Monarch butterfly (Danaus plexippus), western population 
Status
Proposed to be listed as a threatened species with Proposed Critical Habitat (December 12, 2024) (FR 2024-28855 50 CFR 17). Existing Candidate Conservation Agreement with Assurances (issued April 3, 2020) remains in effect.

Species Summary Table
	
	Feeding
	Feeding and Breeding
	Overwintering

	
	Egg, larva, pupa
	Adult
	Adult

	Habitat
	Milkweed
	Blooming nectar plants along migration routes that typically move up in latitude or to higher elevations later in the season.
	Roosting trees in groves along the coast of California and Baja California or low-elevation riparian areas in central and southern Arizona

	Food source
	Milkweed
	Blooming nectar plants; require milkweed for oviposition
	Blooming nectar plants

	Cover
	Herbaceous vegetation
	N/A
	Roosting trees provide protection from excessive sunlight and extreme weather

	Temperature
	Requires temperatures 53°-91° F to develop
	Moderate temperatures between 53° - 95° F
	Moderate temperatures between 53° - 95° F

	Water
	N/A
	Most commonly found near water sources
	Sources must be present

	Dispersal
	N/A
	Throughout Arizona
	Central and southern Arizona and coastline in California and Mexico

	Seasonal Activity
	Daily and year-round
	Early Spring to Fall - small overwintering populations may continue to breed in winter in southern Arizona
	Small populations overwinter in Arizona in low-elevation riparian areas



