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Benefits of Butterflies & Butterfly Gardening
§ Butterflies are beneficial insects that serve as pollinators

§ Beautiful
§ Charismatic
§ Inspiring
§ Culturally important

Important Website Box

§ Butterfly gardening is a way to 
attract & help these insects and 
many others
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Origins of the 
Butterflies:

§ Originated 50+ MYA
§ Evolved w/flowering plants

§ 18,000+ species worldwide

§ 700+ species in N. America
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§ 6 Families, 150+ species

Wisconsin’s Butterflies

Black Swallowtail

Cabbage 
White

Peck’s Skipper

Northern Crescent

Eastern Tailed-Blue

Photos from wisconsinbutterflies.org
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Resource: Wisconsin Butterflies
§ Mike Reese

§ Online resource describing 
Wisconsin’s 150+ butterfly 
species

§ Info on appearance, biology, 
phenology, host plants

§ Visitors can report butterfly 
sightings on the site

wisconsinbutterflies.org
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Resource: A Swift Guide to Butterflies
§ Jeffrey Glassberg

§ Comprehensive ID guide for 
butterflies across North America

§ Excellent ID tool

§ Brief accounts of biology, 
distributions, and host plant 
associations
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Resource: Caterpillars of Eastern N. America
§ David Wagner

§ Information on hundreds of 
caterpillar species in eastern 
North America

§ Info on appearance, biology, 
phenology, host plants

§ Has a host plant index
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The Monarch
(Danaus plexippus)
§ Nymphalid butterfly
§ Associated with milkweed
§ Migratory species
§ Multiple generations / year

Female

Male
Viceroy Butterfly
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Monarch Life Cycle

Up to 5 days ~10-14+ Days

~9-14+ Days

Egg Caterpillar (Larva)

Chrysalis 
(Pupa)

Adult 
Butterfly

Weeks – 8+ months
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Pupation
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Monarch Migration
Southward Migration Starts: Mid-late August

Northward Migration Starts: ~March

§ Start migrating 
southward in mid-late 
August 

§ Take nectar along the 
way; nightly roosts

§ In WI, often along Lake 
Michigan
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Milkweed: Essential for Monarchs
§ Female monarchs only lay eggs on milkweed (Asclepias spp.)

§ Adults will take nectar from a wide variety of plants

§ Serves as food source for caterpillars
§ Provide chemical defenses

Cardiac 
Glycoside
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What do Adult Monarchs Need?

§ Fuel!

§ Will go to milkweed flowers, but 
also a wide range of other 
plants to get nectar
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Monarch Trends in Eastern US:
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Are Monarchs at Risk of Extinction?

§ Decision issued by US Fish and Wildlife Service; Dec 2020

…warranted, but precluded…

1. Monarch population recover; listing no longer needed

2. Monarchs go extinct; listing no longer needed

3. Monarchs “hang on” & “wait in line”; are listed as endangered
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Key Tips for Butterfly Gardening:
§ Have goals—be aware of what you’re trying to achieve

1. Create habitat for the species you’re hoping to attract
A. Larval host plants

B. Nectar plants
§ Other resources

2. Reduce/eliminate pesticide use
§ In your yard, garden, and beyond
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Goals & Considerations
§ Attract as many monarchs as you can?

§ Simply attract butterflies?

§ Want certain features?....rain garden, privacy hedge, etc.

§ Other landscaping / design considerations

§ How much space and time do you have?

§ What limitations do you have in your yard?...soil type, sun, etc.

§ Personal preferences

These goals and considerations will influence plant
selection (species) & form (size, etc.)
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Butterfly gardening:
it’s not just for monarchs…

§ A “good” monarch garden will also create habitat for other insects
§ Other butterflies
§ Pollinators
§ Recyclers 
§ Predators
§ Parasites

§ Diversity in the landscape  =       Diversity of beneficial insects
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Corn Corn

Corn Corn

Corn Corn

Corn

Corn

Corn

Corn Soybeans

Switch-
grass Barley

CornWheat

Wheat

Alfalfa

Soybeans

Herbicide-treated area

Herbicide-treated area

Conservation Strip (Wildflowers)

Conservation Strip (Wildflowers)

Low Diversity High Diversity

Increasing Habitat for Beneficials
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Low Diversity

High Diversity

20

University of Wisconsin–Madison
Insect Diagnostic Lab

…And don’t forget about moths!
§ We have 1,000’s of moth species in Wisconsin
§ Many are beneficial pollinators as well
§ Some are day-active…most are nocturnal though

Day-flying clearwing moth Moths on milkweed at night
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Creating Habitat for Butterflies
§ “Build” habitat with the correct plants 

