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Conservation Measures for the Puerto Rican harlequin butterfly (Atlantea tulita) 

Section 7 (a)(1) of the Endangered Species Act (ESA) mandates Federal agencies to aid in 
the conservation of federally listed species.  Section 7 (a)(2) requires the Federal agencies, 
through consultation with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (Service), to ensure their 
activities are not likely to jeopardize the continued existence of federally listed species or 
adversely modify designated critical habitats.  Section 7 applies to the management of 
Federal lands as well as Federal actions that may affect listed species, such as approval of 
private activities through the issuance of Federal funding, permits, licenses, or any other 
actions.  Any person that injures, captures, or kills a Puerto Rican harlequin butterfly, or 
destroy it eggs or any other of its life stage (caterpillars, chrysalis) is subject to penalties 
under the ESA.  Thus, Federal Actions agencies must initiate consultation with the Service 
under Section 7 of the ESA for any action that could affect the Puerto Rican harlequin 
butterfly.  To initiate a consultation under the Section 7 of the ESA, the Federal Action 
agency must submit a project package to the Service with the established minimum 
requirements (see below).  The conservation measures included below should be 
incorporated into the project plans to minimize possible impacts to the Puerto Rican 
harlequin butterfly. Download the project evaluations fact sheet to learn more about the 
requirements or visit our project evaluations webpage. 

The Puerto Rican (PR) harlequin butterfly (Atlantea tulita), is a threatened species endemic 
to Puerto Rico, whose currently known range is limited to the Northern Karst 

https://www.fws.gov/sites/default/files/documents/consultation-under-section-7-of-the-endangered-species-act-with-the-caribbean-ecological%20Services-field-office-template-letter.pdf
https://www.fws.gov/office/caribbean-ecological-services/project-review-resources-caribbean-es-field-office
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physiographic region and the West-central Volcanic-serpentine physiographic region of 
the Island. Through this range, we have identified six areas occupied by the PR harlequin 
butterfly that we refer to as a populations: (1) along the coastal cliff in the municipalities 
of Isabela, Quebradillas, and Camuy; (2) Guajataca in the municipality of Isabela; (3) Río 
Abajo Commonwealth Forest between the municipalities of Arecibo and Utuado; (4) Río 
Encantado area along the municipalities of Arecibo, Florida and Ciales; (5) Maricao 
Commonwealth Forest in the municipality of Maricao; and (6) Susúa Commonwealth 
Forest between the municipalities of Sabana Grande and Yauco. In addition, adult PR 
harlequin butterflies have been anecdotally reported in other areas of Puerto Rico, 
including the municipalities of Aguadilla, Barceloneta, Ciales, Florida, Luquillo, Ceiba, 
Guánica, San Germán, Las Marias and Lares. 

The PR harlequin butterfly is a medium sized butterfly with a life cycle includes four 
distinct anatomical stages: imago (adult), egg, larva (caterpillar, with several size phases 
called instars), and chrysalis. The species has a wingspan of about 5.1 to 6 centimeters (cm) 
(2 to 2.5 inches (in)) wide and is characterized by its orange, brownish-black and beige 
coloration patterns. The caterpillar (larva) is dark orange with a brownish black to black, 
thin sub-lateral line, over a thin line of white intermittent dots crossing the body from the 
head to the anal plate, and has spines with hairs on each body segment. The caterpillar is 
less than .476 centimeters (cm) (0.19 in) in the first instar (growth stage between molts) 
and about 3.3 cm (1.29 in) in the fifth instar. Both eggs and caterpillars have been found 
almost exclusively on the host plant prickly bush (Oplonia spinosa). The chrysalis (pupa 
from which the butterfly (adult, or imago) emerges) of the PR harlequin butterfly is black, 
with orange and white dashes, and yellow pimples. The size of chrysalis is around 3 cm 
(1.2 in).  In the wild, the chrysalis is more often found attached to branches of plants located 
close to the host plant, but it has been observed attached to dried twigs of the host plant. 

The PR harlequin butterfly is difficult to detect, and the species is easily misidentified with 
other common butterflies such as the monarch butterfly (Danaus plexippus portoricensis), 
Antillean crescent (Antillea pelops), and Gulf fritillary (Agraulis vanilla insularis).  The 
PR harlequin butterfly adults seem to be more active in the morning, from 9:00 am to 12:00 
pm, when they are often observed flying searching for food or patrolling their territory for 
mating or laying eggs. The species flies slowly and is weak and fragile; thus, it is 
considered a poor disperser. There is information that this butterfly can disperse up to 1,026 
meters (m) (3366.1 feet (ft)), approximately 1 kilometer (km) (0.6 mile (mi)) from one 
breeding site to another. The species seems to have specific ecological requirements for 
reproduction and its dispersion. 

