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 GARDENING WITH THE MASTER GARDENERS,

TEXAS COOPERATIVE EXTENSION

BUTTERFLY MIGRATION

By Barbara Mahan, Master Gardener, Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners

In spring, when trees, plants and flowers are greening up and beginning to bloom then the butterflies will be back soon.

Are the butterflies you see migrating or emigrating? Most species that we see are emigrating; making a one- way trip. True migration is a round-trip journey. Monarchs are the only North American butterflies that follow a yearly migration. It seems as if the monarch you see in the fall heading to Mexico is the same monarch you see in the spring, when in fact no single butterfly ever makes the entire round trip. It’s an ancestral roadmap that steers the butterflies on their way from south to north and back again.

Compared to the monarch’s migration, the one-way trip of emigration seems like a snap. Each emigrating butterfly flies hundreds or even thousands of miles to find a new home. The buckeye, painted ladies, and cloudless sulphurs are the big three to emigrate. They sometimes erupt into motion, with millions of butterflies taking to the air. We saw this several times last year. I was driving to San Antonio and drove thru swarming butterflies for miles. Emigration is an unpredictable, irregular phenomenon. Not all butterflies of a species move on, nor do they end up in the same place. Even the direction of their movements varies. Some members of the species may go north, while others move south or east.

The monarch butterfly is one of the best known of all North American butterflies because they make annual migrations across America to avoid winter weather. In late summer, the monarchs of North America begin to congregate. By August, they are moving south, traveling along some of the same migratory routes used by birds. All monarchs east of the Rocky Mountains fly southward to Mexico. Many follow the Atlantic Coast and the Blue Ridge Mountains ending at the southern tip of Texas. Those that are on the west side of the Rocky Mountains will congregate along the central and southern California coast.

The monarch butterfly migrates for two reasons. The late summer migration to the south is because they cannot withstand freezing weather in the northern and central continental climates in winter. Monarchs winter in just two places - the Sierra Madre of Mexico, and the evergreen groves of coastal California. Here the butterflies will roost in huge numbers on the same trees year after year. From mid-September through early November, about 300 million monarch butterflies flit and flutter from Canada and the northern United States to their winter homes in California and Mexico.

Accordingly, the annual spectacle of southbound swarms of orange-and-black monarchs inspires festivals and butterfly-tagging events. Perhaps the largest fall butterfly event is the Texas Butterfly Festival, which takes place in Mission, Texas, the third week of October near the Mexican border. The festival features butterfly-spotting field trips and a chance to meet noted lepidopterists. Maybe I will see you there. If you would like to know more about the Texas Butterfly Festival in Mission, Texas you can visit http://www.texasbutterfly.com/seminars..html on the web or e-mail them at jchapa@missionchamber.com. 

The second reason for the monarch to migrate is a spring migration to return north because their winter sites will not provide the larval food plants they need. In the spring, monarchs must fly back north to regions where the plants are plentiful 

When spring comes, the adult monarchs begin the journey north. They have nearly reached the end of their lives. Most never make it back to their starting point of the summer before. The adults breed along the way, lay their eggs, and then die. The eggs hatch, caterpillars grow and pupate, and the next generation takes up the final leg of the trip, heading north unerringly for unseen ancestral summer grounds.

Texas, with its many ecological regions and diverse geological and biological features, offers habitat for a great variety of butterflies. Of the 732 species recorded in North America, approximately 442 have been recorded in Texas, the most diverse butterfly state in the nation.

The butterflies may stop by your garden if you have a source of food and water. Their water needs to be a shallow dish, a pond with shallow areas or a muddy area. For food, adult butterflies are interested in sipping the nectar of flowering plants. Often specific flowers and plants attract specific species. The butterfly larva also need to eat the leaves of specific food plants in order to pupate and assure a next generation of butterflies. For example, monarch larva eat butterfly weed and other members of the milkweed family with relish. Gulf fritillary larva are particularly fond of passion vine. The so-called “larval host” plants may look a bit battered and holey after the larva have finished with them but the plants will survive and when recovered will feed another generation of butterfly larva. The Texas Cooperative Extension office has a number of handouts addressing butterfly gardening and butterfly biology along with lists of butterfly attracting plants including nectar flowers and caterpillar food plants. Consider planting some of the butterflies’ favorite plants this spring to make them welcome during their summer stay here.

For more information or questions about local gardening, contact a Master Gardener at Texas Cooperative Extension Aransas County Office, by phone 790-0103, or Mondays through Fridays from 8 a.m. until 5 p.m., at 611 East Mimosa, Rockport. Extension education programs serve people of all ages, regardless of socioeconomic level, race, color, sex, religion, handicap or national origin.

Green Acres Demonstration Garden is co-located with the offices of Texas Cooperative Extension. The gardens are free and open to the public during daylight hours, seven days a week.

