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Monarch butterflies hang from a tree branch in the Piedra Herrada sanctuary, near Valle de 
Bravo, Mexico, in January. Their numbers have shrunk drastically. 

Crop herbicides play a role in 
shrinking ·monarch population 
Ethanol production also a fa-ctor in butterflies' decline 

By Heather 
Hollingsworth 

Associated Press 

KANSAS CITY, Mo. - A 
butterfly being consid
ered for federal pro
tection is emblematic 
of the plight that polli
nating insects face in 
part because farmers, 
enticed by ethanol 
mandates, are growing 
more herbicide-resis
tant crops, which has 
stripped millions of 
acres of crucial plant 
habitat. 

Herbicide makers 
say they're committed 
to helping the monarch 
butterfly, whose num
bers have plummeted 
by more than 90 per
cent in the past two 
decades. And environ
mentalists seeking 
protection for mon
archs under the En
dangered Species Act 
said restoring milk
weed habitat would 
help other pollinating 
insects, too, such as 
honey bees, whose 
numbers of managed 
colonies have dropped 
by more than 4 million 
beehives since 1947. 

"My feeling is if the 
monarch goes, it is like 
the canary- in the'"·coal 
mine," said ecologist 
Lincoln Brower, with 
Sweet Briar College in 
Virginia. 

The U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service is tak
ing comments and data 
about monarchs 
through Monday, and a 
decision on whether to 
list the monarch as 
threatened is due in 
December. Although a 
plan for helping the 
monarch wouldn't be 
developed unless it 
gains "threatened" 
status, the solution 
needs to address her
bicides as well as mow
ing public roadsides 
less frequently, Brow
er said. 

Some monarch pop
ulations migrate thou
sands of miles from 
breeding and winter
ing grounds, but along 
the route, there is less 
of the milkweed that 
nourishes them and on 

which they lay their 
eggs, a loss caused by 
more corn and soy
beans, logging, con
struction and a 
drought that peaked in 
2012. 

Roundup downturn 

Environmentalists 
say the butterfly's de
cline - the overwinter 
population in Mexico 
reached a low in 2013 
- has coincided with 
the rise of St. Louis
based agribusiness gi
ant Monsanto's popu
lar weed killer Round
up, blamed for knock
ing out milkweed 
plants. Monsanto then 
introduced Roundup 
Ready crops, which re
sist the herbicide, with 
a soybean version in 
1996 and a corn version 
in 1998. 

Ethanol gained 
ground alongside the 
rise of those crops, and 
a renewable fuel stan
dard approved by Con
gress in 2007 provided 
a major boost to the 
corn-based fuel. As 
millions more acres of 
land was cultivated, 
there was an estimated 
64 percent decline in 
milkweed plants from 
1999 to 2012 in the Mid
west, Iowa State Uni
versity ecologist John 
Pleasants said. 

Monsanto said in a 
statement that it is 
"committed to work
ing with others to put 
more monarchs in 
flight,'' and is working 
with the nonprofit 
Keystone Center in 
Colorado. , 

Sarah Stokes Alex
ander, who oversees 
the center's policy pro
grams, says it's plan
ning a meeting this 
spring with food com
panies, grain buyers, 
the herbicide industry, 
farming organiza
tions, federal agen
cies, conservationists 
and university re
searchers. 

"The idea is to bet
ter engage the agricul
ture community in the 
rural areas of the Mid
west in monarch con-

servation and recov
ery,'' she said, adding 
that one goal is to dis
cuss the possibility of 
a collaborative conser
vation plan to be im
plemented at the na
tional and state level. 

Product lawsuit 

Another herbicide, 
Dow Chemical's new 
Enlist Duo, is already 
the subject of a federal 
lawsuit after the Envi
ronmental Protection 
Agency approved it in 
October. The Natural 
Resources Defense 
Council and Center for 
Food Safety's legal ac
tion raises concerns 
the herbicide could 
harm the monarch and 
cause broader envi
ronmental damage. 

In a statement, Dow 
Chemical said it was 
"confident" that the 
EPA conducted a thor
ough review of the 
product, which is to be 
used with genetically 
modified corn and soy
beans. It referred 
monarch questions to 
trade group CropLif e 
American, which said 
it "believes that the de
velopment of managed 
milkweed hat>itat may -
benefit monarch popu
lations and should be 
encouraged." 

President Barack 
Obama issued a direc
tive last year to feder
al agencies to create a 
strategy to promote 
the health of honey 
bees and other pollina
tors, and as part of the 
effort, the federal gov
ernment pledged 
$3.2 million in Febru
ary to restore habitat 

· from California to the 
Corn Belt. 

And there has been 
some good news as 
drought conditions 
eased, with monarchs 
experiencing a 69 per
cent spike in the size of 
their overwinter habi
tat in Mexico, although 
that population re
mained the second 
smallest since the 
World Wildlife Fund in 
Mexico began record
keeping in 1993. 


