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What’s the Deal with Tropical Milkweed?
by Tracy Villareal and Barbara Dorf, Guest Authors
The recent decline in the monarch butterfly has created a renewed interest in planting milkweed. Milkweed is the sole host plant of the monarch butterfly (the state insect of Texas), and the past 15 years have seen a dramatic decline in available habitat for this iconic black and orange butterfly.  Increased urbanization and other factors are resulting in loss of butterfly habitat.  Milkweeds are, well, weeds, and many suburban areas do not encourage the less manicured look of backyard habitats and monarch waystations.  All in all, monarch butterfly populations are down to the lowest levels ever recorded in the past twenty years.  

As a result, several years ago the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and others began encouraging the planting of milkweed. This is good. However, the most common commercially available milkweed is Asclepias curassavica, the tropical milkweed.  This is where some unexpected complications developed. To understand how a good thing (planting milkweed) turned into a controversy, you need to understand some aspects of monarch biology.  Monarch butterflies are part of a group of butterflies called the Danaids, in the genus Danaus along with the queen and soldier butterfly. These butterflies host a parasite called Ophryocystis elektroscirrha (called OE by its friends).  

OE is naturally occurring in about 4-7% of the migrating monarch population, more in the fall and less in the spring. It can be lethal but commonly just weakens the monarch so it has a much-reduced chance of a successful migration.  Heavily contaminated butterflies can die outright when they emerge from their chrysalis.  The parasite develops inside the caterpillar and moves to the outside of the butterfly during spore formation.  The spores accumulate on the butterfly’s abdomen and are passed to the egg when the female deposits them on the leaf.  Spores can also fall off on plants when the butterfly lands, and pretty much dust whatever the butterfly comes in contact with.  However, the major spore transmission is from the female to the egg. OE is then transmitted to young caterpillars when they hatch and eat their eggshell.  

Because native milkweed dies back in the fall, there is no place for OE spores to accumulate.  Thus, as the spring migration moves north each year, the butterflies encounter fresh young leaves with no OE spores on them. The butterflies move north in successive generations with the OE load gradually building up. Then in the fall, they start the migration south where many of the infected, weakened monarchs die along the way.  Thus, each spring generation starts pretty clean.  

You can probably see where this is going if you grow tropical milkweed.  Tropical milkweed is pretty hardy along the Gulf coast and will stay green throughout the fall and winter if there is no hard frost.  Even if there is a frost, the stalks remain and fresh leaves pop out again quickly.  This is where the problem starts.  When migrating monarch arrive, they are moving into a highly contaminated area with overwintered tropical milkweed (bad) instead of a parasite-free zone populated with newly sprouted native milkweed (good).  

So, what’s a butterfly-friendly gardener to do? Rip out all the tropical milkweed? Well, that’s not necessary.  Native milkweeds are hard to grow and difficult to find in nurseries.  If you have the option and the patience, then yes, replace your tropical milkweed with natives.  That is often easier said than done.  There is a fix, however. Cut back the tropical milkweed in the fall (late October-early November) and keep it cut back until about February. You want it to have time to regrow for the spring migrants arriving in mid-late March, but not so much time that it encourages overwintering monarchs to reproduce (we have had monarchs in our garden all winter long).  

Tropical milkweed is not evil and does not kill monarchs.  You can safely grow it (although try native milkweeds if you can find them) and, with a little prudent trimming, provide both good habitat and positive benefits for the monarch butterfly migration.  

Not all monarchs journey to Mexico. There are populations that try to overwinter along the Gulf coast or other warm areas. With tropical milkweed present, they can continue to breed and pass on OE to the next generation. These non-migrating populations can have OE levels as high as 100%, and this is where the threat is because they interact with spring migrants as they move north.  They can mate with and contaminate the migrating butterflies (bad) and the host plants are already contaminated with spores as well (bad). While the exact outcome has not been studied, there is no expectation that this is going to do the monarch migration any good at all, and is quite likely to have negative impacts as contamination levels increase.  

Tracy and Barbara both have Ph.D.s in Oceanography that they use in their day jobs. They also operate Big Tree Butterflies, located on the Lamar Peninsula.
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