The PR harlequin butterfly was federally listed as threatened on January 3, 2023 (87 FR 
73655), due to threats related to habitat modification and loss, its small populations size, 
and because of analyses of projected effects on the species resulting from relevant factors 
like increment of urban development rate and climate changes, which may negatively 
influence the continued existence of the species in the foreseeable future. 

The Service has developed the following conservation measures with the purpose of 
assisting others to avoid or minimize adverse effects to the PR harlequin butterfly and its 
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habitat.  These recommendations may be incorporated into new project plans and under 
certain circumstances into existing projects. Depending on the project, additional 
recommendations can be made besides the ones presented in this document. 

1. All project construction personnel must be informed about the potential presence of 
the PR harlequin butterfly or its occupied host plant, prickly bush (Oplonia spinosa), in 
the project areas and the need to avoid harming the species and its occupied host plant.   
All personnel will be advised that there are civil and criminal penalties for harming, 
harassing, or killing species protected under the Endangered Species Act. Educational 
material (e.g., posters, flyers, or signs with photos or illustrations of all the life stages of 
the PR harlequin butterfly (i.e., eggs, caterpillar, chrysalis, and adult) as well as its host 
plant, should be prepared and available to all personnel for reference. 

  
2. Before starting any project activity, including removal of vegetation and earth 
movement, the boundaries of the work area in the field clearly delineate to avoid 
unnecessary habitat impacts. Once the project areas are clearly marked, and before any 
work activity, including site preparation, personnel with knowledge and ability to 
identify the PR harlequin butterfly (all life stages) and the prickly bush must survey the 
areas where the work will be performed for the presence of the species and its host plant.   
It is important to note that the PR harlequin butterfly can be observed year-round in all 
its life stages; thus, oviposition (egg-laying) may occur at any time during the year. 

  
3. If the prickly bush is present on the project site, try to avoid cutting it off, even if no 
eggs, caterpillars, or chrysalis are present.   

  
4. If there is no prickly bush within the project area, and the butterfly is observed flying 
within the project area, do not harass, harm, pursue, wound, kill, trap, capture, collect, or 
attempt to engage in any such conduct, the species. 

5. Adult butterflies are often observed flying near the host plant as part of their mating 
behavior and laying eggs. Project-related activities must stop if the prickle bush is found 
in the project area and the PR harlequin butterfly is observed flying in that same area 
where the plan is located. A temporary 50-meter (164 feet) buffer zone of no activity or 
human disturbance should be established and clearly marked around that prickly bush 
until the butterfly moves out on its own. 

6. Once the PR harlequin butterfly has moved away, within a period of 24 to 36 hours, a 
search of the prickly bush that has been buffered should be conducted to determine the 
presence of eggs, caterpillars, or chrysalids of the butterfly on the plant. The contractor 
or the Applicant should send a report of the observation and its findings to 
caribbean_es@fws.gov after the 36-hour search is concluded. 

7. If, after the initial search or after the 24 to 36-hour search, any life stage of the PR 
harlequin butterfly is found in the prickly bush, take the following actions:   

o Clearly mark the host plant with flagging tape. 

mailto:caribbean_es@fws.gov


February 2024 

o Establish a 10-meter (32-foot) buffer zone around the bush to protect it.  
o Eggs are typically found on the prickly bush's newly grown, tender branches. Once 

an egg hatches, the caterpillar moves and feeds throughout the plant. Therefore, 
avoid cutting off the prickly bush within the project site even if no eggs, caterpillars, 
or chrysalids are present. 

o Work within the 10-meter buffered area may resume when no signs of any live life 
stage of the butterfly are detected, which usually takes approximately 60 to 120 
days.   

8. For all PR harlequin butterfly sightings (all life stages), the time and date of the 
sighting and the specific location where the butterfly was found must be recorded.  Data 
should also include a photo of the butterfly (if possible) and the habitat where it was 
observed, site GPS coordinates, and comments on how the butterfly was detected and its 
behavior. All PR harlequin butterfly sighting reports should be sent to the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service, Caribbean Ecological Service Field Office at caribbean_es@fws.gov. 

9. For questions regarding the PR harlequin butterfly, the Point of Contact is: 

• José Cruz-Burgos, Threatened and Endangered Species Program Coordinator: 
o Mobile: 305-304-1386  
o Office phone: 786-244-0081 
o Office Direct Line: 939-320-3120  
o Email: jose_cruz-burgos@fws.gov 
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