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Now-extinct Xerces blue butterfly (Glaucopsyche xerces)

Conservation,	education,	research,	&	advocacy	to	protect	invertebrates	and	habitat

Major	Programs:	
• Endangered	species	
• Aquatic	invertebrates
• Pollinator	conservation
• Pesticide	program
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The	Xerces	Society:		Protecting	the	Life	that	Sustains	Us



Pollinator	Conservation	Education
• Outreach	to	60,000+	farm	and	
agency	professionals	since	2008

• Training	events	in	all	50	states,	
Europe,	Asia,	Latin	America

Habitat	Restoration	
• Supported	400,000+	acres	of	

habitat	created	in	the	U.S.	since	
2008

Introduction	to	the	Xerces	Society

The	Xerces	Society;	www.xerces.org

Xerces	Pollinator	Team

• Staff	in	Nebraska,	Minnesota,	North	Dakota,	Iowa,	
Maine,	Wisconsin,	Oklahoma,	North	Carolina,	New	
Jersey,	Connecticut,	California,	Oregon,	
Washington.



Draft	and	final	version:	https://xerces.org/native-thistle-guide/

Draft	available	today,	July	25

Final	version	available	August	1
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Bumble bee and soldier beetle on field thistle
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Great-spangled fritillary

Regal fritillary

American bumble bee

Owlet moth larva



Field thistle production plot in Minnesota

Photo	credit:	S	Foltz	Jordan



Native	Thistles
Natural	History	

Conservation	Value	&	Threats

Seed	Production	

Monarch on tall thistle

Photo	credit:	Clockwise	from	upper	 left:	J	Patterson



What	are	Native	Thistles?

Edible Thistle

Photo	credit:	W	Siegmund



Invasive Canada thistle

Photo	credit:	Clockwise	from	top	 left:	S.	Foltz	Jordan,	J	Kennedy,	L	Merhoff
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Flowering thistle Russian thistle



62	native	thistle	species

Tall thistle

Hill’s thistle

Pitcher’s thistleElk thistle

Platte thistle Brewer’s thistle

Photo	credit:	Clockwise	from	upper	 left:	F	L	Russell,	D	Hofman,	R	Routledge,	S	Foltz	Jordan,	S	Foltz	Jordan,	J	Meissen		



Nuttall’s thistle

Pitcher’s thistle

Waveyleaf thistleEdible thistle

Elk thistle Field thistle

Photo	credit:	Clockwise	from	upper	 left:	M	Lavin,	S	Foltz	Jordan,	S	Foltz	Jordan,	J	Meissen,	Mount	Rainier	National	Park,	M	Keim



Elk	thistle	(8	varieties)

Photo	credit:	Left	to	right:	J	Moorefield,	M	Lavin



Conservation	Value	of	Native	Thistles

Photo	credit:	M	Keim



Documented	over	200	pollinators	of	native	thistle

American bumble bee Thistle long-horned bee Leafcutter bee

Tiger swallowtail

American lady

Hawk moth Monarch; Soldier beetle

Photo	credit:	Clockwise	from	upper	 left:	J	Eckberg,	Mary	Keim,	J	Eckberg,	J	Meissen,	S	Foltz	Jordan,	 J	Hopwood,	 S	Siegfried



Preference	of	native	thistle	flowers	over	other	forbs

American bumble bee on field thistle

Photo	credit:	S	Siegfried



Preference	of	native	thistle	flowers	over	other	forbs

Monarch on tall thistle

Photo	credit:	J	Hopwood



Rufous and broad-tailed hummingbirds

Anna’s hummingbird

American goldfinch

Chickadee

Photo	credit:	Clockwise	from	upper	 left:	T	Barnwell,	J	Eckberg,	K	Cole	Scheider,	,	L	Jordan,	 J	Benson

Importance	to	songbirds	and	other	wildlife

American goldfinch



Generalist	and	specialist	thistle-feeding	insects

Photo	credit:	J	Eckberg,	E	Lee-Mäder

Owlet moth larva boring through field thistle stemDifferential grasshopper on field thistle



Native	thistles	role	in	suppressing	invasive	thistles

Native	tall	thistle
Non-native	Bull	thistle

Photo	credit:	Clockwise	from	left:	J	Hopwood,	 J	Eckberg,	S	Foltz	Jordan,	E	Lee-Mäder,	

