TAGGING MONARCH BUTTERFLIES

By Cerridwyn Cox Henderson
Seven teens met Diane at Carruther's Point, Kingston, for an eventful afternoon learning about Monarch butterflies on Saturday September 18th, 2010. It was a warm day (we estimated a temperature of 18-20°) with a 70% cloud cover. Winds were light, coming from the lake—we hoped this would help us when it came time to find the Monarchs! We began our afternoon activities looking at a reared Monarch adult that had emerged from its chrysalis the day before. Diane gently uncurled its long proboscis so we could see how it fed on nectar (in our case it was a sugar-water solution.)  We placed it on goldenrod close by so it could adjust to the outdoors, before it flew away. We then looked at the tags used on migrating Monarchs and talked about why tagging was started, and the useful information that can be gathered by doing it. We learned that groups like ours, and many others, were tagging Monarchs in almost all provinces and states in North America and in Mexico. Diane showed us where the discal cell was located on the underside of a Monarch's wing. That's where the tag—a sticky dot about the diameter of the end of your pencil—was placed. After practicing the safest techniques for capturing a Monarch without harming it, Alison, Phoenix, Adrian, Matt, Jake, Adam, and Cerridwyn, each with a net, spread out in the field at Carruther's Point to try their luck. We all had our pants tucked into our socks (we had also talked about ticks that carry Lyme disease now being in our area) and we almost disappeared because the grasses, goldenrod and asters were so tall. When our first butterfly was caught we gathered again to see how to gently remove the Monarch from the net without damaging feet or removing scales from the wings, and how to place the tag properly. We found that teamwork really helped to do this, and took turns recording the tagging information. Each tag had an individual number that needed to be recorded, and along with the location and date, we identified the sex of each Monarch for the records. We were on the lookout for Viceroy butterflies so we wouldn't tag them, since at first glance they look very similar! By the end of the afternoon, everyone in the team had captured and helped to tag Monarchs. We tagged 44 in total, 31 of them being male. Diane has sent our tagging records to the University of Kansas. Our data will be entered in their Monarchwatch database which is available to all who would like to see it (http://www.monarchwatch.org). Our tags were NEH398 to NEH436 if you want to see if any are found. All in all it was a very productive day. As well as the butterflies we saw three turkey vultures! 
