
 
Minnesota Waterfowl Migration and Hunting Report, Oct. 15, 2020 

 
The following report is a compilation of state and federal wildlife manager reports 
and waterfowl surveys from across Minnesota. This is the 4th report for 2020.  
Reports will be compiled weekly throughout the hunting season and should be 
available by Thursday afternoon each week.  The Conservation Officer Report, 
available on the DNR web site, also contains information about waterfowl hunter 
success across the state. 
 
General:  15 October 2020 
 
Duck hunting was fair on the 3rd weekend of the season despite the warmer 
weather. There is a good diversity of species present across the state and showing 
up in hunters’ bags.  Good numbers of ring-necked ducks are present in northern 
Minnesota. 
 
Canada goose hunting reports and goose numbers have been good with more 
reports of white-fronted geese present in the state this year. 
 
Crop harvest is 2-3 weeks earlier than average offering lots of field hunting 
opportunities.  
 
Wetland conditions remain variable across the state but benefitted slightly by rains this week.  Hunter access remains good 
across most of the state. 
 
Temperatures are expected to be well below average statewide this weekend with some snow in northern Minnesota.  Highs will 
only be in the 30s in the north and 40s in the south and there should be ice on many shallow wetlands and lakes by Sunday.  
The extended forecast calls for cold and windy conditions all of next week. 
 
The South zone reopens this Saturday, Oct. 17 and the outlook is very good there and statewide this weekend.  There should be 
a significant migration of ducks into, and out of, the state with the cold temperatures over the next few days. 
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Waterfowl season reminders 
blank Duck season dates Goose season dates 
North Zone Sept. 26-Nov. 24 Sept. 26-Dec. 25 
Central Zone Sept. 26-Oct. 4 and Oct. 10-Nov. 29 Sept. 26-Oct. 4 and Oct. 10-Dec. 30 
South Zone Sept. 26-Oct. 4 and Oct. 17-Dec. 6 Sept. 26-Oct. 4 and Oct. 17-Jan. 6 

 
Bag limits are 6 ducks/day, with no more than:  4 mallards (2 hens), 3 wood duck, 2 redhead, 2 canvasback, 2 black duck, 1 
pintail.  1 scaup (bluebill) may be taken per day through Oct. 22 and 2/day the remainder of the season.  Mergansers:  5 per day, 
no more than 2 may be hooded mergansers.  Bag limits for geese are 3 dark geese/day. 
 
Possession limits:  3 times the daily bag limit for all migratory birds. 
 
Shooting hours begin ½ hour before sunrise until 4 p.m. through Friday, Oct. 9 and until sunset the remainder of the season.  
Motorized decoys are prohibited statewide through Saturday October 10th and on state wildlife management areas at any time 
during duck season. The sandhill crane season is open through Oct. 25 in the Northwest zone only.  Bag limits are 2/day and a 
sandhill crane permit is required. 
 
Open water hunting:  On Lake Pepin, Lake of the Woods, Lake Mille Lacs, and Lake Superior, open water hunting is allowed as 
long as boats remain anchored.  On the Mississippi River south of Hastings, hunting is allowed not more than 100 feet from any 
shoreline, including islands.  Hunters should consult the 2020 Waterfowl Hunting regulations (available from license vendors or 
online at the Minnesota Hunting and Trapping Regulations page for additional details and regulations. 
 
Safety Never Takes A Holiday:  treat every gun as if it were loaded, be 100% certain of your target before pulling the trigger, 
wear your life vest, pay attention to other hunters and your hunting partners, and watch the weather. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.dnr.state.mn.us/regulations/hunting/index.html


The following is a summary of pre-season waterfowl habitat and hunting conditions from various reporting stations across the 
state. 
 
