
FAQ Dragonfly Ecology and Behavior
 
What is a dragonfly?
A dragonfly is an insect. Dragonflies date back to
prehistoric times.  Dragonflies and damselflies make up a
group or order called the Odonata or toothed ones.
Dragonflies are in the suborder Anisoptera (unequal +
wing) and damselflies are in the order Zygoptera (yoke +
wing).
 
How is a dragonfly different from a damselfly?
An adult dragonfly has a stout abdomen compared to the
thinner abdomen of damselflies and adult dragonflies hold
the wings flat and parallel to the group when perched;
whereas adult damselflies hold the wings above the
abdomen and often held together.
 
How many species of dragonflies are there?
 
There are approximately 3,000 – 3,500 species of
dragonflies worldwide with about 300-350 species in the
United States and approximately 150-175 in WI. To date,
we have identified 30+ species or dragonflies in the USRW.
 
How long do dragonflies live?
 
Naiads or immatures live from a few weeks up to 5 years.
Naiads molt or shed their exoskeleton 10-12 times over the
lifetimes to grow. The last exoskeleton or exuvium may
easily be found on plant stems above the water or near the
water. If you see these, collect them because they are useful
for identification. Adults live from a couple of months to
about a year. Naiads or immatures in Wisconsin usually



take about 2 years to mature from egg to adult.  
 
Where do dragonflies live?
 
Dragonflies are almost exclusively found in or near
freshwater, though a handful of species can tolerate
brackish conditions such as estuaries/saltwater marshes.
Naiads or immatures are completely aquatic, living under
the surface of ponds, wetlands, lakes, streams and rivers.
Species have a variety of preferences for submersed,
floating or emergent vegetation or sometimes sprawl on top
of sediments such as sand or muck or sometimes burrow
beneath. Adults are completely terrestrial and though they
may feed away from bodies of water, they return to bodies
of water to mate and lay eggs and most species will
typically be found feeding over open water or in and
around vegetation near the shore.
 
What are some of the common dragonfly species in
USRW?
 
Twelve-spotted Skimmer, Common Whitetail and Widow
Skimmer are found at most bodies of water in the
watershed.
 
What are some of the rare dragonfly species in USRW?
 
Comet Darner, Blue-eyed Darner, Spatterdock Darner,
Racket-tailed Emerald and Dot-tailed Whiteface are rare in
USRW.
 
What do dragonflies eat?
 
Naiads eat other aquatic insects, including dragonflies and
damselfies, fly and mosquito larvae and well as small fish
and small tadpoles. In bodies of water without fish, they are
often the top predator. Adults too eat a variety of flying



insects including: smaller dragonflies, damselfies,
butterflies and moths, flies and mosquitos.
 
What eats dragonflies?
 
Birds are one of the main predators on adults, though fish
and frogs may catch and eat some. Larger dragonflies feed
on small dragonflies. Fish and other dragonflies are the
main predators on dragonfly naiads.
 
How do dragonflies mate and reproduce?
 
Male dragonflies will chase and catch female dragonflies.
Males will use claspers on the tip of the abdomen to hold
the female behind the head and the female will hold the
male dragonfly’s abdomen with her legs. Males deposit a
packet of sperm via his genital opening with the female’s
genital opening. They sometimes form a heart shape while
doing this. Male’s can remove the sperm of another male
before depositing his sperm. Females sometimes avoid
mating with males by ‘playing dead’ or dropping to the
ground and not moving.  In many cases, you may see males
and females flying in tandem, or with male clasping female
until she lays or oviposit fertilized eggs. Some species
produce a stringy mass of eggs, some lay eggs singly and
some insert eggs into plant stems.
 
Why study dragonflies?
 
They are interesting and beautiful! If you need more
incentive, they help us understand the health of ecosystems
and appear to be an indicator of water quality, habitat
quality and climate change. Because the naiads spend from
2-5 years in the water, they serve as a long-term monitor of
water quality.
 
When is a good time to observe dragonflies?



 
Anytime between May and October in Wisconsin. Adults
have a peak abundance and number of species in July. Any
warm (above 65 F) sunny day with light winds between
dawn and dusk is a time you can expect to find dragonflies.
We have found that in July between 10 AM and 5 PM is a
good time. Vary when you plan to observe them to see
differences. Smoky Shadowdragon tends to fly closer to
sunset.
 
Where can I get additional information about dragonflies?
 
Wisconsin Odonata Survey
http://wiatri.net/inventory/odonata/
 
Odonata Central
http://www.odonatacentral.org/index.php/PageAction.get/n
ame/HomePage
 
Dragonflies of the North Woods, 2nd edition. Kurt Mead
 
Dragonflies of Wisconsin. Karl Legler
 
Dragonflies Through Binoculars: A Field Guide to
Dragonflies of North America. Sidney Dunkle


