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Butterlies Abound In Mexican Winter Habitat
CERRO PELON MONARCH
BUTTERFLY SANCTUARY,
Mexico: As the group made
its way up the rugged mountain path toward the clearing,
their heavy, crunching bootsteps
turned to near-silent tiptoeing,
their friendly chitchat dropped to
whispers, giddy smiles appeared
on faces and eyes brimmed with
tears. The irst-time visitors to
this mountain monarch butterly
reserve were, in a word, gobsmacked.
It’s challenging to convey the
sheer magic of witnessing tens of
thousands of butterlies hanging
from trees in giant clumps, sunning themselves on the hillside
or luttering in the sky like snowlakes. But after experiencing it,
it’s easier to understand folks
like these, most of whom had
travelled from the U.S. to Mexico solely to see the monarchs.
“Our trip was amazing,’’ said
Denise Siraco, who was visiting
from New Hampshire. “There
are really no words to describe
it. When we found the colony, it
seemed to go on forever.’’
In the U.S., two separate populations of monarchs are divided
by the Rocky Mountains. While
the western population primarily sticks to the California coast,
the eastern population makes its
way down from southern Canada
and the northeastern US across
thousands of miles to spend the
winter at one of 20 colonies in
the Mexican states of Michoacan
and Mexico. No single insect
completes the entire journey as
the average butterly only lives
about a month. Instead, it takes
three or four generations to make
the trip, with each one travelling
part of the way.
The exception is a “super-generation’’ of monarchs that lives

A Monarch butterly rests on the forehead of a man, at the Amanalco de Becerra sanctuary, on the
mountains near the Nevado de Toluca volcano, in Mexico. (AP Photo /Marco Ugarte)
the beginning of November and
are headed north by mid-March.
The western population has
declined dramatically in recent
years. Last November, surveyors
at 97 sites found 20,456 monarchs compared to 148,000 at the
same sites in 2017, according to
Xerces, a non-proit conservation
group. Reasons for the decrease
include climate change, habitat
loss and pesticide use.
But the eastern population is
rising. Several rangers at Cerro
Pelon who were born and raised
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arch Sanctuary near Macheros, Mexico. (Denise Siraco via AP)
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struction of milkweed along
their migration routes. There is
a movement among gardeners
across North America to plant
milkweed, the sole host for the
monarchs’ eggs.
In Mexico, the area of forest
inhabited by monarchs has increased 144 per cent from 2017
to 2018, to nearly 15 acres of
land, according to World Wildlife
Fund Mexico and its partners.
Researchers found eight butterly
colonies inside the Monarch Butterly Biosphere Reserve and six
colonies outside it. The largest
colony covered a bit more than 6
acres of forest.
Sharp and Moreno began their
business in 2012 and believe
they’re doing their part to ensure
the continued butterly rebound.
While locals always knew the
butterlies were there - many believed they were the souls of people who had died in the past year.
After the butterlies’ overwintering sites in Mexico were discovered by naturalists and scientists in 1975, and then publicized
by National Geographic magazine the following year, a patron
from a nearby town decided to
hire three men from Macheros
to work as rangers to protect the
forest. One of those men was Rojas’ father, who retired in 2014.
Since then, in addition to a
bed-and-breakfast and tour business with a dozen local workers,
he and Sharp formed a non-proit
and hired four full-time rangers
who now spend their days in the
forest. So now, a total of seven
men help prevent illegal logging
and keep the forest clean.
“It’s so much bigger than we
are . It’s this constant cycle. They
keep coming back again and
again,’’ Sharp said. “It’s ‘awe’ in
the old sense of the word.” - AP

