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Robert F. Kennedy Jr.: The vanishing monarch butterfly 
Published: November 06, 2014 ProJo 
 
Nearly every autumn, I head to the hills to band and release hawks, eagles and other powerful raptors as 
they ride the mountains’ updraft on their southern migration. While there, I always used to marvel at 
another autumnal migrant, tiny but no less magnificent, monarch butterflies, flapping earnestly on their 
delicate wings, dappling the ridge top orange and black.  Although they weigh less than a tenth-of-an-
ounce, the monarchs’ 2,500-mile annual transcontinental journey to Mexico is longer than that of most 
raptors. They fly north from Mexico across the Midwest and up the eastern seaboard, to Canada — and 
back again, all in one summer. The yearly trek requires several generations. 
 
Somehow, the butterflies in the final summer generation decide to embark on this impossible journey, 
crossing mountains, oceans and deserts to reach a place they’ve never been, a mountainous mecca west of 
Mexico City where their great grandparents departed months earlier. There they survive the winter, 
roosting by the millions.  We have little grasp of the kinetics that animate this pilgrimage, but, like me, 
people everywhere used to thrill at the monarchs’ arrival in their yards, parks and neighborhoods. On the 
ridge each fall we routinely used to see several hundred monarchs a day. Last autumn, for the first time in 
30 years, I saw none. I was witness to a crisis. And from what I have heard from friends in the Midwest, 
you are probably bearing witness too. How many monarch butterflies can you remember seeing this 
summer? 
 
The annual migration of the monarchs, one of the most inspiring natural phenomena on the planet, may be 
coming to an end. The population count in Mexico plunged from a billion strong a decade ago to just 33.5 
million this year, and an expert declared that the migration is “at serious risk of disappearing.” The 
principal culprit of their decline is a rapacious industrial agriculture system.  Scientists say deforestation in 
Mexico, drought and climate change may be contributing to the monarchs’ peril. But a main cause, they 
agree, is the soaring use of the powerful weed killer glyphosate, first marketed as Roundup by biotech giant 
Monsanto. Roundup is wiping out milkweed, the only plant that monarch larvae can eat.  Long one of the 
most effective weed killers on the market, glyphosate’s use skyrocketed since the late 1990s when 
Monsanto introduced “Roundup Ready” corn and soybeans. Midwestern farmers quickly adopted those 
genetically engineered herbicide-resistant seeds, which now account for an estimated 72 percent of corn 
and 94 percent of soybeans.  Farmers can now blanket their fields with the herbicide without harming their 
crops — but very efficiently killing any milkweed in the way. The result: Glyphosate use has risen tenfold 
and devastated the monarchs’ milkweed habitat. 
 
It’s not too late to save the monarchs. But we need to act quickly to make room for the plant they need to 
survive.  The Natural Resources Defense Council has already filed a petition with the Environmental 
Protection Agency to place some common-sense limits on glyphosate use, such as requiring farmers to set 
up herbicide-free safety zones around the edges of their fields, and banning the use of glyphosate and other 
weed killers along highways and power-line rights of way, where milkweed could flourish harmlessly. 
Recently, it sued to block another chemical cocktail made of glyphosate and 2,4-D, another herbicide. 
State and local highway departments and utilities can act now by stopping the wholesale use of glyphosate 
immediately with no adverse impacts on safety or maintenance.  Next, we need to get more people to plant 
milkweed. Homeowners, schoolchildren, landowners and others can all spread milkweed seeds along the 
monarchs’ migratory route, creating a “butterfly highway.” The White House has created an interagency 
Pollinator Health Task Force to develop plans to save bees, butterflies and other at-risk pollinators. Finally, 
we need to rethink the industrialization of our agriculture system, which routinely yields unintended 
consequences. Other herbicide-resistant transgenic crops are in the pipeline that will further decimate 
milkweed unless we adopt appropriate safeguards now. In managing our food supply, the top priority 
should be to protect consumers and the environment, not the profits of giant agri-businesses. 
The eagles and falcons that soar south every autumn once faced extinction from the pesticide DDT. An 
earlier generation of conservationists, scientists and public officials saved them. This generation can save 
the monarch migration. We don’t want to be the last to witness the marvel of the monarch’s journey. 
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Robert F. Kennedy Jr., a licensed master falconer, is president of Waterkeeper Alliance and a senior 
attorney with the Natural Resources Defense Council. He wrote this for the Chicago Tribune. 
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Asclepias incarnata (swamp 
milkweed, rose milkweed, swamp 

silkweed, and white Indian hemp) is 
a herbaceous perennial plant species 
native to North America.[2] It grows in 

damp to wet soils and also is cultivated as 
a garden plant for its flowers, which attract 
butterflies andother pollinators with nectar. 

