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'Supersized' monarch butterflies evolved to fly far
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Populations of monrach butterflies with different
migratory behaviors show divergence in wing
morphology: Evolution
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FLIGHT OF THE MONARCHS: FIND
OUT MORE

Monarch butterflies navigate
according to the position of the Sun,
adjusting their calculations as it
appears to move across the sky. This
compass is located in their antennae,
not their brain

Of the insects, only some dragonflies
may migrate further, though their
exact journey has not been recorded

Watch a video of migrating monarchs

Taking flight from a wintering colony in

in Athens, US.

"Our findings indicate that large, elongated wings are better for
monarchs that undertake long distance flights."

Despite being famous for flying such long distances, many monarch
butterflies do not migrate at all.

"When most people think about
monarchs, they associate them
with this incredible migration in
North America, but a lot of people
don't realise that monarchs also
inhabit tropical locations such as
Central America, the Caribbean
islands, and Pacific islands, where
they can breed year-round,"
explains Professor Altizer.

She and her colleague and
husband Mr Andrew Davis, a PhD
student at the University of
Georgia, used digital imaging
techniques to photograph and
analyse the size of monarch
butterflies from either wild
migratory or non-migratory
populations.

As well as width, the photographic
technique allowed the researchers to precisely measure the surface
area of each wing.

"Comparing the largest to the smallest population, wings of monarchs
from eastern North America are 20% larger than those from Puerto
Rico. Averaging across all populations, migratory monarchs have wings
that are 14% larger than non-migratory monarchs," says Professor
Altizer.

The researchers also reared monarch butterflies in the lab from
different populations, to show that large wings were inherited, having
a genetic basis, rather than being produced by butterflies in response
to environmental factors such as warmer temperatures.

"That further supports the idea
that differences between wild
monarch populations are caused
by evolution," says Professor
Altizer.

"What we don't know is [exactly
how much] this improves the flight
performance of migratory
monarchs; that would be an
important next step."
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