 
Area Habitat conditions Waterfowl migrations and weather conditions Hunter Activity and Success 
Northwest 
Roseau River and 
Roseau Lake 
WMA 

Low water levels persist in Pools 1 
West and 2 with current conditions 
providing excellent foraging for 
waterfowl and challenging access for 
hunters. The Roseau River is 
exceptionally low and Roseau Lake 
is 95% dry. 
 
Harvest is nearly complete and 
tillage is close behind in the 
surrounding area. 

Duck and goose numbers have declined across the 
area. The birds still present are far more 
concentrated in pockets of lower pressure than past 
weeks. Scouting is key to success.  
 
A few migrant mallards have arrived in the last few 
days. The extended cold weather should drive more 
down as small wetlands begin to ice over.  
 
The extended forecast is for cold weather to settle in 
and west to west-northwest winds. Highs will be in 
the upper 30s and lows will be around 20.  

Hunter success has declined with 
fewer birds in the area. Hunters 
averaged 1.4 ducks/hunter and 0.1 
geese/hunter over the weekend. 
Mallards and Ring-necked ducks 
continue to make up the majority of 
the harvest.  

Thief Lake WMA The lake is currently 1” below our fall 
target level and access is good at all 
launches. Cover is in great shape. 
 

A goose count was not conducted this week but 
there appears to be a decent number on the lake. 
There are a lot of ducks being observed, but are 
mostly sticking to the sanctuary (as of Tuesday 
afternoon). Based on bag checks from Wednesday, 
we perhaps received new birds recently. 
 
We will transition to N winds and cooler 
temperatures the latter part of this week and that will 
keep birds moving in and out of the area.  

Success this past Friday was 1.2 
ducks per hunter (dph), Saturday 
was 0.59 dph and Wednesday was 
2.06 dph. A nice variety of species 
are being harvested and green-
winged teal is currently the number 
one bird in the bag. 

Northeast 
Tower Water levels have come up in the 

last week from recent rains, but 
overall remain low.  Wild rice still 
standing but thinning out. 

Large numbers of ring-necks and mallards have 
been observed in the area.  Other species mixed in 
as well, pintail, gadwall, redhead.  A few woodies 
remain in wooded wetlands.  In the last week, strong 
winds have helped bring in and move birds 
around.  Cooler temps and snow forecasted for the 
weekend.  

Hunters have reported mixed bags 
of ducks, but overall have had good 
success with the cooler weather.   

 



Area Habitat conditions Waterfowl migrations and weather conditions Hunter Activity and Success 
North central 
Park Rapids Water levels remain about average 

although a few areas have higher 
water due to beaver activity or 
localized heavy rain.  Most wild rice 
beds have deteriorated and aren’t 
providing much cover.  Bean harvest 
and fall tillage are wrapping up with 
regular corn harvest underway. 

The temperatures were more seasonable this past 
week, but the weather was unsettled with strong 
winds and some rain.  A strong cold front is 
predicted right before MEA weekend bringing much 
colder temperatures, wind, and mixed precipitation.  
There should be a fair amount of migration activity 
over the next several days.  

Duck hunting success generally 
improved this past week with some 
good mallard and ring neck hunts 
reported.  Goose hunters continue to 
have success in the fields.  Good 
luck to all the youth hunters out and 
about this weekend. 

Rice Lake NWR Thin layer of ice on Rice Lake, very 
good crop of wild rice that covers 
90% of lake 

31°, Clear skies, winds 12-23mph,  unknown 

West central 
Detroit Lakes Light rains this week were 

welcomed.  Wetlands remain in good 
condition though lower than past 
years, rice stands continue to 
deteriorate. 
 
Harvest is 3 weeks ahead of 
schedule, soybeans are 90% 
complete and corn is 25% complete, 
fields are being turned black quickly.   

0.6 inches of rain Sunday was welcomed.  Forecast 
for MEA and the weekend is brisk.  High temps of 40 
are expected with lows in the 20s and brisk W/NW 
winds; the lakes aren’t ready to freeze yet but I 
expect ice to start on the smaller waters by the 
weekend.  There is no warm up in the 10-day 
forecast, get out there and hunt this week before we 
are locked up.  
 
