The Monarch
Milkweeds for
Monarchs–

Possibly the most well-known butterfly in the world
Best known for spectacular migrations
Milkweeds are the only caterpillar foodplants

How you can
help this
troubled butterfly

Erwin ‘Duke’ Elsner

Today’s Presentation
• Life cycle

• Undergoes
“complete
metamorphosis”

• Population trends

• Egg stage

• Mortality factors

• Larval stages
(caterpillars)

Life Cycle

• Milkweeds
• Pupal stage
• Seed collection & storage
• Adult stage
• Propagation
• Mating and
reproduction

• Seed bombs

Egg

Larval Stages

• Usually laid singly on leaves
• Milkweeds are the only host plants

Larvae can reach full size in about
15 days under good conditions
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Preparation for Pupation
• Stops feeding

Pupation
Shedding of the last larval skin to reveal the pupal
stage (chrysalis)

• May wander some
distance from the
host plant
• Suspends itself
from a silk pad

Pupa (chrysalis)

Pupal Development
• Adult tissues form inside in 9 to 15 days

Surface becomes
smooth and hardens

Fantastic gold colors
are produced by
“constructive
interference” of light

Adult Emergence
• Pupal skin splits to release adult butterfly

Adult Emergence
• Fluid pressure expands wings until they harden
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Adult

Females and Males

• Ready to fly a few hours after emergence
• Summer generation adults live 2 to 5 weeks

Males have a
small scent
patch on the
hind wing

Monach Population Trends
• Based on the forest
area occupied by
overwintering
butterflies
• Less than 40 years
of data

Natural Mortality Factors
of Monarch Butterflies

Monarch Spring Migration

• Food resources
• Predation
• Parasitism
• Diseases
• Weather trends &
extremes
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Human-Influenced
Mortality Factors
• Host plant management

Host Plant Management
• Common milkweed, the most important
host plant, is considered a noxious weed in
agricultural fields

• Pesticide use
• Adoption of Glyphosate-resistant crops
has made milkweed control very efficient
• Habitat destruction
• Climate change issues?

• Availability of common milkweed has
declined greatly in mid-western states

Pesticide Use

2012 MonarchWatch.org opinion

• Significant increases in the use of
systemic insecticides may be detrimental
to adult butterflies and many other
pollinators

“It is apparent that there has been a significant decline
in the overwintering monarch population since 2003.
This decline is related to the adoption of herbicide
tolerant row crops that were first introduced in 1996.”

• Many gardeners are unaware of the
consequences of systemic pesticide
applications

“By 2004 the adoption of corn and soybeans
genetically modified to resist glyphosate exceeded
51%. The adoption rate by 2010 was 81%... Milkweeds
are now scarce in this formerly productive habitat.
Overall, the amount of habitat lost due to the adoption
of these crops may exceed 100 million acres.”

2012 opinion, continued-

Monarch Conservation in Michigan

“These losses combined with the annual loss of habitat
of 2 million acres, the overuse of herbicides and
mowing, the reduction of conservation reserve
program (CRP) acreage and the increasing conversion
of pastures and grasslands to corn and soybeans for
the production of biofuels point to a continuing decline
in monarch numbers in the years ahead.”

2016

In the header of the website: “To assure a future for
monarchs, conservation and restoration of milkweeds
needs to become a national priority.”

Summit was held September 21-22 in Lansing area

Michigan Department of Natural Resources forms a
planning committee for a “monarch summit” meeting

Later expanded to include wild pollinators

Input was gathered from a broad range of organizations,
agencies and individuals
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Monarch Conservation in Michigan
2017-- Phase 2 of summit held on March 28

Conservation & Restoration
• Large-scale land
management actions

Results of 2016 efforts presented, further input obtained

Draft of monarch and wild pollinator conservation plan
developed

Early stages of plan are underway

MSU Extension heavily involved (ME!)