Like most other milkweeds, it 
has sap containing toxic chemicals,[3] a 
characteristic that repels insects and other 

herbivorous animals. 
 

 

Milkweed a lifeline for monarchs 
Published: February 06, 2014 ProJo   BY MARY BETH BRECKENRIDGE   Akron Beacon Journal 
Got milkweed?  The people who are working to turn around the decline of the monarch butterfly wish you 
did.  The monarch population has declined dramatically in recent years. This winter, the number of 
monarch butterflies reaching Mexico in their annual migration hit its lowest level since scientists started 
monitoring their colonies in 1993, according to the results of a scientific survey released earlier this week. 
The amount of Mexican forestland occupied by the monarchs declined 43.7 percent from the previous 
winter, the research showed. That followed a 59 percent drop the year before.  The reasons for the decline 
are many, but one of the biggest is the loss of much of the milkweed that’s so important to the showy 
orange-and-black butterflies, said Orley R. “Chip” Taylor, an insect ecologist at the University of Kansas 
and the founder and director of the educational outreach program Monarch Watch. 
 
That’s why Taylor’s organization and other monarch advocates are turning to gardeners for help. By 
planting milkweed, they say, gardeners can help restore the monarchs’ habitat and bolster their numbers. 
It doesn’t have to be a big effort. Just a few plants make a difference.  “You don’t have to have acres of 
milkweed,” Taylor said. In fact, he said it’s better to have small, scattered sites than large plots, because big 
stands of milkweed attract predators and parasites.  Milkweed is critical for monarch butterflies because it 
provides food and, even more importantly, a place to reproduce.  Milkweed plants are the only host plants 
for monarchs, meaning they’re the only plants on which monarchs will lay their eggs. When caterpillars 
hatch from those eggs, they feed on the milkweed leaves.  Besides providing nourishment, the leaves help 
protect monarchs from predators. Chemical compounds in the milkweed plant make the caterpillar 
poisonous to many of its enemies, which are usually repelled by the insect’s foul taste. That poison stays in 
the insect’s body when it turns into a butterfly.  Milkweed also provides nectar that helps fuel the adult 
monarch’s long flights to and from Mexico. It’s not the only plant monarchs will feed on, but it’s the only 
one that does double duty for the butterflies as both a host plant and food plant. 
 
Unfortunately, there are far fewer milkweed plants to support monarchs today than in the past. Since 2000, 
about 180 million acres of monarch habitat has been lost, Taylor said. That’s about 30 percent of the 
butterfly’s summer breeding habitat.  The biggest contributor to that loss is the spraying of broad-spectrum 
weed killers on farm fields, he said. Many farmers, particularly in the Midwest, are planting Roundup 
Ready corn and soybeans that aren’t killed by glyphosate, the herbicide used in Roundup. When those 
farmers spray their fields to kill weeds, they kill the milkweed.  Taylor said ethanol production has also had 
a big effect, because monarch habitat has been turned into cropland to grow the corn used for the biofuel.  
Development has hurt, too, as has forest degradation in the area of Mexico where the monarchs spend the 
winter. It hasn’t helped that milkweed is considered a noxious weed and eradicated in some areas, said Bob 
Kehres of Ohio Prairie Nursery in Hiram Township, which sells the plant. And Taylor said the unusual 
weather of the last two summers is another factor, because conditions have been poorly suited to monarch 
reproduction. 
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Taylor pointed out that it’s the migration of the monarch butterflies that’s threatened, not the butterflies 
themselves. Their population has dropped so low that recovery will take several years, but “it will come 
back,” he said. 
 