I expect to see a big push of birds yet this 
week/weekend, but haven’t seen much yet.  A few 
geese have moved in as well as some calendar 
ducks, but no big numbers of divers or other species 
noted yet.   

Third weekend success was decent, 
and it seems like hunter numbers 
continue to hold.  More duck hunters 
out and about than I have seen in a 
few years.  Hunter success was 
better south of Detroit Lakes, with a 
variety of species harvested; green-
winged teal, gadwall, widgeon, 
pintail and buffleheads most 
common.  North of DL saw success 
rates down into that 1-2 birds/hunter 
with gadwalls, widgeon, mallards 
and teal main species.  Not many 
divers showing up in bags.   
 
Goose hunters are getting birds 
around Moorhead, but geese are 
sparse in other parts of the work 
area.  Lots of pheasant hunters out 
over the weekend also.  Pressure is 
high which makes scouting crucial. 



Area Habitat conditions Waterfowl migrations and weather conditions Hunter Activity and Success 
Fergus Falls/Lake 
Christina 

The area got a little rain over the 
past week, but many areas are still 
on the dry side. Fall harvest 
continues, with most soybeans now 
harvested and corn harvest 
continuing to ramp up.  

More ring-necked ducks have moved into the area, 
but still very few ducks around, and those that are, 
have likely been hunted a lot. There are still some 
pockets of blue-winged teal and wood ducks, but 
those are likely to leave with the gusty winds, colder 
weather, and the season’s first snowflakes forecast 
for this weekend. Hunters should anticipate new 
ducks for the weekend, including more mid-season 
migrants and our usual “calendar” ducks.  
 
Lake Christina is still holding good numbers of 
divers, but some weather is needed to keep them 
out of the big part of the lake. Coot numbers are still 
impressive on the lake.  

Very few reports from the last week. 
With nice weather and the opening 
of pheasant season, it seems most 
are doing something else. MEA 
weekend brings even more hunting 
opportunities with youth deer 
season, but duck hunters should 
expect better luck with the weather 
forecast over the next few days.  
 
Lake Christina has been hit or miss, 
with the ducks there having little 
reason to move out of the big water 
and toward the huntable cover. 
Some hunters have noted good 
success with dabblers, though.   

Central 

Sherburne NWR Water levels are unchanged from 
last week.  Soybean harvest is nearly 
complete.  Corn continues to slowly 
come off fields; harvest still only 10% 
complete.  

There has been a significant bump in duck numbers 
from last week due mostly in part to an influx of 
mallards and ring-necks. Wood duck numbers 
remain strong and a good mix of migrants remain.  
Goose numbers are mostly unchanged.  The 
weekend’s forecast should favor hunters.  Lows 
near freezing Fri – Sun and daytime highs in the 40s 
are expected.  NW winds Friday, SE winds 
Saturday, and NW winds again on Sunday. 

Nothing to report. 

Mille Lacs WMA Overall waterfowl habitat remains in 
good shape.  Rice stands are 
starting to drop down.   

The area received recent precipitation that will help 
keep water levels up.  Local birds are well educated.  
A minor influx of new birds has been observed.  
Increased numbers of ring-necks, green-wing teal 
and mallards were noted. 

3rd weekend success was not great.  
Hunters that scouted did find birds 
but overall bird activity was low. 



Area Habitat conditions Waterfowl migrations and weather conditions Hunter Activity and Success 
Southwest 

Redwood Falls Water levels continue to recede due 
to a lack of rain. The majority of 
small wetlands are now dry and 
mudflats are encircling larger 
wetlands.  Crop harvest is winding 
down and soybeans are essentially 
complete, while corn is 60-70% done 
and advancing steadily.      

