
and southern Canada, and then back to milder 
climates with winter conditions within their 
physiological tolerance range.  This allows 
North American Monarch populations to 
grow much larger than they could if they were 
restricted to breeding in warmer climates.

The eastern population of these familiar 
orange and black beauties spends the winter in 
Oyamel fir forests in the mountains of central 
Mexico. These well-traveled butterflies, 
having flown south up to 3000 miles to find 
this tucked-away habitat in the fall, and having 
survived the trials of winter, begin their return 
trek northward in March.  Now, the focus is to 
find milkweed, and to reproduce.  

These butterflies make their way through 
northern Mexico and into the southern United 
States, searching for milkweeds and laying 
their eggs along the way.  The offspring of 

In the face of declines in Monarch 
numbers and habitat, Monarch 
conservationists are pooling their efforts 
under the Monarch Joint Venture to 
protect Monarchs and pollinator habitat.  
 
The Monarch Migration
As light as a paperclip, as delicate as a 
breeze, the North American Monarch 
somehow accomplishes the miraculous.  This 
featherweight travels up to an astonishing 
3000 miles in an annual migration from its 
summer breeding habitats, to find the perfect 
place to spend the winter.  

Most insects either spend their entire lives 
in a mild climate where they can remain active 
year-round, or have developed physiological 
adaptations that allow one of their life stages 
to survive cold winters.  Monarchs have 
developed flight and navigation adaptations 
that allow them to take advantage of as much 
of the distributions of their obligate caterpillar 
foodplants — milkweeds – as possible.  

Much as birds migrate to take advantage 
of resources available across a large land-
scape, Monarchs migrate northward to make 
use of milkweeds across the United States 

A Little Help from Some Friends: 
The Monarch Joint Venture

by Priya Shahani

Above: Two Monarch caterpillars practice 
cooperative leaf-eating.  Walpole, MA. Aug. 26, 
2006. 

Opposite page: A cluster of overwintering 
Monarchs at Natural Bridges State Beach, Santa 
Cruz, CA. Nov. 14, 2009.
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this generation will re-colonize the rest of the 
Monarchs’ breeding range, in the northeastern 
quarter of the United States and southern 
Canada.  These Monarchs will produce two 
to three more generations, making use of 
as much milkweed as possible.  In the fall, 
instead of staying to reproduce, that final 
generation of the year will fly the entire way 
back to find those Oyamel fir trees, new to 
them, but visited by their ancestors of a few 
generations ago.

Simultaneously, a similar process is 
occurring west of the Rockies: western 
Monarchs spend the winter in overwintering 
groves located primarily along the California 
coastline — as far north as Mendocino 
County, California and as far south as Baja, 
Mexico.  Here, they have found trees — 
perhaps eucalyptus, Monterey cypress, or 
Monterey pines — that offer just the right 
microclimate in which to spend the winter. In 
the spring, these butterflies travel as far north 
as southwestern Canada, inland to the eastern 
Sierras and beyond, in search of milkweed.  
Most Monarchs in the last generation of the 
year will make their way back to these groves 
on the California coast in the fall, feasting on 

fall-blooming nectar plants along the way. 
These descriptions of the movements of 

eastern and western Monarchs represent the 
classic understanding of their migrations. 
We now know that there is at least some 
movement between these two populations, 
though the frequency and extent is not clear.  
Monarchs tagged by the Southwest Monarch 
Study in Arizona (south of the Rockies) have 
been recovered both in central Mexico and 
in California — providing solid evidence for 
at least some level of mixing between the 
populations.  Whether Monarchs from other 
areas of the western United States might 
overwinter in Mexico, whether overwintering 
Monarchs from central Mexico may sometimes 
migrate to the western United States in the 
spring, and to what extent these movements 
might occur, remain topics for exploration.  

There are many unsolved scientific 
mysteries about this incredible migration, 
and these mysteries give us cause to pause 
in wonder.  At the same time, what we do 
know about the migration of this insect is 
astounding, and what we witness, beautiful and 
inspirational.

