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In the air or underwater, dragonflies and damselflies 
are master predators. The adults are agile and swift fliers. 
They chase down other insects on the wing, scooping 
them up in baskets formed by their own spine-covered 
legs. The aquatic larvae are most often found in still water, 
where they hunt down other aquatic invertebrates and 
even fish and amphibians. With its millions of lakes and 
ponds, Alaska is great Odonata country. At least 33 species 
are full-time residents of Alaska; a few other species have 
visited the state, but do not breed here.

Odonata means “tooth” and refers to the insects’ 
jagged mandibles—another reminder of their predatory 
nature. Adult dragonflies and damselflies, with their long, 
slender abdomens, huge eyes, and shining, veined wings, 
are pretty much unmistakable. Once you have observed 
the aquatic larvae for a while, you’ll soon find them easily 
recognizable too. In general, they’re long-bodied, with six 
long legs, mobile heads, and large eyes.

Adult dragonflies and damselflies are easy and fun to 
observe—just hang out by a pond during the summer. You 
might see them fighting, hunting, feeding, mating (on the 
wing!) or laying eggs. The aquatic larvae are a little harder 
to spot (they’re well camouflaged), but they’re easy to 
capture in a net, and if you put them in a pan with some 
smaller aquatic insects, you can watch them hunt and 
capture prey.

Dragonflies and damselflies lay their eggs on the 
water surface, or insert them into moss, debris, or aquatic 
vegetation. After hatching, the larvae hunt and grow in 
their watery kingdoms until it is time for them to emerge 
as adults. Although adult dragonflies and damselflies 
rarely live more than a few weeks, the larvae of some 
dragonflies can live years underwater.

Dragonflies and Damselflies—Order Odonata
Master hunters

Some adult dragonflies can cruise at 35 miles 
per hour.

This dragonfly larva is preparing to extend its lower “lip” to capture 
prey. Notice the sharp, hooked lower lip spread wide and ready to grab.
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A female dragonfly may lay her eggs while still connected to the 
male, or while alone. The male may hover nearby to guard her 
from other males. This female is laying her eggs inside plants just 
below the water surface.

Dragonflies and damselflies will mate on the wing and at rest. The 
process begins when the male clasps the female behind the head 
with special appendages on the tip of his abdomen. The female then 
bends her abdomen forward and connects to the base of the male’s 
abdomen. Dragonflies joined in this way are said to be “in tandem” 
or in the “wheel position.” The eggs are fertilized just before the female 
lays them.

Some adult dragonflies, particularly damselflies and 
skimmers, are parasitized by aquatic mites. How do 
underwater mites board these sleek jetliners of the insect 
world? Upon hatching from the egg, the six-legged larval 
mite seeks out a damselfly or dragonfly that is nearly ready 
to emerge from its larval skin. During emergence, the 
tiny mite crawls onto the adult odonate for a free flight, 
including complimentary juice service (that is, all the body 
juices it can suck from its host). These ectoparasitic mites 
are visible as numerous bloated spheres usually “seated” 
in the luggage compartment (underside of the abdomen). 
Once sexually mature and ready for mating and egg-
laying, the adult dragonfly or damselfly returns to a watery 
habitat. The engorged mites then exit the aircraft during a 
water landing, transform into 8-legged adults, and lay eggs 
to complete the round trip (life cycle). Mites parasitizing an adult dragonfly
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Dragonfly adult

Dragonfly larva

Damselfly adult

Damselfly larva

How to tell a dragonfly from a damselfly 
Both adult and larval dragonflies tend to be larger and burlier than their delicate damselfly cousins. Adult dragonflies rest with their 
wings held apart and flat, while adult damselflies hold their wings upright over their backs. Dragonflies and damselflies both have 
huge eyes, but adult dragonflies found in Alaska have eyes touching each other, while adult damselflies’ eyes are widely spaced. If 
you’re looking at larvae, the two are even easier to tell apart: larval dragonflies’ abdomens end in sharp spines, larval damselflies have 
large, leaf-shaped gills on the ends of their abdomens.
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Emerald Dragonflies
Corduliidae

Emerald Dragonflies are a northern group named for 
the strikingly green eyes of mature adults. The larvae occur 
in a wide variety of still- and slow-water habitats. Larvae 
crawl about on vegetation and the bottom sediments, or 
sit flat against the bottom with legs outstretched, waiting 
for prey to come their way. They eat a variety of aquatic 
invertebrates including fly larvae and small crustaceans, 
mites, and other larval odonates.

Adult Emeralds are rather secretive, rare, and 
localized. They are fast fliers and spend most of their time 
on the wing. Males are often seen patrolling low over water 
and along shorelines, stopping frequently to hover while 
searching for mates. Eggs are laid in flight: the female taps 
or drags her abdomen in the water, drops eggs down into 
the water, or taps her abdomen in mud or wet moss.

