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Marin bans sale of tropical milkweed to protect monarch butterflies
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Elizabeth Blackstone of West End Nursery, left, chats with customer Ann Brenner of Ross while Brenner selects a pair of milkweed plants at West End Nursery in San
Rafael on Tuesday, Aug. 30, 2022. (Sherry LaVars/Marin Independent Journal)
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A Monarch butterfly lands on a plant at West End Nursery in San Rafael on Tuesday, Aug. 30, 2022. Marin County is banning local nurseries from selling tropical milkweed
in order to protect the dwindling populations of monarch butterflies. (Sherry LaVars/Marin Independent Journal)

Marin County has become one of the first counties in California to ban the sale of a weed that researchers say threatens the survival of the dwindling western
monarch butterfly.

The decision by Marin Agricultural Commissioner Stefan Parnay this month to ban the sale of tropical milkweed, known as Asclepias curassavica, comes after
the California Department of Agriculture recently recategorized the species as a noxious weed that is known to cause harm to the environment or economy.
The designation allows county agricultural commissioners to ban on the sale or propagation of the plant.

“We want to thank the nursery staffs for their understanding and assistance in helping us protect the monarch butterflies,” Parnay said in a statement
announcing the ban this month. “Their customers can play an important role by buying native milkweeds and native nectar plants that will improve the health of
pollinators. Planting native plants is the way to go.”

Marin joins Ventura County, which enacted a similar ban earlier this summer.

Milkweed is vital for the survival of monarch butterflies as it is the only plant they will lay their eggs on along their long annual migration between Baja
Callifornia to British Columbia. The hatched caterpillars eat the leaves, which also imbues them with the plant’s protective toxin.

However, tropical milkweed, which is native to the Caribbean, Mexico and Central America, can carry a microscopic protozoan parasite that can affect
monarch butterflies’ migration success and lifespan. Additionally, tropical milkkweed does not die off during the winter as native milkweed does, which can
confuse butterflies and cause them to breed when they should be migrating or overwintering during that time of year.

California Department of Agriculture spokesman Steve Lyle said tropical milkweed was not rated as a pest until this year. Lyle said it was recategorized this
year “as its planting helps concentrate and spread a fatal bacterial disease of monarch butterflies.”

Marin Assistant Agricultural Commissioner Scott Wise said while the county has the authority to issue the ban, it does not want to impose economic hardship
on businesses if it can be helped.

“In this case, there are alternatives like the native milkweed. It's sort of an easy switch,” Wise said. “They’re all in it for the butterfly too at the point of sale. It’s a
charismatic insect. People love it. | love it.”

Some local nursery owners said they support the ban. Dave Stoner, president of Sloat Garden Center, said he will be ending the sale of tropical milkweed at
not only his four Marin locations but all of his stores, including those in San Francisco and Contra Costa counties, starting next year.

“We have no issues with it whatsoever,” Stoner said. “We’re not going to carry it in the other counties regardless of their policies on it.”

Chris Untermann, owner of the West End Nursery in San Rafael, said he had already stopped selling tropical milkweed prior to the ban.



As a native plant nursery, the O’Donnell’s Fairfax Nursery in Fairfax has been working to educate residents about the benefits of planting native versus tropical
milkweed. Nursery propagation manager Bayley Elenzweig said now is the best time of year for residents to replace tropical milkweed in their yard with native

milkweed.

A milkweed plant sits on a table at West End Nursery in San Rafael on Tuesday, Aug. 30, 2022. (Sherry LaVars/Marin Independent Journal)

Native milkweed can take about one to two years to establish, but is relatively easy to care for and has evolved with the monarch butterflies, she said.

“There is a kind of a false pretense in the selling of the tropical milkweed that it is helping with the monarchs,” Elenzweig said. “It’s borne of good intentions but
when they realize they’re not, it's pretty easy to draw people into building this ecosystem back to what it once was.”

Researchers have sounded the alarm about the collapse of monarch butterfly populations in recent years. Once estimated to number up to 4.5 million, the
western population of the iconic orange-and-black-winged insect has fallen by a staggering 99% since the 1980s, according to the state.

In the winter of 2020, fewer than 2,000 monarch butterflies were counted in the west, according to the Xerces Society of Invertebrate Conservation, which
oversees the counts. While the 2021 count of nearly 250,000 brought a sigh of relief, researchers say the declining trend of the population will likely continue
unless threats are addressed.

Pesticide use, degradation of overwintering habitat, loss of the nectar and milkweed plants the butterflies use for food and breeding, and climate change have
all been cited as reasons for the decline.

In Marin, only 141 monarch butterflies were observed in the winter of 2020-2021, down from a record 38,700 counted in 2015. The count for 2021-2022 saw a
minor improvement with 180 butterflies.

Several public land managers in Marin are more than a year into a project meant to bolster monarch butterfly habitat. The work includes studying the tree
groves in Bolinas, Stinson Beach, Muir Beach and Fort Baker, where monarch butterflies bunch together and rest during the colder winter months. An
inventory of the county’s wild milkweed plants is also being completed in order to find the best locations for more planting.

Mia Monroe, a Marin liaison for the National Park Service, said residents have also been playing their part by planting more nectar and milkweed plants. She
and other surveyors have reported seeing a large amount of monarch breeding this spring and summer.

“People are planting the right milkweed in their backyards and nectar plants,” Monroe said. “It's restoring that habitat for monarchs and they’re finding it.
Whether they’ll migrate to the coast and make it through the winter, we’ll have to wait and see.”

In the past five years, Untermann said he has also been seeing more customers looking to make their gardens more monarch-friendly. Ann Brenner of Ross



Residents who have tropical milkweed are not required to rip out their plants under the ban but are being encouraged to cut the plant down to about 6 inches
during the fall and winter months. The county is also encouraging residents to contact the University of California Marin Master Gardener Help Desk at 415-

473-4910 or via email at HelpDesk@marinmg.org.

A milkweed identification guide can be found at monarchparasites.org/milkweed-identification.
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