
 

Research reveals how monarchs fly away
home
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Photo by Derek Ramsey. Via Wikipedia.

Monarch butterflies -- renowned for their lengthy annual migration to
and from Mexico -- complete an even more spectacular journey home
than previously thought.

New research from the University of Guelph reveals that some North
American monarchs born in the Midwest and Great Lakes fly directly
east over the Appalachians and settle along the eastern seaboard.
Previously, scientists believed that the majority of monarchs migrated
north directly from the Gulf coast.

The study appears in the recent issue of the scientific journal Biology
Letters.
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"It's a groundbreaking finding," said Ryan Norris, a Guelph professor in
the Department of Integrative Biology who worked on the study with his
graduate student Nathan Miller and two researchers from Environment
Canada.

"It solves the long-standing mystery of why monarchs always show up
later on the east coast compared to the interior," he said. "Importantly, it
means that the viability of east coast populations is highly dependent
upon productivity on the other side of the mountains."

Monarchs travel thousands of kilometres each year from wintering sites
in central Mexico back to North America's eastern coast, a journey that
requires multiple generations produced at various breeding regions.

Biologists had suspected that monarchs fly back from Mexico west-to-
east over the Appalachians but no evidence existed to support the theory.

"Ours is the first proof of longitudinal migration," Miller said.

For the study, the researchers collected 90 monarch samples from 17
sites between Maine and Virginia in June and July of 2009. They also
collected 180 samples of milkweed (the only plant monarch larvae can
eat) from 36 sites along the eastern coast between May and July of that
year.

They then used hydrogen and carbon isotope measurements to determine
when and where the monarchs were born. Isotope values in milkweed
vary longitudinally and can be measured in monarch wings, Miller said.

"It provides a natal, geospatial fingerprint that is fixed for the duration
of the butterfly's lifespan."

The researchers discovered that 88 per cent of the monarchs sampled
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originated in the midwest and Great Lakes regions.

"This means that the recolonization of the east coast is by second-
generation monarchs that hatched around the Great Lakes and then
migrated eastward over the Appalachians," Miller said.

The monarch butterfly has been listed as a species of "special concern"
in Canada since 1997. Past conservation efforts have often focused on
breeding sites along a northward migration route.

"Our results suggest that this needs to change," Miller said. "We must
target the Great Lakes region to conserve the east coast monarch
populations."
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