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ABSTRACT

A first flowering detection identifies a visit, not necessarily the day flowering began. This essay explains how repeated 
positive, negative, and uncertain observations bound onset, using an explicitly illustrative sequence rather than a field 
result. It distinguishes a consistently monitored plant or patch from an expanding search area, and separates first 
flowering, peak abundance, and duration. Snow conditions and observation frequency can affect apparent timing, so 
changes in detection require interpretation before they become claims of biological change. Drawing on USA National 
Phenology Network documentation, the discussion also shows why a proposed flower–pollinator mismatch needs 
adequate records of both organisms. Its practical conclusion is to preserve visit intervals, stage definitions, search 
effort, and missing coverage alongside the reported dates.
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Adapted from the Still North field journal. Original article. A source-based editorial text, not a report of original Still North research. Examples and 

imagery are illustrative.

Writing down the first flower seen is easy. Establishing 
when flowering began is harder. If the previous visit was 
a week earlier, the event could have happened on any 
day between the two observations. A precise date in a 
spreadsheet can conceal that interval, making a change in 
visiting habits look like a change in the plants.

Phenology is the study of recurring biological timing, 
including leaf emergence, flowering, fruiting, and animal 
activity. For tundra ecology, timing helps connect a short 
growing season with snow disappearance, insect activity, 
and food availability. But those connections depend on 
a record of how the observer looked, not just what the 
observer found.

Record the absence that brackets the event
The USGS documentation for the USA National Phenol­
ogy Network explains a status-monitoring approach. 
Observers repeatedly record whether a defined life stage 
is present, absent, or uncertain. The first positive observa­
tion and the preceding negative one help bound the onset. 
This is a general measurement principle, not evidence 
that a particular tundra population changed.

Consider a short, illustrative record for one consis­
tently identified plant or patch. It is not a Still North 
observation:

• 10 June: checked, no open flowers.

• 12 June: no visit, so the status is unknown.

• 14 June: checked, open flowers present.

Assuming correct recognition and no earlier missed flow­
ering episode, onset lies after 10 June and no later than 
14 June. Reporting only 14 June discards information. 
Calling 12 June an observed onset invents information. A 
midpoint could be an analytical estimate, but needs that 
label and its interval.

Now compare another year with visits on 10 and 20 
June, when flowers are first recorded. The later detection 
could reflect later flowering or simply the wider obser­

vation gap. If visits become more frequent over a long 
record, detections may become earlier because observers 
have more opportunities to see them. Analysis needs the 
visits and negative records to separate that possibility 
from biological change.

Define what counts as a flower
A flower bud, an open flower, and a fading flower are 
different stages. A consistent definition lets observers 
distinguish them without quietly broadening the category 
in a difficult year. The Nature's Notebook protocol docu­
mentation distinguishes a confident no, uncertainty, and 
not having checked. An empty form is not evidence that 
nothing was happening.

Keep the plant or patch identity stable as well. Fol­
lowing one marked plant answers a different question 
from finding the earliest flower anywhere along a walk. 
Expanding the searched area or monitoring more individ­
uals increases the chance of finding an unusually early 
individual. That can be valuable, but the resulting first 
date is not directly comparable with a smaller search.

The network recommends at least weekly visits, with 
greater frequency during rapid change. A real Arctic pro­
gramme needs a cadence suited to its species, purpose, 
permissions, and safe access. No frequency removes all 
uncertainty. The aim is to make the observation interval 
short enough for the question, then carry the remaining 
interval into the interpretation.

First, peak, and duration are not synonyms
A first open flower can mark onset without showing 
when most flowers are available. A season with a few 
early flowers and a later main peak differs from one 
in which the whole flowering distribution shifts. Counts 
or consistently defined intensity categories help describe 
that shape. They can also show duration, provided the 
end of flowering is observed rather than assumed after the 
final visit.
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Snow context matters too. Two patches a short distance 
apart may become snow-free on different dates. A shift 
in calendar flowering date could reflect snowmelt timing, 
temperature after snowmelt, or other influences. Record 
the snow conditions and local setting before assigning 
a cause. The observation establishes a stage at a time; 
the mechanism requires comparison and supporting evi­
dence.

A food-web mismatch needs two adequate 

clocks
To claim that flowers and pollinators are becoming mis­
aligned, comparable records are needed for both. Insect 
detections depend on weather, search duration, and 
method as well as actual activity. Comparing a well-
observed flowering peak with a few incidental insect 
sightings would place very different levels of effort on the 
same chart. Overlap is an ecological question, not just a 
subtraction of two first dates.

For the ecological question behind the dates, see 
Wildlife and food webs. For preserving dates and missing 
coverage, see Open observations. Keep the negative visit 
in the published record: “no open flowers, checked on 10 
June” is a useful result, and very different from “nothing 
was entered”.
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