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Just 29,000 Western Monarch Butterflies Are 
Left in California. That's Down From Millions 
Peter Arcuni Jan 27 

 
A monarch butterfly nectaring on swamp milkweed. (Stephanie McKnight/Xerces Society) 

Each fall, monarch butterflies from across the western 
United States flutter their way to the California coast 
to hole up for the winter. Mild temperatures, abundant 
nectar and protection offered by coastal forests have 
historically made California an ideal place for 
monarchs to survive into spring, and the majority of 
the population west of the Rocky Mountains make the 
annual trip to the state. 

The conservation society that conducts the annual 
monarch butterfly count recommends Californians 
plant native milkweed in inland breeding areas, as 

well as nectar-producing flowers for monarchs to feed 
on. 

As recently as the 1980s, these iconic orange and 
black butterflies numbered in the millions. This 
season’s count, however, was much in line with the 
monarch's decades-long severe decline. This year's 
estimate, released last week, stands at about 29,000 
monarchs, just above last year’s all-time low. 

“This population has declined by over 99 percent,” 
said Emma Pelton, a conservation biologist with the 
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Xerces Society for Invertebrate Conservation, which 
conducts the survey each year around Thanksgiving. 

Pelton says the numbers indicate the historic western 
monarch migratory population is in danger of going 
extinct. 

In the spring, monarchs fly inland to lay their eggs on 
milkweed plants. The caterpillars that hatch feed on 
the leaves. Milkweed is the only thing monarch 
caterpillars eat and essential to their survival. The 
new generation will help populate areas from 
California to the Rockies. 

 “That first generation that’s born in the new year in 
California is really the generation that’s going to 
continue the migration.” Pelton said. “They’re going 
to populate the western United States.” 

Eastern monarchs make a similar migration to 
Mexico for the winter months. 

“California’s the only place in the U.S. where 
monarchs spend the winter in large numbers and that 
is worth protecting,” Pelton said. 

Reasons for the Decline 

Samantha Marcum, a biologist with the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service, says habitat loss, the use of 
pesticides, disease and the changing climate have all 
likely contributed to the decline of western monarchs. 

 
Monarch butterflies from the across the Western U.S. 
spend the winter in California. Pictured above, 
monarchs in Pacific Grove on the Central Coast. 
(Carly Voight/Xerces Society)  

“There’s no singular reason for the extreme drop in 
numbers over the last two to three decades.” Marcum 
said. “There’s several factors.” 

One major reason for the drastically reduced 
numbers, she says, is the loss of coastal forest groves, 
where monarchs can safely roost in the winter 
months, and their shrinking springtime breeding 
habitat, due to land development, forest management 
practices and wildfire. 

“Drought, increased storm frequency and intensity, 
and temperature extremes” have also likely made 
California a less hospitable place for monarchs, said 
Marcum. 

Federal officials are considering listing monarch 
butterflies for protection under the Endangered 
Species Act. A decision is expected in December. 

Marcum says protecting and restoring the forest 
groves where monarchs spend their winter on the 
California coast will be key to their recovery. The 
Xerces Society recommends Californians plant native 
milkweed in inland breeding areas, as well as nectar-
producing flowers for monarchs to feed on. 

Pelton says citizen science efforts like monarch 
counts help researchers monitor butterfly populations 
and target conservation efforts. The Western 
Monarch Milkweed Mapper and the iNaturalist App 
are two ways people can record their own monarch 
sightings. 

“Even if you’re not someone that necessarily thinks 
of yourself as someone who likes bugs, you probably 
know what a monarch looks like,” Pelton said. “The 
fact that they move and travel all over the United 
States and Canada and Mexico is just a really 
incredible story of a single species connecting us 
across the country.” 

 


