
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

Long-Term Butterfly Monitoring 
 

 
Why It Matters 

In addition to being pretty and fun to watch, butterflies play important roles in the ecosystem. Both their larval and adult 

forms are important parts of the food web. Many help pollinate plants, and some serve as natural pest control. Butterflies 

are also excellent bioindicators of environmental change. Because they are popular and easy to identify, butterflies are 

widely used as indicators of terrestrial insect biodiversity trends; they experience comparable environmental pressures 

from habitat degradation, climate change, and land use change as other insect taxa.1–3 

 

However, an estimated 75% of all butterfly species are in decline, compared to 25% that are increasing in abundance.4,5 

These declines have been occurring over the last five decades, largely due to habitat loss and agricultural intensification, 

including the use of pesticides,6 and appear to be occurring even in protected areas.7 Specialist butterflies, for example 

those with specific dietary or habitat requirements, appear to be at much higher risk than those with more general 

habitat and food needs.6,7 Climate changes, such as chronic drought or high climatic fluctuation, also threatens butterfly 

persistence because butterflies are closely linked to environmental factors, such as annual rainfall and seasonal 

changes. Seasonal monitoring provides critical insight into how long- and short-term factors, as well as natural vs. 

anthropogenic changes, affect the populations.6,7 Understanding these overall changes in the ecosystem is critical so 

that relevant management actions can be implemented.  

 

 The Conservancy’s Work 

The Conservancy has conducted annual fall butterfly counts at six sites in 

Scottsdale’s McDowell Sonoran Preserve since 2014. In 2017, an annual spring count 

was added at the same sites to better assess seasonal variances. These sites 

represent different plant community types across the Preserve. Participants follow 

the same route during each count to ensure accurate comparison between seasons 

and years.  

 

The information collected is part of a national count overseen by the North American Butterfly Association (NABA). Data 

collected in the Preserve allows for comparisons of relative abundance across seasons and years but also other sites in 

the region and nationwide. These comparisons provide understanding of species trends across large scales. 

https://www.naba.org/


 

What’s Been Found 

Through our work, 58 butterfly species have been observed in the Preserve. Number of species and individuals varies with 

each count, with a range of 2,010 individuals in Spring 2019 to a low of just 25 individuals in Fall 2020. In especially dry years, 

when host and food plants are rare or dormant, there are fewer species of butterflies and lower numbers of individual 

butterflies overall. This raises concerns of the effects of extended dry conditions that 

are predicted with climate change. Through surveys, the long-term trends can be 

assessed and any species declines identified. With the knowledge of habitat and life 

cycle requirements, conservation interventions can be implemented as needed, such 

as protecting or restoring important host plant species. 

 

How You Can Help 

Tracking biodiversity trends is one of the best ways we can protect Sonoran Desert species and their habitats. That’s 

why we need your support. You can ensure the desert will continue to thrive and be a place to enjoy for all, now and for 

future generations to come. 

1. Learn more about butterflies by attending the Conservancy’s semi-annual butterfly workshops or purchasing 
the plant and butterfly ID guides available online. 

2. Check out the butterfly checklist for the Preserve. 

3. Report your butterfly observations via iNaturalist. 

4. Be butterfly friendly!  

• Plant a butterfly garden 

• Don’t use pesticides in your garden 

• Reduce use of chemicals by buying organic 

5. Make a gift to McDowell Sonoran Conservancy or volunteer as a Conservancy steward

Partner: 

Ronald Rutowski, ASU Emeritus Professor, School of Life Sciences 
 

McDowell Sonoran Conservancy Contact: 

Tiffany Sprague | 480-998-7971 ext. 105 | tiffany@mcdowellsonoran.org 
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