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1. Species: Monarch (butterfly) (Danaus plexippus) 
 

2. Status:   Table 1 summarizes the current status of this species or subspecies by various 
ranking entity and defines the meaning of the status. 

 
Table 1.  Current status of Danaus plexippus. 
Entity Status Status Definition 
NatureServe G4 Species is Apparently Secure 

At fairly low risk of extinction or elimination due to an extensive range and/or 
many populations or occurrences, but with possible cause for some concern as a 
result of local recent declines, threats, or other factors. 

CNHP S5 Species is Secure 
At very low risk or extinction or elimination due to a very extensive range, 
abundant populations or occurrences, and little to no concern from declines or 
threats. 

Colorado 
State List 
Status 

None 
 

N/A 

USDA Forest 
Service 

R2 Sensitive Region 2 Regional Forester’s Sensitive Species 

USDI FWSb None N/A 
a Colorado Natural Heritage Program. 
b US Department of Interior Fish and Wildlife Service. 

 
The 2012 U.S. Forest Service Planning Rule defines Species of Conservation Concern (SCC) as 
“a species, other than federally recognized threatened, endangered, proposed, or candidate 
species, that is known to occur in the plan area and for which the regional forester has determined 
that the best available scientific information indicates substantial concern about the species' 
capability to persist over the long-term in the plan area” (36 CFR 219.9). This overview was 
developed to summarize information relating to this species’ consideration to be listed as a SCC 
on the Rio Grande National Forest, and to aid in the development of plan components and 
monitoring objectives. 
 
3. Taxonomy 
 
Genus/species Danaus plexippus is accepted as valid (ITIS 2015). 
 
4. Distribution, abundance, and population trend on the planning unit [12.53.2,3,4]: 
 
North American populations (subspecies plexippus) are strongly migratory, resulting in a vast 
distribution of seasonal ranges. Overwintering areas for North American populations are limited 
to a few dozen places in coastal California and the mountains of Mexico. The summer range 
includes portions of the conterminous U.S and the southern portions of all Canadian provinces 
bordering the U.S. where milkweeds (Asclepias spp.) occur (NatureServe 2015). 
 
North American populations have shown significant declines in the last 20 years, especially the 
last 10 years. Estimates from the overwintering sites in Mexico from 2013-2014 showed a 90% 
drop from the 20-year average for the eastern population. Estimates from 2013 for the western 
population showed a 50% drop from the long-term average. The trends of the non-migratory 
native and nonnative populations are unknown but appear to be stable. Both long term and short 
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term trend are driven substantially by North American populations, and it is unlikely decline has 
been much less than 50% (NatureServe 2015). 
 
Scott and Scott (1978) describe monarchs as common locally in south-central Colorado1, 
occurring at elevations from 4,300 – 11,500 feet (rarely above 9,000 feet), mainly in lowlands 
near larval food plants (Asclepias spp. and rarely Apocynaceae).  
Review of available reference material revealed no status, distribution, or trend of monarch 
breeding occurrences for Colorado. In addition, identification of wintering areas used by 
monarchs breeding in Colorado was not found (see below).  
 
No monarch occurrences have been reported for the planning area (NRIS database).  No trend for 
the species in the planning area has been identified.  
 
Table 2. Known Occurrence Frequency within the Planning Area (NRIS database) 

Known Occurrences in the past 20 years 0 
Year Last Observed N/A 

 
Oberhauser et al. (2009) identified a total of 13 species of Asclepias known to occur in Colorado. 
Query of the USDA Plants database (USDA NRCS 2015) showed that occurrences of four 
species coincide with Colorado counties encompassing the planning area (Table 3). Analysis of 
within-county distribution and overlap of Asclepias spp. with RGNF lands has not been 
completed.  
 
Table 3. Asclepias (Milkweed) Occurrence in Counties with RGNF Lands (USDA NRCS 2015) 

Species Common Name NRCS Plants Database/ RGNF 
County Occurrence (Counties) 

Asclepias asperula spider milkweed Archuleta 
Asclepias incarnata swamp milkweed None 
Asclepias involucrata dwarf milkweed None 
Asclepias latifolia broadleaf milkweed None 
Asclepias macrotis longhood milkweed None 
Asclepias oenotheroides zizotes milkweed None 
Asclepias pumila plains milkweed None 
Asclepias speciosa showy milkweed Alamosa, Archuleta, Conejos, Mineral  
Asclepias stenophylla slimleaf milkweed None 
Asclepias subverticillata horsetail milkweed Archuleta 
Asclepias tuberosa butterfly milkweed Archuleta 
Asclepias uncialis wheel milkweed None 
Asclepias viridiflora green comet milkweed None 

 
 
  

                                                           
1 Area of study is identified by Scott and Scott (1978) as primarily the southern half of the 1:250,000 Pueblo 
quadrangle. This may have included western portions of the planning area in the central and northern Sangre de 
Cristo Mountains and northern San Luis Valley based on quadrangle boundaries. 
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5. Brief description of natural history and key ecological functions [basis for other 12.53 
components]:  

 
Monarchs undergo complete metamorphosis comprised of four stages: egg, larva (caterpillar), 
pupa (chrysalis), and adult. The cycle is completed in about 30 days. Caterpillars hatch from eggs 
laid on milkweed leaves after 3-5 days. Caterpillars undergo five instars (molts) over a period of 
10-14 days, after which it will pupate and spend 9-14 days as a chrysalis. Once fully developed, it 
emerges as an adult butterfly, venturing in search of nectar, mating, and (if female) laying eggs. 
In summer, adults live 2-6 weeks. Migrating monarch survive through the winter, approximately 
6-9 months (Jepsen et al. 2015).  
 