Gorgeous fall weather (70 degree highs, sunshine) 
early in the week has slowly cooled into more 
seasonal temperatures, with below average 
temperatures predicted for the weekend and early 
next week.  No sign of any major migrations.  Blue 
winged teal are now scarce, but wood ducks remain 
plentiful, especially along the Minnesota River and 
larger tributaries.  Local geese are still common but 
largely confined to de facto refuges like parks, 
sewage ponds, and golf courses. A few coots are 
trickling in.  Otherwise not much in the way of 
waterfowl on most water. 

Hunting has been closed and 
reopens Saturday 10-17.  Scouting 
will be critical to find birds and 
frankly just to make certain the 
wetland you intend to hunt is still 
huntable because of widespread dry 
conditions. 

Willmar We received between 0.75” and 2” of 
rain on 10/11.  This did not make a 
real significant impact on wetland 
levels as the areas was very dry and 
the soil soaked most of it up.  
Soybean harvest is likely 90% 
complete with tillage well underway.  
Corn harvest is roughly 60% 
complete and conditions continue to 
be ideal for harvest to continue 
undeterred.  The speed of harvest 
has been incredible and I can’t recall 
a year with this much crop harvested 
by mid-Oct. 

A front system on 10/11 brought rain and birds into 
the area.  An additional cold front on 10/14 featured 
high winds and no precip, but also ushered in a 
good number of birds ahead of the stiff W-NW 
winds.  A few limits of Canvasback and Scaup 
(Bluebills) were even reported.  Blue-wing teal have 
moved out, but Green-wing teal are moving in.  
Wood ducks can still be found in the area.  Coots 
and divers are beginning to accumulate on some of 
the “diver” lakes.   

Hunting on 10/10 was a bit slow 
given that static warm weather that 
had been in place for over a week.  
The saving grace was that pheasant 
hunters were afield and they did kick 
birds up that otherwise would have 
stayed in isolated undisturbed 
wetlands.  I’ve had reports of good 
shoots on 10/14 and 10/15 ahead of 
and behind the cold front.  Redhead, 
Canvasback, Scaup, gadwall, and 
widgeon were primarily featured in 
the bag.  Mallards continue to be 
tough to come by.  Divers have 
officially descended upon the area.  
Of note are a couple different 
reports of a few snow geese in the 
area, which is fairly unusual for this 
area this time of year. 

Appleton Portions of the area received up to 2” 
of rain early in the week, but much of 
that moisture has since dried with 
high winds. Most of the crops are 
out. 

Notable influx of geese and ducks in the last couple 
days, including many white-fronted geese, small 
Canada’s, and mallards.  Still some blue-winged teal 
around as well. Forecasted multi-day cold spell will 
likely really shake things up for the better. May need 
to break ice on smaller basins next week. 

Hunting pressure quite low as most 
hunters focused on pheasants. 
Some folks have been field hunting 
with great success, and I expect that 
trend to continue through the 
weekend and into next week. 



Area Habitat conditions Waterfowl migrations and weather conditions Hunter Activity and Success 
Marshall Received little precipitation this week 

(0.2”) so conditions remain very dry 
and water receding further from 
cattail cover. Corn harvest and tillage 
continues but soybeans are done.  
There are corn stubble fields 
remaining that offer field hunting 
opportunity.  

Teal, wood ducks and mallards are still in the area 
along with good numbers of geese.  Several frosty 
nights, cooler highs, snow flurries and NW winds 
predicted for next few days that may spark some 
migration. 

Season was closed for the split last 
week.  Expecting a good re-opener 
this weekend but likely not as good 
as the opener. 

Lac qui Parle 
WMA 

The area received some rain the 
past week, however wetlands and 
impoundments are still low or some 
even completely dry. Water levels on 
Marsh Lake came up a little this past 
week, but water levels are expected 
to drop fairly fast.  Water levels on 
Lac qui Parle Lake is still normal.  
Soybean harvest is almost fully 
complete.  Corn harvest is well 
underway with about 60% or the crop 
out.  Soybean tillage ramping up and 
some corn as well.   