…and they will come

§ Each butterfly species has different 
needs and preferences

§ Larvae & adults have different needs
§ Larvae tend to be specialists
§ Adults often generalists
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Pipevine Swallowtail

Butterfly/caterpillar photos from wisconsinbutterflies.org

Dutchman’s PipevineAdult

Caterpillar

23

University of Wisconsin–Madison
Insect Diagnostic Lab

What Plants Should You Use?
§ No single “best” answer—think about your unique situation

1. Want caterpillars?  Need correct host plant
§ Host-plant lists can be especially helpful in this regard

2. Diversity is key!
§ Adult butterflies often visit a range of flowers
§ Can also be attracted by other resources
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What Plants Should You Use?
3. Chose plants appropriate for your unique situation

§ Right plant — right spot!

4. Think about blooming times
§ Diversity of blooming times helps butterflies throughout season
§ For migrating monarchs, nectar in late summer & fall is 

especially important

5. Go native! 
§ Native insects are adapted for native flowers
§ Avoid “double flowers”; these often have limited floral resources
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So Many Milkweeds!

bit.ly/3K3ztfG

§ Over 100 species native to North America; 12 in Wisconsin
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Native Nectar Plants for Adult Monarchs
§ Anise hyssop [July – Sept]
§ Aromatic aster [Sept – Oct]
§ Butterfly weed [July – Sept]
§ Common milkweed [July – Aug]
§ Meadow blazing star [Aug – Sept]
§ New England aster [Aug – Oct]
§ Orange Coneflower [July – Sept]
§ Prairie phlox [April – June]
§ Purple coneflower [June – Oct]
§ Swamp milkweed [July – Aug]
§ Showy goldenrod [Aug – Oct]
§ Sweet black-eyed Susan [July – Oct]

bit.ly/3syCkr6
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bit.ly/3446NE1
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Constructing Your Butterfly Garden:
§ Choose a sunny, protected spot

§ Prepare site (remove turf, weeds, groundcover, etc.)

§ Choose appropriate plants for your site

§ Grow from seed or plugs—make sure they haven’t been treated

§ Follow good growing practices:
§ H2O, spacing, mulching, weed control, etc.
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Providing Other Resources: Puddling

Butterflies “puddling” to get water & minerals

DIY Option

Commercial 
“puddling stone”

A damp spot in your 
yard/garden can 

provide resources:
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Rearing
§ Natural mortality can be high for caterpillars

§ Rearing can may a consideration for those hoping to 
maximize the chances of getting an adult butterfly

§ Be realistic though!  Rearing can take a lot of effort.

§ Consider who benefits from rearing

Mesh rearing “sleeve” Rearing container
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Rearing Monarchs: A Good Idea?

bit.ly/3MfUXI4
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Reducing/Eliminating Pesticides
1. Avoid pesticides if possible

§ Insecticides, herbicides, etc.

2. Consider non-chemical management approaches for pests
§ Physical barriers, hand-picking, mulching, etc.

3. Use pesticides only when absolutely needed
§ Choose products with reduced toxicity & short persistence
§ Read the pesticide label; follow all directions
§ Minimize drift & be aware of nearby plants
§ Avoid applying pesticides to flowering plants
§ Use extreme caution with any systemic product

To consider: your own yard/garden, 
neighborhood, parks, etc.
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Reducing/Eliminating Pesticides
4. Obtain untreated plants from reputable sources

§ Native plant nurseries vs. garden centers vs. Big Box stores
§ Ask if plants have been treated
§ Check for tags

5. Avoid mosquito yard treatments

Many systemic neonicotinoids
are known to pose concerns for 

bees and other pollinators
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Managing Pests: 
Time to Change our Perspective?

§ Can some pests/weeds be tolerated?
§ e.g., clover, dandelions, violets, and other “weeds” can 

provide nectar/pollen to pollinators
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Great Spangled Fritillary

Butterfly photos from wisconsinbutterflies.org

Adult

Caterpillar

Violets in a lawn
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Avoid Mosquito Treatments: 
§ Mosquito yard treatments typically use synthetic pyrethroids

§ Broad-spectrum insecticides that can last for several weeks
§ “Greenwashing”

§ Oberhauser (2006) study found 
harm to monarch caterpillars, even 
several weeks after treatments
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Resource: Gardening for Butterflies
§ Xerces Society

§ Comprehensive look at 
butterfly gardening 

§ 280+ pages
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Questions?

Patrick (PJ) Liesch
pliesch@wisc.edu

IDL Website: insectlab.russell.wisc.edu
Twitter: @WiBugGuy
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