Interesting facts
 In habitats that dry up, the larvae of some Emerald 

Dragonflies can survive up to 9 months.
 The southern range of the Treeline Emerald 

Dragonfly is farther north than that of any other 
odonate species, making it the most northerly 
distributed dragonfly on the planet. It prefers to lay 
eggs in deep, cold pools underlain by permafrost.

 Functional Feeding Group: predators

Identification notes
 Larvae: body relatively flat and short compared to 

that of Darners; difficult to distinguish from Skimmer 
Dragonfly larvae  

  Usually uniformly brown and conspicuously hairy
 Serrations on the end of the lower lip larger than 

those of Skimmers (¼ to ½ as long as wide)
 Lower lip spoon-shaped and obscures lower half of 

face 
 Adults: medium-sized (43-55 mm long), dark, with 

brilliant green eyes (red-brown in juveniles) and 
metallic green and bronzy bodies

  Some have pale yellow spots on thorax and brown 
spot at base of hind wings

 All have at least one narrow white ring at base of 
abdomen

 Hold bodies vertically or at angle when perched

Emerald Dragonfly larva

Emerald Dragonfly adult

Emerald Dragonfly larva

Stories from the field
While studying dragonflies in Alaska’s interior, we frequently 
contend with biting insects, including swarms of bloodsucking 
deer flies. Emerald Dragonflies frequently come to our rescue, 
grabbing the pests in mid-air with audible thuds, then loudly 
tearing their prey to bits while perched on our clothing.
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Skimmer Dragonflies
Libellulidae

Three groups of Skimmer Dragonflies occur in Alaska: 
whitefaces, meadowhawks, and one species of king 
skimmer, the Four-spotted Skimmer. The larvae feed on 
mollusks, Chironomids, crustaceans, Biting Midges and 
other invertebrates—even other dragonflies. To catch their 
prey, some crawl about on vegetation actively searching; 
others lie motionless on the bottom sediments, in ambush. 

Like some of the larvae, adult Skimmers are ambush 
predators. They catch flying insects during short flights 
from favorite perches. Mating takes place on the ground, 
on vegetation, or in the air. Females lay eggs alone, in tandem 
with the male, or with the male hovering nearby to guard 
them from would-be suitors. In flight, they flick the eggs onto 
moist surfaces, splash them onto the shoreline, or dip their 
abdomens into the water to release them.

Identification notes
 Larvae: body relatively flat and short compared to 

that of Darners
 Lower lip spoon-shaped and obscures lower half of 

face
 Distinguished from Emeralds by relative size of 

serrations at end of lower lip: in Skimmer larvae, 
serrations are 1/10 to 1/6 as long as they are wide

 Adults: perch in horizontal position
 Whitefaces < 40 mm long, black, with red and yellow 

markings and white face 
 Mature adult Meadowhawks mostly red or all black 
 Four-Spotted Skimmers have broad black and yellow 

abdomen and spotted wings

Interesting facts
 The adult male of one of our Skimmers will attack and 

hold other males that get too close to his egg-laying 
mate.

 The Four-spotted Skimmer Dragonfly occurs in 
boreal regions around the globe. In 1995 it was 
designated the official state insect of Alaska.

 The family name Libellulidae comes from Libellula 
(“little book”), a Latin name first given to dragonflies 
by Linnaeus in 1758.

 Functional Feeding Group: predators 

Skimmer Dragonfly larva (photo by Christophe Brochard)

Four-spotted Skimmer adult

Whiteface adult (left) and
Meadowhawk adult (right)
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Mosaic Darner Dragonflies
Aeshnidae

As both adults and larvae, Mosaic Darner Dragonflies 
are some of the largest aquatic insects found in Alaska. 
The larvae are formidable aquatic predators. They stalk 
their prey—which include many types of invertebrates and 
even small fish— with cat-like stealth until they are within 
striking distance. Cannibalism is common.

Adult Mosaic Darners are the largest dragonflies in 
Alaska. To some people, the exceptionally long, spear-
like abdomen resembles a darning needle (thus the name 
for this group). Before reaching sexual maturity, Mosaic 
Darner adults can be seen miles from water, even in cities, 
and will sometimes find their way into houses. Around 
water, males often fly a regular beat, stopping frequently to 
hover while searching intently for the cryptic females.

Mating can take up to 75 minutes. The female uses her 
ovipositor to lay eggs in water-soaked wood, mud, and live 
or dead plants, either above, on, or just below the water 
surface. Just about every type of permanent standing-
water habitat in Alaska harbors at least one Mosaic Darner 
species. 

 

Identification notes
 Larvae: elongate and slender (compared to other 

true dragonflies), with spindle-shaped and tapered 
abdomens that are somewhat cylindrical 

 Body and legs may 
be patterned and 
lower lip is flat 

 Adults: brown with 
blue, green, and 
sometimes yellow 
spots and stripes 

 Most perch in 
vertical position

Interesting facts
 The Common Green Darner dragonfly, a species 

known to migrate hundreds of miles, has been 
found twice in Alaska. This species is likely only an 
occasional visitor, not a full-time resident.

