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Monarchs have received much publicity lately as species 
that are increasingly being portrayed as threatened or en-
dangered by the media. As a result, many of my friends out-
side of entomological circles who are normally indifferent 
to this field have asked me for my opinion on the matter.  

I have recently been leading annual tours to Mexican over-
wintering sites. In February 2018, the numbers of mon-
archs were low. There appeared to be just a few rather 
small clusters on a few trees. It was cold and there was 
little activity, which added to the sense of a species-level 
decline. This was in stark contrast to my visit 14 years 
prior when monarchs filled the air and covered some trees 
so thoroughly as to obscure their outline.
 
When I made the trip again in February 2019, there were 
more monarchs in this location than any local could remem-
ber. The clusters were huge and there were seemingly thou-
sands of them. Only a small percentage of butterflies were 
on the wing, but they still engulfed us on all sides, making 
for a surreal experience.  Their numbers seemed much high-
er than in 2004, and they were lower down the mountains 
than they normally are.  Monarchs visit streams to stay hy-
drated on warm days and especially so before taking off for 
their journey north. Water was available, and monarchs 
covered it with black-and-orange magic carpets that would 
lift off and flow in the air downhill along the streams.  
  
Since insect populations can grow exponentially if un-
checked, their numbers from one generation to the next 
are extremely unpredictable. There may be general trends, 
but from one year to the next and even from one decade to 
the next, it is difficult to make confident predictions. Differ-
ences in rainfall in any given year or month can spell dra-
matically different rates of hostplant germination, which is 
closely tied to the proliferation of larvae, and warmer winter 
weather can reduce mortality among adult insects. Some-
times factors affecting predators, parasitoids, bacteria and 
viruses may indirectly decrease insect mortality and lead 
to a population explosion, or the contrary may occur. If we 
have learned anything from our attempts to manage pest 
species of insects, it is that sometimes we achieve the exact 
opposite of our intentions, and that it is not easy to predict 
the future population dynamics of any given species.  

As to understanding the future of Monarchs, we should, 
I think, look to their past, as we probably should also do 
when we think about the future of our own civilization. 
Monarch mass migration in the eastern United States, as 
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we know it now, is very possibly a result of massive defor-
estation caused by humans during the 19th century, which 
opened new habitats for milkweeds. The migration prob-
ably still existed in some form before that, but more likely 
in a more modest form, similar to what is observed in the 
western United States. Monarchs, as a species, seem to be 
very flexible when it comes to their behavior. Their sheer 
numbers and the widespread nature of their migratory 
and resident populations around the world ensures that 
there is sufficient genetic variation for natural selection 
to work its wonders.  As proof, one can cite the develop-
ment of regular migrations in Australia, which was docu-
mented over the course of less than two centuries. During 
this span of time, monarchs there underwent physiological 
adaptations to carve out a niche very different from the 
environments that they inhabit in the New World. 

Currently, the Mexican side is doing a fairly good job of 
preserving overwintering sites, thanks, in great part, to 
the efforts of the late Lincoln Brower and other conser-
vationists. While jumpstarting these conservation efforts 
relied on a partnership between conservationists, govern-
ment, and the local people, they have been faithfully sus-
tained by locals because of the benefits that the monarchs 
bring to their communities through ecotourism. It seems 
that similarly, in the eastern part of the United States, 
we should rely on the goodwill and willing participation 
of the public in concert with conservationists and land 
managers, rather than enforcement, to stimulate efforts to 
preserve the migration phenomenon. I am not a “Monarch 
Expert,” but I hope that my thoughts on the subject may 
help to stimulate yours.

Some useful references:

James, D.G., 1984. Population and General Biology of Non- 
   Reproductive Colonies of the Monarch Butterfly, Danaus  
      plexippus (L.)(Lepidoptera: Danaidae) in New South Wales.  
       Australian journal of zoology, 32(5), pp.663-670.
Oberhauser, K.S., Nail, K.R. and Altizer, S. eds., 2015. Monarchs  
     in a changing world: biology and conservation of an iconic  
       butterfly. Cornell University Press. 336 pp.
Vane-Wright, R.I., 1993. The Columbus hypothesis: an explana- 
     tion for the dramatic 19th century range expansion of the  
      monarch butterfly. Biology and conservation of the monarch  
       butterfly, (38), p.179.
Zalucki, M.P. and Clarke, A.R., 2004. Monarchs across the Pacific: 
       the Columbus hypothesis revisited. Biological Journal of the  
       Linnean Society, 82(1), pp.111-121.



       197

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

Winter 2019 News of The Lepidopterists’ Society

Volume 61, Number 4

Top (left) Monarchs ‘recharging’ in a sunny spot before continuing on their way down the mountain; (right) Monarchs drinking water 
by the bathroom of the visiting center. Middle: Monarchs drinking from a stream. Bottom: Monarch clusters on Oyamel Fir trees. All 
at El Rosario colony, Michoacán, Mexico. Photos by Andrei Sourakov.


