
Research Deep Dive

If you would like to learn more about the science behind ReGrow Milkweed for Monarchs, please

have a look at our recent peer-reviewed journal articles.

 

Cutting back milkweed attracts egg laying monarchs and may make milkweed stems safer.

In this study we divided 23 milkweed patches into

three sections each. We cut back one section of each

patch in June, another section in July, and the last third

we left alone as a control. We counted monarch eggs

and caterpillars in the plots every week, as well as

predatory insects and spiders that might eat

monarchs. We found that after both times we cut

milkweed stems back (June and July), monarchs laid

many times more eggs on the newly regrowing stems

than the ones we left alone. There was also a period of

several weeks when there were fewer predators on

the regrowing milkweed stems. Read publication here:

Haan and Landis 2019 Biological Conservation

 

Monarch caterpillars survive at higher rates on regrowing stems than on undisturbed ones.

We divided milkweed patches into three sections (as in the previous experiment), cutting one

section back in June, another in July, and leaving the third section alone as a control. Then we put

just-hatched caterpillars on milkweeds in each section and monitored their survival. We found they

are 2-2.5x more likely to survive their first two days if they are on stems that regrow after being cut

back. We also monitored the abundance of wildflowers and pollinator visitors to see how cutting

https://www.canr.msu.edu/msumilkweedregrow/uploads/files/Haan%20and%20Landis%202019
https://www.canr.msu.edu/msumilkweedregrow/uploads/files/Haan%20and%20Landis%202019


back milkweed affects them (we used a brush

trimmer, so surrounding plants were cut back along

with the milkweed). We found both flowers and

pollinators are less abundant for a few weeks after

cutting, but then they return to the same level as if

they had been left alone. Interestingly, some of the

plants that were cut back flowered later in the

season when they regrew, extending the overall

bloom duration. Read publication here: Haan and

Landis 2020 Biological Conservation

We think monarchs may have historically benefitted from mechanical weed control in corn and

soy fields in the midwest. 

This is an opinion article in which we

propose a hypothesis about the past

and future importance of disturbance

(i.e. cutting back milkweed) to

monarchs. Common milkweed was a

pesky weed in corn and soy fields

until the late 1990s when farmers

started using broad spectrum

herbicides to control it and other

weeds. Before these herbicides

became available, growers used

mechanical cultivation to suppress

weeds. This didn’t work for controlling

common milkweed, which as we

know, quickly regrows after being cut

back -- but it does mean stems in

crop fields were probably commonly cut back in early summer, providing young stems for monarchs

and reduced predator abundance. Read publication here: Haan & Landis 2019 Frontiers in Ecol Evol
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Monarch predators are diverse.

We tested 75 types of insects and spiders to see if they eat

monarch eggs and larvae and more than half did!! Ants, spiders, lady

beetles, mirid bugs, and a host of others will readily snack on

monarchs. In another upcoming article we show that most of this

predation occurs at night. Read the publication here: Hermann et al.

2019, Scientific Reports

 

 Habitat context affects monarch egg laying choices, and most eggs are eaten by predators.

Monarchs lay different numbers of

eggs on milkweeds growing

surrounded by corn, soy, bare

ground, and grasslands, and their

choices vary year to year. Some

eggs were caged to keep predators

out so we could see how important

predation is compared to other

factors. The majority of monarch

eggs are eaten! Read the publication

here: Myers et al. 2019,

Environmental Entomology
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