Roadway and utility right-of-way
management changes

• Roadway and utility
right-of-way
management changes
• Adjustments to land
use planning and
development

A safe place or an increased hazard?
• Large-scale land
management actions

• Large-scale land
management actions
• Adjustments to
land use planning
and development

• Adjustments to
land use planning
and development

Conservation & Restoration
• Small-scale actions
• Butterfly-friendly
gardening and
landscaping
• Milkweeds and
nectar resources

Monarch Caterpillar Host Plants
• Milkweed family,
Genus Asclepias

115 species in
North America
and the Caribbean

10 species in Michigan

• Monarch
Waystations
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Michigan Milkweed Species

Common Milkweed, Asclepias syriaca

• Common milkweed
• Butterfly milkweed
• Swamp milkweed
• Green milkweed
• Purple milkweed
• Showy milkweed
• Tall milkweed
• Blunt-leaved milkweed
• Prairie milkweed
• Whorled milkweed

Common Milkweed

Butterfly Milkweed, Asclepias tuberosa

• Large, complex rhizome system
• A problem in certain settings

Butterfly Milkweed, Asclepias tuberosa

Swamp Milkweed, Asclepias incarnata
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Swamp Milkweed, Asclepias incarnata

What about tropical milkweed?
Asclepias curassavica
A.K.A.:
Tropical milkweed,
Mexican milkweed,
Scarlet milkweed,
Bloodflower,
Swallow-wort,
Silkweed...

Nectar Plants for Monarchs
• Milkweeds are dualpurpose plants, as adult
monarchs like the
nectar
• Most of Michigan’s
butterfly species nectar
on milkweeds

Propagation of milkweeds
• By seed
• By stem cuttings
• By rhizome cuttings
(common milkweed only)

• Many of Michigan’s
bees collect pollen and
nectar from milkweeds

Collecting Milkweed Seeds
• The timing of the
collection of milkweed
pods or seeds is critical.
• Mature pods are those that
are within a day or two of
opening.
• If you squeeze the pods
and they don’t open easily,
they usually do not contain
mature brown seeds.

• Pale or white seeds
should be not collected.

Collecting Milkweed Seeds
• Freshly collected pods dry
should be dried in an open
area with good air circulation.
• Once the pods are thoroughly
dry, the seeds can be
separated from the coma, or
silk-like ballooning material, by
hand.
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Collecting Milkweed Seeds
• Separation of seeds can also
be accomplished by stripping
the seeds and coma from the
pods into a paper bag.
• Shake the contents of the bag
vigorously to separate the
seeds from the coma and then
cut a small hole in a corner of
the bottom of the bag and
shake out the seeds.

Purchasing Milkweed Seeds
• Use Xerces Society web site for locating seed
dealers

Collecting Milkweed Seeds
• Store dried seeds in a
cool, dry place protected
from mice and insects
• a plastic bag (reclosable)
or other container in the
refrigerator works well.

Preparing Milkweed Seeds for
Germination
• Milkweed seeds require cold stratification to
enhance germination

• https://xerces.org/milkweed-seed-finder/
• Nature’s method is done through the winter
weather.
• To obtain similar results
• mix the seed with moist sand
• seal in an airtight container
• place in storage at 33-38 degrees F.

Preparing Milkweed Seeds
for Germination
The period of chilling varies with the
species.
• A. syriaca requires 30 days of cold
• A. incarnata requires 30-90 days of cold

Starting Milkweed Seedlings
• Seedlings can be started indoors in a greenhouse
or under artificial lighting
• Allow 4-8 weeks growing time before
transplanting.
• Fill plastic flats with a soil mix suitable for
seedlings (most potting mixes are), thoroughly
soak the soil, and let the excess water drain.
• Sow the seeds by scattering them on the soil
surface 1/4-1/2 inch apart, and then cover with
about 1/4 inch of additional soil mix.
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Starting Milkweed Seedlings

Starting Milkweed Seedlings

• Gently mist the soil surface with water to dampen
the additional soil mix that has been added.

