
Monarch butterflies are essential pollinators that 
contribute to the health of our environment and 
ecosystems.1 They are one of the most iconic invertebrate 
species in North America, but their populations have 
declined by more than 90 percent over the last 20 years.2 
This dramatic trend closely follows the introduction of 
Genetically Modified Organism (GMO) herbicide-tolerant 
“Roundup® Ready” corn and soy crops, which has led 
to a huge increase in the use of the potent weed-killer, 
glyphosate. The massive increase in glyphosate use has 
decimated the only food young monarchs eat — milkweed. 

Monarch migration and reproduction
Monarch butterflies migrate from the northern United 
States and southern Canada to northern and central Mexico 
for the winter. Around February, monarchs begin their 
long journey back north. Monarchs travel 50-100 miles 
a day and take as long as two months to complete their 
journey.3 The majority of monarch migration patterns take 
the butterflies through the Midwest and eastern regions 
of the United States.4 Monarchs reproduce and lay their 
eggs on the underside of American milkweed during this 
northward travel.5 Migration continues when the larvae 
have successfully fed and pupated, emerging from their 
chrysalises as butterflies (an iconic metamorphosis). 

Monarchs in trouble 
Monarch populations have declined by 90 percent over 
the last two decades.6 Scientists estimate that monarchs 
have a 20% chance of “quasi-extinction” (meaning 
that the population has collapsed to the point of no 
return) within the next two decades and populations 
would need to increase five-fold in order to return to a 
stabilized population.7 This dramatic decline has led to 
formal legal petitions and more than 500,000 Americans 
signing petitions to the Fish and Wildlife Service calling 
for the monarch butterfly to be listed as endangered 
under the Endangered Species Act.8 Endangered Species 
Act protection would provide legally binding, science-
based protection initiatives to directly combat threats to 
monarchs.

Glyphosate proliferation 
It is no coincidence that the loss of 90 percent of North 
America’s monarch butterflies coincides with the 1996 
introduction of “Roundup Ready” corn and soybeans, which 
are engineered to be tolerant of weed-killer glyphosate, 
allowing farmers to spray frequently. Glyphosate use has 
increased dramatically in recent years  from 17 million 
pounds in 1992 to 286 million pounds in 2012.9 In the same 
period, the amount of U.S. crops genetically engineered 
to withstand massive applications of Monsanto’s patented 
Round-up herbicide grew to 92 percent of all corn and 94 
percent of soybeans.10 As a result, the use of Round-up 
skyrocketed and this, combined with farmers plowing up 
former habitat and planting fence row to fence row, has 
virtually wiped out the milkweed that once grew among our 
farm fields. Researchers estimate that milkweed in Midwest 
farm fields has plummeted by more than 58 percent over 
the last decade, while monarch egg production across the 
region sank by 81 percent.11  A. Cuadra/Science
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In addition to its contribution to monarch decline, 
glyphosate is linked to adverse health impacts. In 2015, 
the World Health Organization’s International Agency for 
Research on Cancer (IARC) declared glyphosate a probable 
carcinogen.12 Since then, a number of countries have acted 
to limit glyphosate. France announced a partial ban,13 
and the Netherlands,14 Brazil, Colombia15 and Sri Lanka16 
are all taking steps to ban the chemical. Regulation in 
the U.S. has been weak and has allowed glyphosate to 
remain in use. The state of California listed glyphosate as a 
carcinogen last year,17 and the FDA recently announced that 
it will start testing food for Roundup®.18 Amid mounting 
fears about the disappearance of monarchs and health 

impacts, Monsanto, the manufacturer of glyphosate, 
has promoted its efforts to plant milkweed, but 

has simultaneously fought efforts to restrict use 
of the chemical, which generates roughly $5 

billion in sales annually for the company.19
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Glyphosate use increased from a total of 17M lbs in 1992, up to a maximum of 
286M in 2012.

What we can do to save monarchs
To protect monarchs we must get off this dangerous 
pesticide “treadmill” which is harming monarchs, 
destroying our ecosystems and threatening our health, 
while transitioning to regenerative organic farming and 
land management. We can all take action in our own 
backyards and communities to protect monarchs. Here is 
what you can to do help:
1.	 Plant regionally-appropriate milkweed in your own 

backyard. Milkweed can be toxic to humans, and 
planting the wrong strain of milkweed can actually 
harm monarchs. Using a planting guide is important 
for finding a type of milkweed that works for both 
your available soil and your regional climate. 
By planting more milkweed, you can help 
slow, or even stop, the loss of monarch 
butterflies.

	 Recommended regional planting guides:
	 Monarch Joint Venture: monarchjointventure.

org/images/uploads/documents/
MilkweedFactSheetFINAL.pdf

	 Xerces Society of Invertebrate:  
www.xerces.org/milkweed/ 

2.	 Pass a pollinator protection policy 
in your community. Work with your 
community to pass a policy to restrict 
pollinator-toxic pesticides and increase 
pollinator habitat that is free of toxic 
pesticides. Find a sample resolution and 
learn all about how to pass a policy at  
www.foe.org/beeaction. 

3.	 Sign the petition urging the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service to list monarchs as 
an endangered species under the 
Endangered Species Act. Sign the 
petition at  
www.foe.org/beeaction. 

4.	 Urge your Member of Congress to support the 
Pollinator Recovery Act of 2016. Call them today: 
202-224-3121
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