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The Monarchs Are Coming

The Monarch butterfly is perhaps the most recognized butterfly in the United States. It is the only butterfly that migrates, as they cannot live through cold weather. Their fall migrations provide awe-inspiring visuals as up to three hundred million orange and black butterflies make their way through a three hundred mile swath of Texas on their way to their Mexican wintering grounds.

However, the March migration back to their summer breeding grounds in the northern states and southern Canada is perhaps the most perilous and important journey they will make. These butterflies, having overwintered for eight months in Mexico, wings torn and tattered from the long flight south in the fall, now coming back north, will reproduce and lay the eggs for the next generation.

The females lay between four hundred and six hundred eggs as they head north. At this point, as the females begin to die, few adult butterflies are left. The population is at its lowest point during this time. 
Their path is determined by the availability of milkweed, the only plant the Monarch uses to lay its pearly, pastel eggs, and the sole food source for the Monarch caterpillar. The caterpillar that emerges a few days later has rings of black, white, and yellow.
Monarch caterpillars are not affected by the poisons in the milkweed. As they consume the plant, they absorb the poisons and become poisonous themselves. This keeps birds and other animals from eating them.

The caterpillar will eat and grow for up to three weeks, then form its chrysalis, emerging ten days later as a butterfly with orange-and-black wings fringed with white-dotted borders. 

By the time the butterflies appear in northern skies, at least two to three generations have passed.
As summer wanes, the fourth generation of butterflies is coming to adulthood. These butterflies will not reproduce until spring. They will make the 3,000 mile journey to their seventy square miles of wintering sites in the mountains of Michoacán, where they roost in oyamel fir trees.
The butterflies take advantage of thermal currents to save energy on their way south, sometimes flying up to 6,200 feet in the air. They feed on flower nectar, most of this in Texas. As they enter Texas they weigh about four hundred milligrams. When they leave Texas for Mexico, they can weigh up to six hundred and fifty milligrams. They store this extra energy as fat to use during the winter.
The Monarchs that make it to Mexico have never been to Mexico. It’s still a mystery as to how they find their way. However, scientists have found that the Monarch not only navigates by latitude, but by longitude, which even humans couldn’t do until the invention of the marine chronometer.
Monarch butterflies face two great threats. The first is the disappearance of its overwintering sites in Michoacan. The overwintering population is the lowest ever recorded. The second threat is the continual disappearance of the milkweed plant. 

The Monarch has recently been added to the World Wildlife Fund's Top Ten Most Threatened Species list.
One way to help is by setting aside areas as “Monarch Waystations”. You can plant milkweed for the caterpillars, and flowering plants to provide nectar to the adults.

Other butterflies will take advantage of these waystations, too. The Soldier and Queen butterflies also use milkweed as a food source, and even look like the Monarch.
Call the Texas Monarch Watch Hot Line, which tracks Monarchs, when you see them: 1-800-792-1112 ext. 8759; or become part of the Texas Monarch Monitoring Project. The next training is April 9-10 in Boerne. Call 830-249-4616.
For more information: www.monarchwatch.org, www.learner.org/jnorth/monarch/index.html, www.tpwd.state.tx.us/learning/texas_nature_trackers/monarch.
+++++++++++++++++

walton.shawn@gmail.com; El Camino Real Master Naturalists: grovesite.com/tmn/ecrmn
