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While gardening in my yard over the spring and summer, I have realized 
that there has been a much noticed decline in butterflies in my garden.  I 
only counted one Swallowtail on the lilac bushes this year.  So I set out to 
do a little bit of research, mainly on how to attract more butterflies to your 
garden, and then why there may be a decline.  The following are excerpts 
shared from the Oregon State University Extension Service handouts that 
were shared.

“Attracting butterflies to your yard and garden is easy if you create a 

habitat that meets the butterflies’ needs for growth and development. 

Butterfly larvae, or caterpillars, eat leaves. Adult butterflies feed on 

nectar from colorful, fragrant flowers. Putting in the right plants for both

of these increases your chances of attracting and keeping butterflies in 

your garden. Suitable habitat also includes shelter from wind and rain, 

open sunny areas for basking, and mud puddles for water and nutrients.”

Designing your garden 

Protection from wind 

A butterfly garden can be any size, but it needs to be in a sunny, open 

area protected from wind. Determine from which direction the 

prevailing wind comes, and plant larger shrubs, vines, or trees as a 

windbreak. The windbreak should protect from wind without decreasing 

the amount of sunlight. You already may have an effective border area 

in your yard. If you are going to plant additional species, choose nectar-

producing trees, shrubs, and vines that provide both food and protection.

Pink or white viburnum, oceanspray, and rhododendron are excellent 

choices for shrubs. A trellis or wall covered with honeysuckle or 

clematis makes an attrac- tive barrier. Nectar-producing trees include 



cottonwood, dogwood, cherry, apple, or plum. 

Nectar plants for adult butterflies 

After emerging, adult butterflies look for sources of nectar. Color, 

fragrance, size, and shape are all important characteristics of the best 

nectar flowers. Butterflies are nearsighted and are attracted to large 

patches of a particular type of flower. If you want to attract a particular 

species, a large splash of brightly colored flowers of one species is more 

effective than several different colors or species mixed together. 

However, planting several kinds of good nectar-producing flowers 

usually attracts more species of butterflies. 

Fragrance may be even more important than color for attracting 

butterflies. Many nectar-producing flowers, such as lavender, lilac, and 

honeysuckle, emit strong fragrances to attract pollinators. 

The size and shape of flowers is also important. Larger butterflies, such 

as swallow- tails, prefer to land on flowers with large compact heads 

(“composites”) because they provide a platform for the butterflies to rest

on while feeding. Composites include asters, goldenrod, zinnia, 

marigolds, and yarrow. Other flower types that butterflies prefer have 

tightly packed clusters of flowers. Some examples are lantana, 

honeysuckle, and milkweed. For your butterfly garden, choose a 

selection of plants that blossom at different times of year to provide 

nectar throughout the spring, summer, and fall. Plants that are native to 

the Pacific Northwest are recommended for several reasons. Native plant

gardens are better adapted to the climate and, once established, may 

need less water and maintenance. Butterflies recognize native plants 

more easily and often use them for food, shelter, and reproductive sites. 

Be careful not to plant species that are too aggressive and/or invasive, 

such as English ivy. English ivy can out-compete all other plants, 

including native plants, and limit the diversity of your garden habitat. It 

spreads quickly to adjacent areas, climbing tree trunks and other vertical 

structures, and produces seeds that are carried by birds to other areas. 



The popular, non-native butterfly bush (Buddlea davidii) is no longer 

recommended for planting, because it also is invasive. Alter- natives to 

butterfly bush are California lilac (Ceanothus thrysiflorus) or chastetree 

(Vitex agnus-castus), which have similar foliage and flowers. 

Avoid ornamental flowering plants that have been hybridized to produce

showy or “double” flowers. Instead, choose the simple, old-fashioned 

varieties, because they are better sources of nectar. 

Host plants for caterpillars 

After it hatches, the caterpillar spends most of its time feeding on the 

host plants’ leaves, which provide all of its nutritional requirements. 

Caterpillars are very particular about their host plants. Many starve to 

death if they cannot find the right plant. If you know which food each 

species prefers, you can attract more species of butterflies (see Table 2). 

Putting in the right host plants near nectar plants encourages butterflies 

to remain in your garden from generation to generation. 

Minerals and water 

In addition to nectar, butterflies need minerals and water. Butterflies do 

not drink from open water. They get the moisture and minerals they need

from moist areas around water. This is called “mud-puddling.” 

You can create butterfly puddles with a bucket or any non-toxic 

container that holds water. Find a sunny spot that is out of the wind and 

near nectar plants. Bury the con- tainer in the ground, and fill it almost 

to the top with wet sand. Place a few twigs or rocks on top of the sand 

for perches. 

Male butterflies require additional sodium during the mating season. 

You can supply it by occasionally adding a little salt to your puddle. If 

you are concerned about cats or other predators, you can put wet sand in 

a birdbath or other elevated container. 

Winter shelter 



A few butterfly species overwinter as adults. Most species either spend 

the colder months in the larval stage or move to warmer locations. To 

encourage adult butterflies to stay in your yard year-round, it is 

important to provide adequate shelter. Hibernating adults or larvae may 

seek cover under leaf litter or mulch, in tree holes or cavities, in log 

piles, under loose tree bark, in crevices of tree trunks and walls, or in a 

vacant shed. 

A log pile is an excellent addition to any wildlife garden. It provides 

shelter for many small mammals and amphibians as well as butterflies. 

Butterflies may use log piles for perching, roosting, and hibernation. See

EC 1542, Attract Reptiles and Amphibians to Your Yard for instructions 

on how to build a log pile (“For more information,” page 7). 

Some butterflies have taken shelter in tin coffee cans or empty 

birdhouses. The only requirement is that there has to be a gripping 

surface for them to cling to. Some retailers advertise butterfly 

hibernation boxes, but these do not attract butterflies. 

Butterflies are ectotherms, which means they need the sun to warm 

their blood and flight muscles. A butterfly must have enough sun 

exposure. Butterflies rarely take flight when temperatures are less than 

60oF. To encourage butterflies to be active in your garden, you need to 

maintain a large, open, sunny space, preferably in the center of the 

garden. If this is not possible, any south-facing site will work. 

Also, butterflies enjoy basking sites. These can take many forms. Large,

flat, light- colored rocks with high sun exposure are ideal, but butterflies 

also use brick walkways, cement, or gravel. 

Butterflies spend more than half of their day at rest (roosting). They 

search for a roost in the early afternoon and spend the night there. They 

also use the roost during cold or wet weather. An effective roost could 

be as simple as the underside of a leaf or a protected part of a bush. 

However, certain species might have more specific preferences. If you 



offer a wide range of shelter such as trees, shrubs, and patches of 

overgrown grass, you provide more roosting sites. 

Maintaining your garden 

In order to maintain healthy butterfly habitat, do not use pesticides in 

your garden. Many pesticides not only kill the target insect species but 

also adversely affect all stages of a butterfly’s life cycle. Some 

alternatives to pesticides include spot treating individual plants with 

organic oils or soaps, removing caterpillars from leaves by hand, or 

simply accepting insects as a natural component of a functioning garden.

Also, the absence of chemicals allows natural insect predator 

populations, such as spiders and ladybug beetles, to increase. These 

species prey upon unwanted garden insects. 

Remember when you prune or clean up dead plants and debris in your 

yard that there could be adults or larvae using this as habitat for roosting,

pupating, or hibernating. If you find a chrysalis while pruning, attach the

twig and leaf to a lower branch with a clothespin and watch for the 

butterfly to emerge in the spring. 

Try to leave some areas in your property “wild,” where grass and native,

non-invasive weeds can grow undisturbed. “
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