Life History
Species Description and Ecology
Adult monarch butterflies are large and conspicuous, with bright orange wings surrounded by a black border and covered with black veins. The black border has a double row of white spots, present on the upper side and lower side of forewings and hindwings. There are two migratory populations in North America, separated by the Rocky Mountains: the eastern migratory population and the western migratory population. The two populations are not entirely distinct from each other as some interchange occurs between individuals crossing the Rocky Mountains as well as crossover to overwintering sites. The majority of monarch butterflies occurring in Arizona each year is of the western population. Monarch butterflies of the western population typically overwinter along the cost of California and Baja California while monarch butterflies of the eastern population typically overwinter in the mountains of central Mexico. (USFWS 2024).
Monarch butterflies primarily utilize rivers, cienegas, creeks, coasts, washes, canyons, roadside ditches, and other locations near water sources as migration flyways (Morris et al. 2015, Howard et al. 2009). Major migration flyways for the western monarch butterfly population include the Colorado River, San Pedro River, and the Buenos Aires National Wildlife Refuge (Morris et al. 2015). Major migration flyways for the eastern monarch butterfly population include through central Texas and along the Gulf of Mexico (Howard et al. 2009).  
Monarch butterflies migrate to Arizona in the spring from overwintering sites in California and Mexico. They follow the blooming of nectar plants to the north and from low to higher elevations. The Colorado River and Gila River are key for migration to and from California while the Santa Cruz River and San Pedro River, in addition to the Colorado River, are key for migration to and from Mexico. While these rivers are among the most heavily favored migration routes for monarch butterflies, a variety of other routes may be utilized as well (Morris et al. 2015). Adult monarch butterflies feed on nectar from blooming nectar plants. Common desert blooming nectar plants with high numbers of monarch butterflies observed across their range in Arizona include desert globemallow (Sphaeralcea ambigua), southwestern mock vervain (Glandularia gooddingii), rubber rabbitbrush (Ericameria nauseosa), late flowering thoroughwort (Eupatorium serotinum), common sunflower (Helianthus annuus), and golden crownbeard (Verbesina encelioides) (The Xerces Society for Invertebrate Conservation 2025). Eggs and larval monarch butterflies are milkweed obligates; larvae feed on milkweed to sequester toxic cardenolides as a defense against predators (USFWS 2024).
Multiple generations of adult butterflies are produced during the breeding season, typically living two to five weeks, while overwintering migratory adults live six to nine months (USFWS 2024). As they migrate to cooler climates, monarch butterflies breed and their offspring continue to disperse further north until they reenter reproductive diapause in the fall and begin the cycle of generational migration over again (USFWS 2024). 
In the fall, monarch butterflies become increasingly limited by cooler temperatures and decreasing availability of blooming nectar plants. In response to cues such as seasonal sun angle, monarch butterflies return to overwintering sites in California and Mexico (Morris et al. 2015). As they travel south, monarch butterflies will continue to utilize blooming nectar plants, especially in or near riparian areas, as stopover habitat (USFWS 2024). While the majority of monarch butterflies will overwinter in California and Mexico, some monarch butterflies remain in sheltered low-elevation riparian areas in central and southern Arizona during the winter months (Morris et al. 2015). 
Reproduction
The monarch butterfly breeding season in Arizona typically occurs from early spring to early fall, although some overwintering individuals may breed throughout the winter as well (Morris et al. 2015). Monarch butterflies migrating to overwintering sites in the fall enter reproductive diapause (suspended reproduction) and break reproductive diapause before migrating away from their overwintering sites in February and March. 
Monarch butterflies have four life stages: egg, larva, pupa, and adults. Larvae emerge from eggs after two to five days. Monarch butterfly larvae undergo a series of five growth stages, also known as instars, molting, growing larger, and slightly changing in appearance between each instar. After 9 to 18 days, the larva pupates into a chrysalis and emerges 6 to 14 days later as an adult butterfly. Colder temperatures can extend the duration of these stages.
Suitable Habitat
Monarch butterflies can be found throughout Arizona where blooming nectar plants are available. They also require milkweed (Asclepias spp.) to lay eggs and develop as larvae. Nectar and milkweed resources are often associated with riparian corridors but are found throughout Arizona (Western Monarch Milkweed Mapper 2025). 
Monarch butterflies of the western population primarily overwinter in groves along the coast of California and Baja California. There are approximately 400 groves in California that are known to have been occupied by overwintering monarch butterflies, but only a portion of these sites are occupied in any given year. Overwintering monarch butterflies utilize a variety of tree species as roost trees such as blue gem eucalyptus (Eucalyptus globulus), Monterey pine (Pinus radiata), and Monterey cypress (Hesperocyparis macrocarpa). These trees protect monarch butterflies from strong winds and maintain moderate temperatures that are warm enough to prevent freezing yet cool enough to prevent lipid depletion. In Arizona, overwintering monarch butterflies utilize low desert areas with large trees for roosting such as eucalyptus (Eucalyptus spp.), Goodding’s willow (Salix gooddingii), Cottonwood (Populus spp.) and Cooba (Acacia salicina) (USFWS 2024, Morris et al. 2015). Overwintering monarchs tend to occur more frequently near water sources such as rivers, creeks, roadside ditches, and irrigated gardens (Morris et al. 2015). Additionally, monarch butterflies which are both overwintering and breeding are typically found near native evergreen milkweed (USFWS 2024)
Threats
Primary threats to monarch butterfly include habitat loss, continued exposure to insecticides, and the effects of climate change. Urban, agricultural, and industrial development have resulted in significant loss and degradation of the species’ habitat. Other factors causing the loss or alteration of monarch butterfly habitat include intensive herbicide usage for weed control which has resulted in widespread milkweed eradication. Additional threats to the species include disease and parasitism: specifically, a protozoan parasite Ophryocystis elektroscirrha, which decreases survival and fitness in the monarch (USFWS 2024). In Arizona, Ophryocystis elektroscirrha is a relatively minor threat to the monarch butterfly where the average annual infection rate is 4% while the eastern monarch butterfly population has an annual infection rate of 10% to 15% (Morris et al. 2015). Tropical milkweed (Asclepias curassavica), an exotic and commercially planted species, can worsen disease and parasitism for monarch butterflies by providing a year-round food source which some monarch butterflies may repeatedly overwinter on. This allows for diseases and parasites to potentially accumulate over time (Faldyn et al. 2018). Additionally, vehicle strikes are known to lethally affect a number of monarchs annually (Morris et al. 2015). 
Range and Survey History
Monarch butterflies may be found at various elevations in Arizona wherever nectar sources are present throughout the warmer months (early February through mid-November), although they are not found in lower desert regions during the warmest summer months. Some monarchs may be present and breeding in lower desert regions during the early spring, but the premier breeding season in these regions begins in late August. Habitats are most numerous in riparian areas, and these areas are also favored as migration routes. Both breeding and migrating monarchs have frequently been observed in city backyards and parks where milkweed and favored nectar plants are present. In November, most monarch butterflies will begin their fall migration to Mexico or California (Faldyn et al. 2018). Notable migration routes include the Colorado River, San Pedro River, Santa Cruz River, Verde River, Gila River, Hassayampa River, Bill Williams River, Salt River, Buenos Aries National Wildlife Refuge, and Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument (Morris et al. 2015). Small populations of overwintering individuals, some of which may be breeding during the winter season, may be found in lower desert elevations wherever hard freezes do not occur. Overwintering monarchs tend to stay within a three-mile radius of their overwintering site until early February when breeding season begins. Overwintering monarch butterflies may be found within Phoenix, Tucson, Yuma, Parker, Lake Havasu City and the surrounding regions as well as along the Colorado River (Morris et al. 2015).


Include information in this section to establish an environmental baseline (i.e. survey data, local status, etc.) for the monarch butterfly within your project’s vicinity. The following references and resources may assist in establishing an environmental baseline. Always obtain permission from the ADOT biologist prior to contacting outside agencies about an ADOT project. 

	US Fish and Wildlife Service

	Jessica Miller
	Arizona Species Expert
	jessica_miller@fws.gov

	Website: https://ecos.fws.gov/ecp/species/9743



	Arizona Game and Fish Department 

	Cheri Boucher
	Project Evaluation Program Specialist
	cboucher@azgfd.gov

	Website: https://azgfd-wdw.s3.amazonaws.com/awcs-2022/documents/MonarchConservationPlan.pdf



Notes:	1Consultants are NOT to discuss potential effect findings with outside agencies. 
2Red text is to be removed prior to placing this evaluation into a Biological Evaluation.
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