
Native Milkweed Planting Guide 
 

• Purpose of this program: To increase Monarch Butterfly breeding habitat using native milkweed 
plants to fit each ecoregion. Narrowleaf Milkweed (Asclepias fascicularis) is an easier-to-grow 
California native milkweed. 

• PLEASE NOTE:  In general, milkweed should not be planted within 5 miles of the coast north of 
Santa Barbara, nor within 1 mile of the coast from Santa Barbara south. These areas are 
generally outside of milkweed’s historical range and planting milkweed too close to 
overwintering sites may interfere with monarch migration and overwintering behavior.  
Locations near overwintering sites will not be approved. 1 

• These native milkweed plugs have been approved for gardens and landscaped areas, but we also 
encourage you plant them in areas where natural propagation by seed can occur. This may 
require education for you and your gardener to identify new “volunteers” from seed in the 
spring, and understanding that dormant plants in the fall are not dead, and should not be 
removed.  Rhizomes will continue to grow throughout the winter. 2 

• The ideal planting times in Southern California is April – June, but plants can be planted later if a 
regular water source is available to help establish the root system. Once established, native 
milkweed plants will require very little water. 

• Unlike plants grown for attractiveness in a retail nursery, these plants may be trimmed prior to 
planting to conserve water. 

• Do not discard plants that appear to have yellow or dead leaves. These are hardy natives and 
are still viable. 

• Plants may have aphids, thrips, or other greenhouse insects – which proves that the milkweed 
has not been treated with topical or systemic insecticides.  Most of these greenhouse insects 
will diminish after the milkweeds are planted in full sun. See list of pests. 3 

• Plant in areas that have at least 6 hours of full sun per day.   
• WIDESPREAD planting is better than HIGH DENSITY planting 

o Please be aware that ideal monarch habitats are not monocultures of milkweed in 
high density.  The best habitats have widespread patches of milkweed interspersed 
with rich and ornamental native nectar sources. 

o Patches of milkweed encourage dispersed egg laying 
o If females can't find enough milkweed, they will "dump" their eggs on a few 

stems.  Nearby milkweed patches will allow them to widely disperse their eggs and 
provide their young with milkweed that has less competition from other monarchs. 

o Predators and parasites will also have to travel farther to get to their next meal. 
 

• Plant milkweed in patches of 3-4 plants interspersed with nectar plants such as pacific aster, 
goldenrod, sunflowers, many asters, and blazing stars. For a full list, see resources. 4 

• Narrowleaf milkweed (Asclepias fascicularis): This species has a thin stem and long narrow 
leaves. Flowers are small, pinkish white, erect and grow in clusters of 10 +/-. Seed pods are 
long, narrow, and smooth. The plant often grows in patches. 5 

• Planting instructions: Ideally plant 20-50 plants per acre, at a maximum of 100 plants per 
acre for large restoration projects.  Plant milkweed plugs at least 12” apart in your 
residential garden. 

• Most milkweed species require full sun and well-drained soils*. All plants need 
nutrients.  Nutrient-poor soil is not ideal.  
 



Plant the plugs as soon as possible. Otherwise, store plants in partial shade and keep moist 
but do not overwater. Overwatering will cause damping off in many milkweeds. See 
resources for instructions. 6 
 
Water the plugs thoroughly before and after planting. Using a trowel, dig a hole that is 
slightly deeper than the pot.  Add a small amount of compost or slow-release plant food to 
the bottom of the hole. Remove plug from the pot and place plug in the hole with the crown 
of the plant at ground level and cover with soil.  Tamp the soil around the plant 
gently.  Water thoroughly.  Mulch around the base of the plant with hay or straw. Mulching 
will reduce water loss and weed growth. Space the plugs at least 12 inches apart. 7 
 

• Note: We would love it if you can submit some images or video for our outreach purposes to 
spread the good word about helping Monarchs, please send photos to 
info@nativemonarchs.org 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1 Native Milkweed Planting and Establishment 
https://xerces.org/sites/default/files/publications/19-004.pdf 
2 Propagating Native Milkweeds 
https://www.fs.fed.us/rm/pubs_journals/2015/rmrs_2015_landis_t001.pdf 
3 Common Milkweed Pests 
https://www.themonarchprogram.org/milkweed-pests-and-diseases/ 
4 California Native Plants That Attract Butterflies 
https://nativeherenursery.org/california-native-plants-that-attract-butterflies/ 
4 Butterfly Plants List 
https://monarchbutterflygarden.net/butterfly-plants/ 
5 Asclepias fascicularis Plant Facts 
https://calscape.org/Asclepias-fascicularis-() 
6 Milkweed Plug Planting Instructions 
https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE_PLANTMATERIALS/publications/mspmctn12700.pdf 
7 How to Grow and Plant Milkweed 
https://www.americanmeadows.com/perennials/milkweed/how-to-grow-milkweed 
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