Monarchs at risk?
The Monarch is a familiar friend to many; 
watching this brightly colored creature glide 
from flower to flower captures the essence of 
a perfect, lazy summer day.  For many of us, 
Monarchs were an introduction to the world 
of biology, as we watched caterpillars grow, 
turn to chrysalids, and then become vibrant 
butterflies.  It is hard to conceive of this iconic 
insect being at risk of population declines, 
but the Monarch migration was listed by 
the International Union for Conservation of 
Nature as an endangered phenomenon in 1983.  

Just this year, the World Wildlife Fund 
(WWF) included the Monarch on its list of the 
“Top 10 to Watch in 2010”: all species that are 
thought to be highly threatened, and in need of 
closer monitoring and protection.  

Recently, the plight of Monarchs in 
overwintering groves in Mexico has been 
receiving much attention.  Even before record-
breaking rain storms in early February 2010, 
monitoring by WWF-Mexico indicated that 
Monarch numbers were at a record low.  
However, the Monarchs’ problems are not in 
Mexico alone.  A decline in the number of 
western Monarchs, most of which spend their 

entire life cycle in the United States, has been 
well documented over the past decade.  The 
numbers of Monarchs overwintering in Mexico 
and in California are dependent not only upon 
habitat quality in these overwintering sites, but 
also upon habitat throughout their breeding 
range in the United States.  

In the United States, Monarchs face 
a decline in breeding habitat quality and 
availability, as milkweed is reduced in 
abundance in the landscape through habitat 
conversion and changes in land management 
practices.  Without milkweeds, Monarchs 
cannot reproduce and continue their life cycle.  

We know little about how much milkweed 
may have been in the landscape prior to land 
conversion for agricultural and residential uses, 
but we do know that a large portion of the 
landscape used by Monarchs for breeding is in 
agricultural use, and that there was a fair bit of 
milkweed scattered in agricultural fields until 
only a decade ago.  

Unfortunately, milkweeds are not able to 
survive repeat applications of glyphosate-based 
herbicides.  With the advent of herbicide-
resistant genetically-modified crops (especially 
soybeans and corn), the consistent use of 

In March, eastern Monarchs head north 
looking for milkweeds. Monarchs 
that overwintered in Mexico travel 
as far north as the southern U.S.; 
their offspring will re-colonize the 
remainder of their breeding range, in 
the northeastern quarter of the U.S. 
and southern Canada.  In the West,  
        the overwintering generation likely
                  disperses to re-colonize  
      the majority of the western 
        Monarch’s breeding range.

Spring Migration Fall Migration

Beginning in September, eastern 
Monarchs begin their journey south 
to the mountains of central Mexico. 
Unlike the spring migration in the East, 
which is conducted over the course of 
multiple  generations, a single butterfly 
will travel the entire distance of this 
southward trek. In the fall, most western         
         Monarchs fly to coastal California 
      where they overwinter. 

38   American Butterflies, Spring 2010 39



species as well, including other pollinators, 
plants, and animals.  

Upcoming Work 
The MJV is planning several ambitious 
early projects to quickly provide support to 
Monarch populations, while also building 
long-term projects that will be important for 
facilitating broader habitat conservation work.  

A few of the MJV’s upcoming projects 
will include working to increase the 
availability of native milkweed seeds for 
large-scale habitat enhancement projects (with 
the Xerces Society and the National Resources 
Conservation Service of the USDA); 
expanding the Monarch Waystation program 
(in collaboration with MonarchWatch); 
providing support for data analyses that will 
yield a better understanding of Monarch 
population trends (work being conducted 
by MonarchNet); and increasing Monarch 
monitoring efforts (in collaboration with the 
North American Butterfly Association).

A Growing Partnership
We look forward to a future of many more 
partnerships with groups interested in working 
together toward Monarch conservation and 
pollinator-friendly habitat management.  
We are also excited to share information 
about what you — as homeowners, citizen 
scientists, and conservationists — can do 
to help Monarchs, and will be including 
suggestions on our upcoming website.  Please 
join us in this effort to conserve Monarchs, 
their phenomenal migration, and habitat for 
Monarchs and other pollinators alike.

glyphosate has largely removed milkweed 
from agricultural systems in the East.  