• After the seeds have germinated, remove
the plastic covering from the flats.

• After the seeds are sown in the flats, cover each
flat with a clear plastic cover or a plastic bag to
keep the seeds from drying out while
germinating.

• Once the seedlings have emerged, the
soil should be kept moist by watering the
flat from the bottom.

• Then, place the flat under grow lights, in a warm
sunny window, or in a greenhouse.

• The plants are ready to be transplanted
when they are about 3-6 inches in height.

• Most seeds will germinate in 7-10 days if the flats
are maintained at 75˚F.

Monarch Information Resources
Monarch Joint Venture

Duke Elsner, Ph.D.
Consumer Horticulture/Small Fruit Extension Educator
Michigan State University Extension

http://www.monarchjointventure.org/

Michigan Entomological Society, Past President

Monarch migration maps and other information

Michigan Region Co-coordinator, Butterflies and Moths of North America
Project

https://www.learner.org/jnorth/

520 W. Front Street, Suite A, Traverse City, MI 49684

http://www.learner.org/jnorth/maps/monarch_spring
2014.html

phone: 231 922-4822 fax: 231-947-6783 email: elsner@msu.edu

North American Monarch Conservation Plan

MSU is an affirmative-action, equal-opportunity employer. Michigan
State University Extension programs and materials are open to all
without regard to race, color, national origin, gender, gender identity,
religion, age, height, weight, disability, political beliefs, sexual
orientation, marital status, family status or veteran status.

http://www.mlmp.org/Resources/pdf/5431_Monarch_
en.pdf
MonarchWatch
http://www.monarchwatch.org/

Milkweed Seed “Bombs”
• A fun and successful way to seed milkweeds

Milkweed Seed “Bombs”
• Ingredients:
• Clay-based kitty litter (unscented)

• Simple ingredients and equipment

• Seed starter mix or lightened potting soil
• Compost

• Not very costly

• Water
• Seeds

• Great family or youth project
• Directions distilled from a number of www sites

• Sterilizing the potting soils and compost with
heat recommended to kill weed seeds that may
be in the material

9

Milkweed Seed “Bombs”

Milkweed Seed “Bombs”

1. In a large bowl, combine roughly
5 parts dry kitty litter and
1 part of the soil/compost mixture.

Avoid breathing in airborne dust from the kitty
litter, it can be harmful to your lungs.

Milkweed Seed “Bombs”
3. Mix in milkweed seeds, and blend thoroughly
with the clay dough. You want to use enough
seeds that every ball you make will contain
about 7-10 seeds

4. Form your dough into balls. Pick off any
seeds that are on the outside of the seed
bomb, so that mice and squirrels won’t be
tipped off as to what’s inside.

Milkweed Seed “Bombs”

2. Stir, adding water a little at a time, until the
clay granules soften and blend with the
soil/compost mixture to make a uniform mud
patty dough.
• You want it just moist enough that when you
squeeze a handful firmly, it stays together and
doesn't fall apart when you poke it with your
finger.

Milkweed Seed “Bombs”
5. Set the balls on a cookie sheet lined with foil,
and dry for a few days in a light, wellventilated area.

Try not to put them in direct sunlight at the
moment, because they might sprout right away.
(If that happens, just toss them into the garden
and let them grow.)

Milkweed Seed “Bombs”

6. When the seed bombs are dry, you can store
them in a cool, dry, dark place until you are
ready to use them

7. When you are ready to use them, place or
throw them in an area that you want to
beautify. Then let Nature handle the rest!

They will keep indefinitely stored this way, as
long as there is no moisture to activate them.

If you are throwing them somewhere besides your
own property, be sure to get permission from the
property owner.

Be sure to label them, so you don’t forget what
type of seeds are inside.

Common milkweed can be an important weed in
some cropping systems.
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