butterflies. We are seeing lots of 
spruce trees with an abundance of red needles 
(‘needle cast disease’ or climate warming?). 

Darwell. G. Richardson. No saskatoons again 
this year. The aspens shed pollen April 3 but didn’t 
leaf until May 10. The ice was out on Lake Isle on 
April 23. Tree swallows appeared April 29. Heavy 
smoke May 30. About half as many apples as usual. 

St. Albert. R. Peterson. Good snowpack this 
winter. Male aspens flowered very quickly; catkins 
were drooping on April 13, and then really opened 
up on April 14. On May 19, Canada buffaloberry was 
in flower but wolf willow was just in bud. 

Parkland County. D. Crowe. February was very 
cold; 3 weeks or more with -20 °C. Rainfall: April - 
about 3”; May - 1”, June - 4.5”, July 1-13th - 4.5”. 

Edmonton. E. Beaubien. February 4-26 the 
polar vortex brought unusually cold temperatures. 
This killed many mountain-pine beetles (according 
to Switzer Park staff, Hinton) and in Edmonton 
spring garden shrubs such as Nanking cherry and 
forsythia didn’t flower above the snow line. The 
bloom period for catkin-bearing trees (aspen, 
balsam poplar, birch) lasted longer than usual due 
to cool spring temperatures. Some balsam poplar 
catkins froze with no pollen shed. On May 30, north 
winds brought heavy smoke from fires (Wabasca, 
Manning, Yukon) and at 1:30 p.m. in Edmonton it 
was so dark the streetlights came on! After 20 years 
of mainly drought, summer rains filled ponds and 
large beaver lodges were built. 
 

 

Beaver lodge, cut away 
(Image: gregnewbold.blogspot.com 

 

Leduc county. T. Abbott. We had summer 
weather in May, then more rainfall over the next 3 
months than our usual annual precipitation. In spite 
of this, there was an abundant berry crop, with 
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large, juicy saskatoons. The constant humidity made 
for a large, long-lived mosquito crop, many different 
mushrooms and lots of Indian pipes. The grass was 
still growing in mid-September and was usually too 
wet to cut. Potatoes and carrots were large but very 
muddy to dig. Corn was short and didn’t ripen well. 
 

 

Saskatoon berries 
(Image: Edmonton and Area Land Trust) 

 

Leduc. B. Bolton. Saskatoons were very few but 
large and juicy. Chokecherries…none!! In the 
garden, strawberries and raspberries were plentiful, 
large and juicy. ‘Vines’ did poorly - pumpkin plants 
with 1-2 fruits; cucumbers almost non-existent; few 
zucchini and peas. Potatoes, carrots and beets were 
great. Crabapples were plentiful and small, but very 
sweet and 2 weeks later than usual. Pie apples were 
few, small and at least 2 weeks later than usual.  

Fewer animals this year - only 1 fawn (usually 3-
4), no skunks, 3 squirrels (usually 5-6); 1 family of 
robins (usually 5-6). Ducks and geese in the spring 
only. Perhaps because it was so wet, they found 
other sloughs and ponds and didn’t need the ones 
in our yard. Rain in July was 7.25” - unheard of! 

Camrose. R. Ernst. Spring was cool and dry with 
many days well below average temperatures. First 
significant rain, 20 mm, on May 15, then 47 mm on 
June 7 and 17 mm on June 19. The saskatoon crop 
was sparse and chokecherry slightly better. 

Olds. W. Daley. Mid-April was warm but dry. By 
April 22 trees started to bloom and the spring bulbs 
were up. The end of April brought snow and cold 
nights. By May 10 it warmed up, with much needed 
rain, and the poplar catkins opened. May 16-21 was 
cold, then the last week of May had double-digit 
temperatures and haze from northern forest fires. 

Many plants (such as balsam poplar, golden bean, 
wolf willow) had a profusion of flowers. 

Ponoka. M. A. Predy. Apples and saskatoons 
bloomed after spring frosts. The summer had 
mostly average temperatures and precipitation. 
Lots of growth on the trees.  

Red Deer area, Woodland Hill. D. Murray. First 
morning cloak butterfly appeared April 7. Downy 
woodpeckers were drumming, and robins were 
regular at the bird bath on April 16.  

Innisfail area. J. Henderson. Swallows returned 
on May 12, same as last year. Lots of winter kill on 
cherry trees this year. 
FOOTHILLS AND MOUNTAINS 

Jasper National Park, east gate. E. Slatter. Rain 
seemed above average, with big winds. Few days 
without rain from mid-July to mid-August. Most 
native plants had prolific blooms. Berry production 
was low overall, but slightly better (and later) at 
high elevations. Buffaloberries ripened by early 
August. Fewer bears in our area in late summer. 
With fewer available berries, bears likely needed to 
forage farther to find pre-denning calories! 
 

 

Buffaloberries (Shepherdia canadensis) 
(Image: Milena McWatt) 

 

Bees were largely absent from spring blossoms, 
but had average numbers by mid-August, mainly on 
clover near the warden station. Fewer wasps than 
in 2018, but many mosquitoes from mid-July to fall. 
They loved the sustained water levels in the 
Athabasca River and marshes. Lots of slugs in the 
garden (they love scarlet runner bean leaves). 

Seasonal birds left by mid to late August (maybe 
due to cool, wet conditions), and there seemed to 
be fewer little brown bats.  

This summer may be typical of how climate 
change is and will be affecting the east slopes of the 
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Rockies. We had many heavy rain events with big 
winds. Three huge poplars came down in our yard 
over the summer. Backcountry trails were littered 
with hundreds of trees. 