 In the far north, Mosaic Darner Dragonflies may take 
six years to complete their life cycle. 

 The first Zig-zag Darner described for science was 
collected near Sitka, Alaska by a Russian in 1861. Its 
scientific name, Aeshna sitchensis, honors the city.

 Functional Feeding Group: predators

Mosaic Darner Dragonfly larva

Mosaic Darner Dragonfly adult

Stories from the field
During the short Alaskan summer, many birds and other 
animals work around the clock to capture prey for their hungry 
offspring. Bohemian Waxwings—strikingly colored songbirds 
found in Alaska—commonly gorge on berries in fall and winter. 
In summer, their attention shifts to flying insects which they 
feed to their chicks. In Tetlin National Wildlife Refuge we’ve 
watched waxwings fly 100 yards from their nest to grab Darner 
Dragonflies in mid-air, usually without a chase. The Darners 
were apparently so focused on catching their next meal that they 
were completely oblivious to the avian insectivores.
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Pond Damsel Damselflies
Coenagrionidae

Pond Damsels are northerners: this damselfly family 
includes the greatest percentage of species that live in the 
far north. In Alaska, they are usually the most abundant 
odonates at a given site. The larvae can be found in 
many types of still water habitats—including bogs, fens, 
ponds, lakes, marshes, sloughs, and even brackish and 
alkaline waters and thermal springs—as long as vegetation 
is plentiful. There, they feed on Chironomids, small 
crustaceans, mites, beetles, mayflies, and caddisflies. In 
certain species cannibalism is common. 

After mating, the male and female usually remain 
in tandem while the female uses her ovipositor to insert 
eggs into holes cut into vegetation. Males identify 
potential mates by color, though some females may avoid 
harassment by sporting a “male” color pattern.

Interesting facts
 A female Northern Bluet (a species in this family)  

may dive a meter deep to lay her eggs in submerged 
vegetation. A bubble of air held between her wings 
provides up to 90 minutes of oxygen. Upon returning 
to the surface, she must be pulled free of the surface 
tension by the mate or another male.

 Some larvae spend up to 5 months embedded within 
ice—a habitat that certainly eliminates exposure to 
predators during the winter.

 Some female Pond Damsels test water temperature by 
touch before laying eggs.

 Functional Feeding Group: predators

Identification notes
 Larvae: relatively short and thick-bodied compared to 

Spreadwing Damselflies 
  Gills have light and dark bands; lower lip broad and 

does not extend beyond second pair of legs when 
folded under the head (a)

 Adults: hold wings together over abdomen; usually 
held horizontal when at rest.

 With the exception of Sedge Sprites, adult males (and 
some females) blue and black; females may be black 
with lighter areas of grey, green, or tan 

 Sedge Sprite, Alaska’s smallest damselfly (< 30 mm 
long), has metallic green body and abdomen tipped 
with light blue 

Pond Damsel Damselfly larva (photo by Christophe Brochard)

Pond Damsel Damselfly adulta
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Spreadwing Damselflies
Lestidae

Spreadwings are damselflies that hold their wings 
partly open when at rest. Of the two species that occur 
in Alaska, the Northern Spreadwing is widely distributed 
throughout most of the state, while the Emerald 
Spreadwing has been found only in the central portion of 
the state. Both species usually have some metallic green 
color on their abdomens.

Unlike other odonates, Spreadwing Damselflies 
commonly lay eggs in temporary water bodies and 
overwinter in the egg stage. Larvae hatch in late winter 
and early spring. After a few weeks of rapid growth, adults 
emerge before the water dries up.

Though excellent swimmers, Spreadwing Damselfly 
larvae usually hunt by crawling through dense vegetation. 
Their preferred prey are Chironomids, but they will 
also capture fly and mayfly larvae, Water Boatmen, and 
ostracods.

Identification notes
 Larvae: lower lip elongate and stalked (spoon-

shaped), extends beyond second pair of legs (a)
 Adults: ≥35 mm long with front of thorax and top of 

abdomen blackish to metallic green 
 Usually perch with wings spread open at a 45 degree 

angle and abdomen pointed downward

Spreadwing Damselfly adult

Spreadwing Damselfly 
larva (photo by Christophe 
Brochard)

Interesting facts
 While attached to the male, the female usually 

deposits her eggs in vegetation above or below water 
by making a small incision in the plant and releasing 
up to 6 eggs. Some mated pairs dive below the surface 
to lay eggs.

 At high dissolved oxygen levels in the water the larvae 
can obtain sufficient oxygen through the surfaces of 
their abdomens. At low oxygen levels, they must use 
their external gills.

 The eyes of adults change color from light to dark blue 
as temperature decreases.

 Overwintering eggs can survive temperatures as low 
as -22° C and the larvae can spend several months 
embedded in ice.

 Functional Feeding Group: predators
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