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Wild rice: The tale of a critical food source for wildlife 
BRAINERD, Minn. – When you have as many lakes and rivers as the Brainerd Lakes Area does, it shouldn’t surprise anyone that aquatic plants thrive here. Case in point: wild rice.

Nowhere has natural wild rice been more important or had a richer history than in Minnesota. According to the state Department of Natural Resources, no other native Minnesota plant even approaches the same level of cultural, ecological and economic impacts. And the impact on wildlife, especially waterfowl, is even more significant. 

The DNR considers wild rice the most important food for mallards and wood ducks during the fall, and for Canada geese, trumpeter swans, beaver, muskrats, whitetail deer and more in the summer. Even the stems are useful to wildlife, not as a food source but as nesting material for common loons, red-necked grebes and muskrats. More than 17 species on Minnesota’s list of species with declining or vulnerable population levels use wild rice lakes as habitat for reproduction or foraging.

The three counties in the Brainerd Lakes Area – Crow Wing, Cass and Aitkin – are three of the top five wild rice-producing counties in the state, which account for 60 percent of the wild rice acreage in the state and 70 percent of the harvesting trips.

Wild rice has been an important food source to humans, as well, and was once hand-harvested by thousands of individuals each year. But the interest in the art of hand-harvesting wild rice is on the decline. The number of state licenses peaked in 1968 at 16,000.  Today, fewer than 1,500 licenses are purchased each year. Tribal harvesters are not required to buy a license and are thought to number about 3,000 each year, giving the state a total of fewer than 5,000 harvesters per year. 

Prior to 1970, half of the world’s supply of wild rice came from Minnesota and was harvested by hand from natural stands. Twenty years later, that figure dropped to 10 percent because of large-scale production. Today, the total annual yield of both cultivated and hand-harvested wild rice in Minnesota ranges from 4 million to 8 million pounds. On average, individuals each harvest about 430 pounds per year by hand from natural stands. 

“Wild rice is typically harvested in late August and early September,” Tourism Director Gretchen Ennis said. “There are many who still come to this area to hand-harvest wild rice in canoes or similar boats, using push poles and sticks to knock the seed into the boat. It’s the same method that’s been used for hundreds of years.” 

Outdoor writers are invited to the Brainerd Lakes Area for a Wild Rice Fam Tour, to learn more about this important food source and its significance to the local ecosystem. Wild rice trips can be arranged to give writers a chance to hand-harvest wild rice themselves and to see for themselves the importance of wild rice to the wildlife. 

Join us to learn more about other outdoor opportunities 
The Brainerd Lakes Area has a wealth of sporting and outdoor opportunities, and local guides who will help you enjoy the experience. Contact Gretchen Ennis at 1-800-450-2838 if you’d like to visit the area and experience it for yourself. We’ll customize a Fam Tour for you, so you can get a taste of what we have to offer here. We can arrange for lodging and meals as well. More information on the Brainerd Lakes Area is available by visiting the Brainerd Lakes Chamber Web site at www.explorebrainerdlakes.com. 
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