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The Native Plant Society of New Mexico respectfully submits this letter into the public
record in support of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s proposal to list the monarch
butterfly as a threatened species under the Endangered Species Act (Docket No. FWS-
R3-ES-2024-0137).

The Native Plant Society of New Mexico strives to educate the public about native plants
by promoting knowledge of plant identification, ecology, and uses; fostering plant
conservation and the preservation of natural habitats; supporting botanical research; and
encouraging the appropriate use of native plants to conserve water, land, and wildlife.
Some chapters participate in the River for Monarchs initiative to improve habitat and
monitor for monarchs along the Rio Grande in New Mexico.

We commend the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) for proposing this crucial
step towards protecting and recovering the monarch butterfly under the Endangered
Species Act. We fully support the listing, recognizing the culturally significant and
biologically unique nature of this species. Since monitoring began in the 1980s, monarch
butterflies have experienced a decline from millions of butterflies to less than 250,000 in
the west (at least a 95% decline) and a decline of 80% in the eastern population.

We support the USFWS critical habitat designation for western monarch overwintering
sites along California’s coast. The criteria used focus on the quarter of overwintering sites
that typically host the majority of the population. Monarchs are especially vulnerable
during the overwintering period, as many individuals concentrate in relatively small
areas. Overwintering survival is estimated to be less than 50%, making the surviving
individuals essential for restarting the breeding season in spring.

We urge the USFWS to expand critical habitat designations to include key geographic
areas significant to monarch populations' migration. Well-documented roosting and
stop-over sites, such as those in Cape May, NJ, and migration corridors in Texas, are
used by nearly all eastern monarchs for a few weeks in spring and fall. These habitats,
rich in native plant diversity, offer the necessary resources for monarchs to complete their



long migratory journeys. New Mexico is one of the few areas where eastern and western
populations sometimes meet during the breeding season.

Healthy habitats are crucial for the survival of monarch butterflies, and native plants play
a vital role in these ecosystems. Monarchs depend on milkweed (genus Asclepias) as their
host plants for laying eggs and providing food for caterpillars. There are more than 25
species of milkweeds in New Mexico. Additionally, various nectar-rich native flowers,
such as goldenrods (Solidago), asters (Symphyotrichum), and blazing stars (Liatris),
provide essential nourishment for adult monarchs during breeding season and migration.

We support the USFWS’ proposed exemptions permitting continued participation in
conservation programs and routine agricultural and ranching activities, such as tilling and
grazing. These sensible exemptions will enable restoration efforts and working lands to
continue providing essential habitat for monarchs’ food and reproduction. Incorporating
native plants into these agricultural and ranching landscapes can further enhance their
value as monarch habitats.

The proposed rule does not however adequately address the threat of pesticides to
monarch recovery. We urge the USFWS to include robust pesticide protections in the
final rule and caution against relying solely on the Environmental Protection Agency
(EPA) to implement necessary safeguards. For example, the EPA does not address most
non-agricultural uses including turfgrass and other applications around homes. Many
overwintering sites are in urban areas. Pesticides can also contaminate milkweed, leading
to chronic exposure of monarch caterpillars to systemic insecticides like neonicotinoids
and diamides. The Service should work with the EPA to identify pesticide risks specific
to monarchs to ensure comprehensive protection for the species.

While we generally support the USFWS’ proposed exemption allowing the public to
handle, tag, and engage in small-scale rearing of monarchs for educational and research
purposes, we believe the upper limit of 250 butterflies is too high. Monarchs are a
popular educational species, and community science has contributed significantly to
understanding their biology and conservation needs. However, we recommend reducing
the maximum number of monarchs an individual can rear and release to 25, as the Xerces
Society has proposed. We also oppose the proposed exemption allowing the sale of
monarchs, as it lacks conservation justification and sets a harmful precedent for other
threatened and endangered species.

Thank you for proposing this listing and we look forward to a strong final rule for the
monarch butterfly.

Sincerely,

Dr. Sylvan Kaufman
Conservation Chair