Nevertheless, Taylor said that if we want to continue to enjoy the sight of monarchs here in the North, we 
need to support their long annual migrations to and from Mexico by making sure there are habitats they can 
visit all along the route.  “We can’t keep destroying habitat and expect this butterfly to come back,” he said.  
Amy Bittner-Ludwig has seen the effects of the decline of the monarch in her yard in Ellet, Ohio. There, 
she and her husband, Mark Ludwig — a naturalist with the Medina County Park District — have created a 
monarch habitat by planting milkweed along with other native plants that provide nectar for the butterflies 
when the milkweed isn’t in bloom. Their habitat is certified as a monarch way station by Monarch Watch.  
For three years, the Ludwigs and daughter Kealey, 10, have been tagging the monarch butterflies in their 
yard as part of Monarch Watch’s monitoring project.  The first year they used up all 50 of the monarch tags 
they ordered and easily could have tagged 50 more butterflies, Bittner-Ludwig said. The second year, they 
tagged 33. This past year, they tagged six.  The Ludwigs’ yard is only 40 by 120 feet, but that’s plenty of 
space for a monarch habitat. In fact, the yard has several areas that grow native plants, Bittner-Ludwig said.  
Bath Township, Ohio, resident Lori Nelson started her monarch way station on an even smaller scale, with 
a couple of milkweed plants dug from a friend’s garden sometime around 2005. The plants have continued 
to spread and now occupy an area about 4 feet by 4 feet, she said. More milkweed has popped up in a 
couple of other areas of her yard, their seeds probably deposited there by wind or bird droppings.  Nelson 
said she does nothing to tend it, but the milkweed thrives.  That’s the beauty of native plants like milkweed: 
They grow easily because they’re naturally suited to the conditions of their native range.   That makes 
planting milkweed an almost foolproof undertaking, Taylor said. He recommends planting it along with a 
variety of other native flowers that bloom at different times, so nectar is always available to the butterflies 
during the months they spend here.  “Anybody can do this,” he said. “It’s a very low-effort thing to do.” 
 
How to grow milkweed 
Growing milkweed is easy, but you want to start by choosing the right kind.More than 100 milkweed 
species grow in North America, but only about one-fourth of them are good for supporting monarch 
butterflies, according to information from the U.S. Forest Service.  What then happens, the caterpillars 
don’t get what they need from the leaves to develop into butterflies. 
The three types of milkweed Monarch Watch recommends are swamp milkweed, common milkweed and 
butterfly milkweed, also called butterfly weed. 
As its name implies, swamp milkweed (Asclepias incarnata) is best for wetter sites, said Bob Kehres, 
owner of Ohio Prairie Nursery in Hiram Township, which sells milkweed and other native plants. Swamp 
milkweed grows about 3-1/2 feet tall and produces white, pink or mauve flowers. 
Butterfly weed (Asclepias tuberosa) is better suited to drier sites, Kehres said. It reaches only about 2 feet 
tall and has bold orange flowers. 
Kehres said common milkweed (Asclepias syriaca) is the most adaptable, suitable for soils that range 
from a little dry to a little wet. It’s also the most fragrant of the three and the tallest, stretching to 4-1/2 feet 
or more. Its flowers range from light pink to reddish-purple.  Common milkweed spreads fairly 
aggressively by underground rhizomes. So if you want to keep its spread in check, Kehres recommended 
planting common milkweed in a bottomless pot sunk in the ground.  The educational organization Monarch 
Watch offers seed kits to help people start monarch way stations. The $16 kits contain seeds for milkweed 
and other native plants, along with a guide to creating a way station. They can be ordered at 
shop.monarchwatch.org.  Monarch Watch also sells flats of small milkweed plants, which Taylor said are 
easier for average gardeners to start in their yards than seeds. Information on ordering the flats, which cost 
$60.80, is at monarchwatch.org/milkweed/market.  Kehres recommended mulching the soil around 
milkweed plants to conserve moisture and moderate the soil temperature. The plants can be watered during 
dry periods, but there’s no need to fertilize them, he said.  He recommended pruning the plants late in the 
season, when they start to dry out.  That encourages them to send out new, tender growth to feed the 
caterpillars. 