Monarch habitat is also lost due to 
conversion of natural areas and agricultural 
lands to suburban developments, with some 
estimates suggesting habitat conversion rates 
of 6000 acres per day or more, nationally.  
Climate change may impact milkweed 
availability, quality, and distributions as well.  
Pesticides used to control other insects can 
have fatal, unintended impacts on Monarchs.  
Monarchs have experienced losses to their 
overwintering habitat in California as well, 
and there remain significant questions about 
habitat management in these aging groves.

Clearly, there is much Monarch 
conservation work to be done in the United 
States and Canada.

The North American Monarch 
Conservation Plan and the Monarch Joint 
Venture
Much good conservation work focused on 
protecting Monarchs has been underway 
for years, in Mexico, the United States and 
in Canada.  In 2008, the Commission on 
Environmental Cooperation asked a group 
of Monarch conservationists to develop The 
North American Monarch Conservation 
Plan, a strategy outlining actions that would 
be needed across North America to achieve 
protection for Monarchs.  Many items on this 
list were already underway, but many others 
were not.  So, how to make all of these good 
ideas come to fruition?  

Recognizing a need for a coordinated 
conservation effort, the U.S. Forest Service 
International Programs gathered a group of 
Monarch conservationists together in the fall 
of 2008 to evaluate the feasibility of a ‘joint 
venture’ effort.  

With enough interested and dedicated 
parties, a strong sense of vision for Monarch 
conservation, and initial financial support from 
the Forest Service, the Monarch Joint Venture 
(MJV) was formed.  

The MJV is still a very new group, and 
will be growing.  Current members of this 
collaboration include several federal and 
state agencies, (the U.S. Forest Service 
International Programs, U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service, USDA’s Natural Resources 
Conservation Service, and Texas Parks 

and Wildlife Department), conservation-
focused NGOs (the North American Butterfly 
Association, the Xerces Society, the North 
American Pollinator Protection Campaign, and 
the Monarch Butterfly Fund), and academic 
organizations (Monarch Watch and Monarchs 
in the Classroom).  All of these partners have 
agreed to work together on a common goal of 
Monarch conservation.

The Joint Venture Conservation Model
This Joint Venture concept is not a new 
one.  Since the mid-1980s, this model has 
proven successful in building collaborative, 
coordinated conservation efforts for migratory 
waterfowl and other migratory birds.  At 
their core, Joint Ventures are defined by self-
directed partnerships among land management 
agencies, non-profits, and other organizations 
focused on achieving conservation goals to 
protect priority species.  

Each Joint Venture has a defined 
geographic focus, as well.  Some Joint 
Ventures have their geographic focus defined 
by habitat or landscape boundaries, while 
other Joint Ventures have their focus area 
defined by the range of the species or group of 
species that they were established to protect.  
While these geographic foci typically span 
several or more states, and some work across 
international boundaries, the Monarch Joint 
Venture has an unusually large geographic 
focus that spans the lower 48 states of the 
United States.

The MJV is one of only two Joint Venture 
programs in the United States that is not 
focused on migratory birds (the other being 
the Eastern Brook Trout Joint Venture), and it 
is the only one focused on conservation of an 
insect and its habitat.

The Monarch Joint Venture Mission
To protect North American Monarch 
populations and their incredible migrations, 
the Monarch Joint Venture is working to build 
collaborative efforts focused on implementing 
science-based work to conserve, maintain 
and improve Monarch habitat.  Additionally, 
the Joint Venture will work to promote 
education to enhance awareness of Monarch 
conservation issues and opportunities, as 
well as to encourage scientific research and 
monitoring to inform Monarch conservation 
efforts.

The MJV strives through this work not 
only to protect Monarchs, but also to promote 
Monarchs as a flagship species whose 
conservation will sustain habitats for other 

Left: Migrating Monarchs 
move through NABA’s 

National Butterfly Center in 
Mission, Texas. Oct. 31, 2006. 

Opposite page: Monarchs 
need milkweeds.  Here a 

nearly full-grown Monarch 
caterpillar enjoys a tasty 

Swamp Milkweed (Asclepias 
incarnata).  July 7, 1995. 

Chappaqua, Westchester Co., NY.  
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