*Spillover	of	native	herbivores	inflicts	severe	damage	on	invasive	thistles



Photo	credit:	E	Bockmang Eckberg



Native	insects	suppress	invasive	thistles

Native	insect	herbivores	 present
Native	insects	herbivores	 absent

Bull	thistles

Eckberg et	al	2014	Oecologia

*Herbivores	reduce	invasive	thistle	density	and	seed	set



Native	insect	herbivores	 present

Native	insects	herbivores	 absent

Eckberg et	al	2014	Oecologia

Native	insects	suppress	invasive	thistles

*Insect	feeding	caused	invasive	thistle	to	decline



Native	thistle	decline	and	conservation

Threatened Pitcher’s thistle

Photo	credit:	S	Foltz	Jordan



Impact	of	Nonnative	Invasive	Insects	on	Imperiled	Thistles

Canada thistle bud weevil  damage to wavyleaf thistle Damage to peregrine thistle by thistle head weevil

Photo	credit:	From	left,	D	Cappaert,	E	Coombs,	E	Coombs,	E	Coombs	



Platte	thistle Pitcher’s		thistle

Photo	credit:	Left	to	right,	F	L	Russell,	S	Foltz	Jordan



Indiscriminate	Spraying	
and	Regulatory	Policies	

Photo	credit:	S	Foltz	Jordan



Germinating tall thistle

Field thistle production plot

Tall thistle production plot

Field thistle seedling trays

Photo	credit:	Clockwise	from	upper	 left:	J	Eckberg,	J	Eckberg,	C		Bush,	S	Foltz	Jordan



Information	on:	
Seed	Collection
Germination
Field	Establishment
Herbivores	&	Pathogens
Management
Harvest



Photos: R Johnson, S Siegfried, S Foltz Jordan

Additional Resources



The Xerces Society 
• Free downloadable publications

• Conservation advocacy

• Workshops and short courses

www.xerces.org

Additional	Resources



Xerces Books
• Attracting Native Pollinators
• Farming with Native Beneficial Insects
• Gardening for Butterflies
• 100 Plants to Feed the Bees

Additional	Resources



Pollinator Conservation 
Resource Center

Information from Xerces and 
other sources, including:

• Wildflower lists
• Conservation guides
• Bee nest construction guides
• Links to identification guides
• Pesticide guidelines
• Native plant nursery directory

www.xerces.org/pollinator-
resource-center

Additional	Resources



Take	Home	Message

Frank Chapman Pellett (1879-
1951)
• Iowa lawyer, naturalist, beekeeper,
philosopher, tomato gardener,
bird conservationist, wildlife
refuge-creator and more! 



Photo:Eric Lee-Mäder

Our Backyard Neighbors 
“There were many wild flowers, such 
as asters and goldenrod, crownbeard
and rudbeckia, which the neighbors 
regarded as weeds, but which the 
Naturalist guarded with jealous care.”

-Frank Chapman Pellett, 1917

Take	Home	Message



XERCES	SUPPORT	FROM:	
Annie’s	Homegrown
Cascadian	Farms
Ceres	Trust
Cheerios
Clif Bar	Family	Foundation
CS	Fund
Disney	Conservation	Fund
The	Dudley	Foundation
Endangered	Species	Chocolate
Gaia	Fund
General	Mills
Irwin	Andrew	Porter	Foundation
Häagen-Dazs
J.Crew
National	Co+op Grocers
Nature	Valley
Sustainable	Agriculture	Research	and	Education	program
Turner	Foundation,	Inc.
The	White	Pine	Fund
USDA	National	Institute	of	Food	and	Agriculture
USDA	Natural	Resources	Conservation	Service	
Whole	Foods	Market	and	its	vendors
Whole	Systems	Foundation



Protecting	the	Life	that	Sustains	Us
The	Xerces	Society	is	a	nonprofit	organization	that	protects	wildlife	
through	the	conservation	of	invertebrates	and	their	habitat.	For	over	
forty	years,	the	Society	has	been	at	the	forefront	of	invertebrate	
protection	worldwide,	harnessing	the	knowledge	of	scientists	and	
the	enthusiasm	of	citizens	to	implement	conservation	programs.

Jim	Eckberg jim.eckberg@xerces.org
Eric	Lee-Mäder eric@xerces.org


