Dragonflies

If you are lucky enough to live near a body of fresh water, such as a lake, a pond or a slow moving stream, you have surely seen one of our most fascinating beneficial insects, the dragonfly or its close relative the damselfly.  This fierce looking fellow has a large head that moves freely with large compound eyes on either side.  It has four powerful, gossamer wings that move independently of one another, enabling the dragonfly to fly forward or backward.  It has a short, thick thorax and a long thinly tapered abdomen.  Its six long, slender legs are designed for catching prey in mid-air rather than to walk with.  The dragonfly also has sharp chewing mouth-parts with which to cut up its food and it can eat in flight.  They do light occasionally on a stem, flower, or flat rock to rest and bask in the sun.


There are 450 species of dragonflies in North America and many have beautiful, iridescent blue or green markings on their bodies.  Their wingspan may be from 2 or 3 inches wide in some cases.  Both the adult and the larva stage (nymphs called naiads) are very beneficial.  The larva live in water and eat mosquito larvae.  When you see an adult dragonfly patrolling up and down in your yard, he is looking for his favorite meal, mosquitoes.    It also eats other flying insects such as midges and flies.


Dragonflies and damselflies belong to the order Odonata.  They are called by a variety of nicknames in different locales, ie. devil’s darning needle, damers, and snake doctor.  Male dragonflies are intensely territorial and defend their turf aggressively.  Seventeenth century Japanese warriors admired their spirit and called them “invincible insects.”  Dragonflies are strong flyers, though most stay around their home pond, a certain number flit through the landscape probably looking for new ponds in which to lay eggs.  They are often seen flying long distances away from water.  They have been known to fly over deserts and they have also been seen far out to sea.  No one knows just how far they will fly.


The life cycle of dragonflies is fascinating.  The female will lay her eggs on a stem sticking up out of the water.  She may make a slit in the soft stem in which to deposit her eggs.  When the egg hatches into a nymph or naiad it will live under water for months and sometimes years.  It hides on the bottom of the pond feeding on mosquito larvae and other small animals.  It, in turn, sometimes becomes a meal for a larger animal.  When fully grown the naiad crawls out of the water onto a plant stem.  Its skin splits along the midline and metamorphosis is complete as the fully developed adult dragonfly emerges.


If you enjoy bird watching you’ll probably love watching dragonflies.  There is a Dragonfly Society of the Americas and the British have dragonfly clubs much the same as Americans have bird watching clubs.  If you would like to encourage dragonflies to frequent your yard, you might want to build a pond to accommodate them.  It is not necessary to have a large pond  -  even a wooden barrel half is enough to attract dragonflies.  Plant some plants with stalks that stick up out of the water and be sure it is placed where it is protected from the wind and gets plenty of sun.  For more information about how to build a backyard pond see www.nwf.org/backyardwildlifehabitat.  


Some dragonfly species are in danger of extinction.  They are all stream dwellers. Laws that reduce water pollution and protect riparian areas will benefit these and many other creatures in the wild.  The next time you visit the WSU Master Gardeners’ Discovery Garden, stop at the pond in the naturescape area where you will see dragonflies and several varieties of damselflies.
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