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Wildlife officials recommend endangered status for Bay checkerspot butterfly 
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Time was when the colorful bay checkerspot butterfly was a common sight in much of the Bay Area, from San 
Bruno Mountain to Mount Diablo, counties in between and south of there.  

Now the butterfly with red, yellow and white spots is fighting for its existence in Santa Clara County only, mainly 
clinging to life on Coyote Ridge in South San Jose. And if more isn't done to save the checkerspot, the species could 
become extinct. 

The butterfly's survival is so fragile that the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service recommended last week that the 
creature's status under the Endangered Species Act be upgraded from threatened to endangered. The designation will 
not come with a mass infusion of funds to try to save the checkerspot, but it does place a brighter spotlight on 
another species facing extinction. 

"The finding is telling us we have to do more than we have been," said Al Donner, assistant field supervisor with the 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service in Sacramento. 

Wildlife officials made the recommendation after the completion of a five-year review of how the checkerspot is 
faring after being designated as threatened. 

When the butterfly was listed as threatened in 1987, it could be found in parts of San Mateo and Santa Clara 
counties. Now the core area is in a stretch of dwarf plantains, the plant the butterfly mainly feeds on, found only in 
the serpentine soil of Coyote Ridge, stretching from San Jose to just north of Gilroy. Driving south to Gilroy, the 
ridge is on the left-hand side of Highway 101.  

"One of the reasons it's declined is the vast growth of non-native plants" that have pushed out the butterfly's 
preferred plantains, Donner said. "As the food supply goes down, the species goes down." 

Development as well as nitrogen released by car exhaust, which served as a fertilizer for non-native plants, also have 
contributed to the dramatic decline of the butterfly, he said. 

Numerous government and private groups have been working on a habitat preservation plan for Coyote Ridge for 
the last four to five years and ultimately all of them will have to agree on a plan, Donner said. 

"You also have to have a long-term management plan funding for it," he said. "The fees go toward buying land to be 
preserved and for a long-term management endowment." 

The checkerspot is only about 2 inches long, lives less than a month and "has an amazing gridwork of stunning 
white, black and orange hexagons on its wings," Donner said. 

But saving the butterfly, like saving other species, "is a question of maintaining a viable ecosystem," he said. "It's 
the same issue as the fabled delta smelt. The smelt slowed some projects down, but it's an indicator for what's going 
on in the delta." 



For now, the bay checkerspot "is one step closer to extinction," said Jeff Miller, a conservation advocate with the 
Center for Biological Diversity in San Francisco. "We're watching it disappear." 

While no specific funds will be set aside for efforts to save the checkerspot now, the new designation will mean 
more consideration of the butterflies in planning and budgets, he said. 

"When species like this decline, it tells you the ecosystem is changing in ways most people would not like to see 
happen," he said. "As you lose diversity, you go closer to a monoculture." 

 