Eastern populations (east of the Rocky Mountains) migrate to overwintering areas in south-
central Mexico. Western populations (west of the Rocky Mountains) move to wintering grounds 
in coastal California and the northern tip of Baja California, Mexico, arriving from early 
September to mid-October (Hill et al. 1976, Leong 1990, both cited in Jepsen et al. 2015). In late-
February or March, monarchs disperse from wintering areas to western states including interior 
California, Oregon, Washington, Nevada, and Arizona (Dingle et al. 2005 cited in Jepsen et al. 
2015). No references to wintering location for populations breeding in Colorado have been 
identified in the literature. 
 
Milkweed (Asclepias spp.) is an essential feature of quality monarch habitat. Common places 
milkweed occurs include short and tall grass prairies, livestock pastures, agricultural margins, 
roadsides, wetland and riparian areas, sandy areas, and gardens (USDI Fish and Wildlife Service 
2015) in addition to deserts, open forests and woodlands (Jepsen et al. 2015).  
 
Monarch larvae feed exclusively on plant species in the milkweed family (Aslepiadoideae). A 
total of 27 milkweed species in the genus Asclepias, in addition to a few closely related genera, 
have been identified as monarch larval food plants (Malcolm and Brower 1986 cited in Jepsen et 
al. 2015). Adult monarchs utilize diverse nectar sources for food. Nectar plants are a key 
component to prime habitat for monarchs. Spring blooming nectar plants (approximately March 
20 - June 1) fuel the monarch migration northward from Mexico and inland from the California 
coast. Without abundant nectar sources through the migratory corridors, monarchs are less likely 
to survive and may not be able to reproduce successfully. Summer blooming nectar sources 
(approximately June 2 - August 15) throughout the breeding range are vital to sustain a healthy 
breeding population. Fall blooming nectar plants (approximately August 16 - October 30) are 
important in allowing monarchs to store enough energy not only to survive the long journey to 
their overwintering sites, but also to survive winter with very minimal nectar availability (USDI 
Fish and Wildlife Service). 
 
6. Overview of ecological conditions for recovery, conservation, and viability [12.53 7, 9?, 

10, 11, 12]:  
 
Management of roadsides could provide additional acres of habitat suitable for monarchs and 
other pollinators. These areas are often mowed or sprayed regularly throughout the growing 
season to control weedy species, but if transformed into a native plant community, they could 
require significantly less maintenance once established while providing important habitat. If 
mowing is used to manage weedy species or invasives, it is best to do it during times when 
monarchs will be least affected by the disturbance (USDI Fish and Wildlife Service 2015). 
 
The following habitat management considerations are provided in the Conservation and 
Management of Monarch Butterflies: A Strategic Framework (USDA Forest Service 2015): 
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• Reduce forest stand densities to allow for development of herbaceous understory, which 

includes host and nectar plants.  
• Accelerate restoration of prairies, savannahs, and woodlands on appropriate sites. 
• Develop local monarch-friendly seed mixes for restoration efforts, soil stabilization, 

wildlife openings, and other resource opportunities. 
• Manage the landscape to provide host and nectar sources from spring to fall. 
• Maximize benefits to monarch butterflies without compromising their safety by 

controlling the timing of mowing wildlife openings and roadsides (best mowing time is in 
late winter). 

• Time prescribed burning so that it does not coincide with migration. This approach is 
extremely important in the Southern Region, where first-generation monarch butterflies 
migrate north and last-generation monarch butterflies migrate south into Mexico. 

• Accelerate efforts to control nonnative invasive plant species to increase abundance and 
diversity of butterflies and native bees. 

• Develop local milkweed seed production areas. 
• Reduce the amount of grass mowed by establishing pollinator gardens at administrative 

and recreation sites. Ensure that interpretation signs are provided at these pollinator 
gardens for better public understanding. 

 
7. Threats and Risk Factors 
 
Recent analyses and reviews including (Miller et al. 2012, Brower et al. 2012a, Pleasants and 
Oberhauser 2013, Flockhart et al. 2013, 2014, Butler 2014, Center for Biological Diversity et al. 
2014, all cited in NatureServe 2015) conclude that the recent large-scale decline of North 
American monarchs is primarily the result of changes in the core breeding habitat, not the 
wintering habitat. Declines are attributed largely to the recent loss of milkweed (Asclepias spp.) 
as a result of two changes in agricultural practices: 1) widespread adoption of genetically 
modified herbicide-tolerant corn and soybeans and use of the herbicide glyphosate on these crops; 
and 2) placing approximately 25,000,000 additional acres of mostly Roundup Ready corn since 
2007. In both cases threats remain substantial. Climate change is emerging as a current threat in 
Mexico, California, and Texas at least. North American populations can still respond quickly to 
temporarily good weather conditions (NatureServe 2015). 
 
Jepsen et al. (2015) describe three factors that appear to explain the decline of eastern monarchs: 
1) loss of milkweed breeding habitat due to increased use of herbicides on genetically modified 
herbicide-resistant cropland and land conversion, 2) logging at overwintering sites, and 3) climate 
change and extreme weather (Brower et al. 2012a cited in Jepsen et al. 2015).  
 
Factors affecting monarch dynamics of monarchs in the western U.S. are not completely 
understood. Stevens and Frey (2010 cited in Jepsen et al. 2015) hypothesized that increased 
drought frequency is an important factor in population decline. Other causes may be linked to loss 
of milkweed and changes in overwintering sites, but relative contribution of these factors has not 
been studied. Disease, parasitism, predation, and pesticide use constitute other potential threats to 
monarch western populations (Jepsen et al. 2015).  
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9. Map of Known Occurrences and Modeled Suitable Habitat 

There are no known occurrences documented in the planning area. Suitable monarch habitat has 
not been modeled for the RGNF.  
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