Cardinal Divide, south of Hinton. H. Anderson. 
Cool temperatures and frequent precipitation from 
late April to late June (substantial snow on April 27 
and June 21) delayed flowering. Mid-season and 
late-season species were 1-2 weeks later than the 
10-year average, but with prolific flowers! 

Sundre. A. Bakken. The garden didn’t do 
anything until the end of July. We had about 3 days 
of summer and they were not together.  

Rocky Mountain House, Blue Hill Forest Tower. 
S. Kinzel. Winter seemed like it would never go - 
always more snow after each melt. Couldn’t access 
some locations until mid-June and had lots of cold 
weather for most of the rest of the growing season.  
 

 

Abundant subalpine wildflowers 
(Image: John Marriott) 

 

Banff. L. Dowling. Saw very few calypso orchids 
this spring. Trees leafed out and then stalled for 
about 3 weeks of cold, wet weather. Mountain-ash 
did not flower. Spectacular sub-alpine flowers were 
later than normal, but still going strong mid-August. 
A cold, wet autumn ended the cold, wet growing 
season. 

Canmore. L. Frost. Cool and dry in spring, then 
cool and wet into the summer, so crocuses and 
dandelions took more time to reach full bloom. 

Canmore. J. Buchanan-Mappin. Spring 
flowering was late. Winter continued through April 
with several snowfalls (10 cm still on the ground 
April 28) and most nights below freezing. Cooler 
than normal temps continued into May, with 
snowfalls of 7 cm on May 2 and 6.5 cm on May 5. 
The short flowering season resulted in incredible 
displays in alpine meadows, with early bloomers 

(e.g. glacier lilies) flowering with later bloomers 
(paintbrush, valerian, delphiniums and fireweed). 
Spectacular! 
SOUTHERN ALBERTA 

Carstairs. M. J. Davies and Z. Kondra. Such a 
change from 2018! May was cold and dry; the soil 
was cold. Rain on May 26 and June 7; hail on June 
18 and September 18. The flowers of our observed 
plants were spectacular as ever, but bloom periods 
seemed shorter. Not a good year to be a gardener!  

NW Calgary. W. McBride. We had a very dry 
winter and cold March. The ‘spring explosion’ of 
flowers was late (mid-May). Golden bean and 
yarrow were abundant. A cool summer with heavy 
rains in mid-June to mid-July. After many years, 
black-eyed-Susan and prairie gentian were seen 
again. The flower of the year was mouse-ear 
chickweed; so profuse that it turned hillsides and 
parts of fields white. 

Calgary, Glenmore Reservoir. D. Darnell. 
Unusual temperature swings in the spring seemed 
to slow and extend balsam poplar catkin emergence 
and pollen release. One tree had fully extended 
catkins by April 24, then dried out with pollen sacs 
going from red to burgundy and never shedding 
pollen; then the catkins fell off.  
 

 

Healthy (unfrozen) balsam poplar male catkins 
(Image: Elisabeth Beaubien) 

 

Calgary, Glenmore Reservoir. L. Sudrich. I used 
the www.accuweather.com monthly report to 
calculate weather for the week before bloom. 
February was the 4th coldest on record, with a mean 
temperature of -18.2°C. April 18 had a high of 
19.8°C. We had snow on May 5, and 45 mm of rain 
on June 21. August 21 was 31°C. (hottest day to that 
date.) The weather has been a little inconsistent! 

Foothills. D. Ramsay. It’s amazing what a cool 
wet summer produces! Most wildflowers were 

http://www.accuweather.com/
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hidden in the brome grass, which was almost 5 feet 
tall. There were abundant blooms on saskatoon and 
chokecherry and very plump fruit! Golden bean was 
the most prolific I have ever seen. No moose, but 
the deer did some great pruning in early spring. 
Aspen branches are a bit high (due to browsing), 
but we have a new copse of trees (due to a fire), 
which may be easier to monitor in future. 

Priddis, Millarville. P. Kroeker. Larches were 
loaded with cones in 2018, but nothing in 2019. 
June and July were very wet, with rain and 
thunderstorms. The pasture in mid-July was 
beautiful – so many wildflowers! Very few 
mosquitoes. 

Waterton National Park. [editor’s note: Thanks 
to park staff, R. Sissons and G. Alger, for many data 
reports for 2019! The fires of 2017 changed that 
landscape considerably and made some park roads 
inaccessible. Waterton has the longest Alberta 
PlantWatch record of any of our national parks, 
going back to 1987. It is likely the longest phenology 
database for any Canadian national park as well.] 
 

 

Wild strawberry blossoms 
(Image: Linda Kershaw) 

 

Monarch. M. Hafichuk. Strawberry blossoms 
were prolific. Weird spring weather, with snow on 
May 5, 25°C on May 12, then freezing with snow on 
May 19. This slowed blooming of chokecherry and 
lilac. After May 29 it was warm again. Mid to late 
June was cooler than average, with rain. June 25 
had 5 cm of rain in less than 2 hours! Everything 
was still semi-green by September 1 (unusual). 
Nanking cherries had no blooms and lots of dead 
wood. The last days of August had lots of purplish 
copper butterflies, and incredible masses of aphids 
(good food for the migrating warblers).  

Lethbridge. A. Loose. There was a warm spell in 
mid-April, and then the first aspen catkins emerged, 
with a short interval between first and mid bloom. 
Then cool weather, and my observed tree didn’t 
leaf out until May 15. 
 

 

Fresh-green aspen leaves are a welcome sight each spring 
(Image: Linda Kershaw) 
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Here’s to more flower-finding fun in 2020! 
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