
        By Sue Gwise, Horticulture Educator 

Vilified by farmers and praised by environmentalists, milkweeds are perennial native plants that are 

important to pollinators, especially the monarch butterfly.  The connection between the iconic butterfly and 

the often maligned milkweed is due to the fact that monarch caterpillars will only feed on milkweed.  No 

milkweed equals no monarchs.  In the last two decades there has been a greater than 80% decline in 

monarch populations.  There has also been a 58% decline of milkweed plants in the Midwest and Northeast.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The use of herbicide resistant corn and soybeans has all but eliminated milkweed in farm crops.  Along with 

land succession to forest, and climate change, monarchs and milkweeds are being squeezed out. 

Common milkweed, butterfly weed, and rose milkweed are the typical milkweed species of Northern New 

York.  All exude a sticky, white latex when the stems are cut and all produce pods filled with silky-haired wind

-borne seeds.  Once the pods open the seeds are distributed far and wide much to the chagrin of farmers. 

Milkweeds have an unusual flower structure and if pollination does not occur in a precise manner, seed pods 

will not develop.  This seems to be a type of self-regulation and accounts for the fact that only a few pods will 

develop on each plant. 

Efforts are underway to encourage farmers to allow some common milkweed to grow in crop fields.  

Gardeners advocate for milkweeds because of their benefits to all pollinators; as an added bonus they are 

also resistant to deer browsing.  The latex in the milkweeds contains a toxic alkaloid (similar to digitalis) that 

has a bitter taste, so deer will not eat it. 

Monarch caterpillars are one the few insects that can tolerate the toxin.  Adult female butterflies lay their 

eggs exclusively on milkweeds.  Once the eggs hatch there is an instant food supply for the hungry larvae.  As 

a result of feeding on milkweeds, both the caterpillars and adults are toxic to birds and other predators.  The 

bright yellow and black stripes on the larvae and the orange and black patterns of the monarch butterfly 

serve as a visual warning, and birds will avoid eating them. 

 continued... 

The bright colors of monarch caterpillars and butterflies serve as a warning to insects and predators to ‘stay away’. 
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Larvae of the queen butterfly and milkweed tussock moths along with striped garden caterpillars also use 

milkweed as a food plant.  All of these larvae have similar warning colors of yellow, black and white.  In the 

adult stage, the Trumpet vine sphinx moth prefers milkweed flowers, which are also attractive to other 

pollinators including bees.  The stems of milkweed plants are often used by Baltimore orioles to weave their 

sock-like nests. 

Adult monarch butterflies are generalists and in addition to milkweeds they will visit common wildflowers such 

as coneflowers, aster (daisy), black-eyed Susan, Joe-pye weed, and goldenrod in search of nectar. 

Another benefit to gardeners is that milkweeds are easily reproduced by seed.  Just collect the pods in late 

summer and remove the seeds which can then be planted in late fall for spring germination.  Alternatively, the 

seeds can be placed in a refrigerator over the winter and then planted in the spring. 

Bottom line:  planting milkweeds supports monarch butterflies and many other pollinator species as well.   

When purchasing plants or seeds be sure to get ‘straight species’ – no hybrids or cultivars.  These have been 

‘tinkered with’ and tend to lack certain attributes which make them less effective in supporting and attracting 

pollinators. 

 