Some early migrant ducks observed using Marsh 
Lake.  Mainly green-winged teal, gadwalls, and 
widgeon.  Also noted influx of Canada geese using 
Marsh Lake.   
 
Despite Marsh Lake picking up some new geese the 
goose count remains low on Lac qui Parle Refuge.   
 
Weather for this weekend: Saturday-Partly sunny, 
with a high near 53. Southeast wind 10 to 15 mph 
becoming northwest in the afternoon. Winds could 
gust as high as 25 mph. 
 
Sunday-A chance of snow showers. Mostly sunny, 
with a high near 41. West northwest wind around 10 
mph 

A few reports of Specks being 
harvested around the area.  Some 
reports of more gadwalls and green 
winged teal being harvested.  Some 
of the focus switched from waterfowl 
to pheasants with the opener being 
this past weekend. 
 
 
Waterfowl hunters please note 
that Marsh Lake is currently in 
drawdown to improve water 
quality and provide habitat for 
fish and wildlife.  Water levels are 
currently less than a foot deep 
and boat access is not possible.   



Area Habitat conditions Waterfowl migrations and weather conditions Hunter Activity and Success 
Southeast 

Owatonna Habitat conditions are good in deep 
marshes, but shallow wetlands are 
dry and rivers are low.  Shallow lake 
water conditions are seasonally low.  
Water levels in Rice Lake in Steele 
County and Geneva and Lower Twin 
Lakes in Freeborn County are 
partially drawn down to improve 
habitats and access may be difficult 
for most boats.  State Line Lake near 
Emmons is in major drawdown and 
remaining water areas are 
inaccessible.  Shallow lake habitat 
conditions are variable.  After several 
years of high water levels emergent 
vegetation has died back in some 
lakes and deeper marshes.  Most 
lakes have fair to good submersed 
vegetation food resources.  About 
75% of the row crops are harvested 
and that percentage is rapidly going 
up.     

A cold front early Monday brought heavy rains (1 – 2 
inches was fairly wide spread) and more seasonal 
temperatures to the area.  Dry, windy conditions 
have prevailed since and a reinforcing cold front 
passed Wednesday bringing colder than normal 
temperatures that are expected to persist.  The cold 
temperatures and favorable winds have likely 
encouraged many wood ducks and other early 
migrants to move on, but may also help to bring in 
some mid-season migrants including ring-necks, 
redheads and canvasbacks.     

Waterfowl season was closed.   

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Waterfowl Count Data, week of October 12, 2020 
 

 
Area 

 
Date 

Swans 
this 

week 

Canada geese Ducks 

Coot 
this 

week 
 
Comments 

Number seena: Number seen:  

This 
week 

Last 
count 

Last 
Year 

This 
week 

Last 
count 

Last 
year 

This weeks duck 
species - % 
compositionb 

Thief Lake WMA   n/a 2,100 375       

Sherburne NWR 10/15 100 3,300 3,900 3,100 28,000 10,000 21,000 
40% MAL, 23% RN, 
21% WD, 12% GWT, 
1% PIN, 1% BWT 

1,500  

Rice Lake NWR 10/15 360 450 n/a 160 276,000 n/a 671,000 95% RN, 5% MAL 800  

Carlos Avery WMA   n/a 0 20 n/a 700 800    

Lac qui Parle WMA 10/15  325 500 500       
a- Numbers seen during the current survey, last survey: the previous count from this year, last year: the number recorded during the same or nearby week last year. 
 b- abbreviations: MAL = mallard, GAD = Gadwall,  WIG = Am. wigeon, GWT = Am. green-winged teal, BWT = blue-winged teal, SHOV = Northern shoveler, PIN = 
Northern pintail, WD = Wood duck, RED = Redhead, CAN = Canvasback, SCP = Scaup, RN = Ring-necked duck, HOOD = Hooded merganser, NS = No survey. 
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