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Introduction

dragonflies, hold them up-close, and release them unharmed. More than 450 people
attended the 2009 event.
In the following pages we will show videos and photos and discuss most of the
common aspects of dragonfly behavior that you can easily observe.

Alaska may be best known for its salmon, bears, and whales, but the 49th
State is also home to more than 30 species of dragonflies.Dragonflies cruise Alaska’s summer skies from Ketchikan to north of the Brooks Range and from the Alaska
Peninsula to the Yukonborder. While our small number of species pales in comparison to that of every other state (Florida, for example, has 170 species), anyone
interested in these beautiful and fascinating insects can learn to identify and enjoy
Alaska’s dragonflies.
Many dragonflies found in Alaska have common or scientific names related to
the state’s geographic location. Alaska is “northern,” and much of the state is boreal
or subarctic, so one should not be surprised it is home to the Northern Bluet, Northern Spreadwing, Boreal Bluet, Boreal Whiteface, Subarctic Darner, Subarctic Bluet
andTaiga Bluet. Alaska is also home to the most northerly distributed species of
dragonfly, the Treeline Emerald. The species name for Azure Darner is septentrionalis, meaning “of the north,” and sitchensis, the species name for the Zigzag Darner,
means Sitka in honor of the Alaska city where the original specimen was collected
and described for science.
Watching Alaska’s dragonflies can be fun and educational.Their large size and
habit of concentrating along the shores of ponds, lakes and marshes make them
easy to observe. Armed with a pair of close-focusing binoculars, a little patience, and
a dry place to sit, you can see many fascinating aspects of their behavior. Watch
their incredible flight patterns and how easily they outmaneuver and capture other
insects. Think about their ability to capture around 300 insects, including mosquitoes, a day.
Many of their mating habits can also be observed—males chasing and capturing females, pairs flying in tandem, and the actual mating process when they are in
the “wheel position.” Watch females lay their eggs and think about the habitats that
the different species choose.
One of the most exciting facets of dragonfly life history is their emergence from
the larval exoskeleton. The whole process from larva to winged adult can be observed at close range.
The popularity of dragonflies in Alaska was evident during the first annual
Dragonfly Day held in Fairbanks in 2008. The event attracted about 300 people. The
day featured craft-making for children, vendors selling dragonfly-related art, displays
about dragonflies and wetlands, and fish tanks with live dragonfly larvae and other
aquatic invertebrates. During dragonfly walks people of all ages were able to net

Dragonfly Habitats in Alaska
Alaska has an amazing amount and variety of wetlands that support dragonflies. These include the beautiful bog ponds within the Mendenhall Wetlands in Juneau (above) and the myriad of wetlands within the Kanuti National Wildlife Refuge
north of Fairbanks. This refuge uses a dragonfly image for its logo.
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Taking Videos of Dragonflies
Some cameras will cover an area from one to two inches in the telephoto
mode at a distance of three to five feet. This can be very useful for taking videos
of dragonflies without disturbing them.
We usually focus the camera on a particular flower or perch, turn the video
on and get the dragonfly feeding, perching and sometimes interacting. We recommend using a tripod and having the camera on manual video and manual focus.
Sometimes leaving or backing away helps to avoid disturbing the subject.
This video is a good example of using the telephoto lens on the camera to
get a video of a dragonflies behavior.

How Dragonflies Fly. When it comes to catching prey, it would appear the
adult dragonfly hasno limitations. Two large eyes comprised of thousands of facets detect prey in nearlyevery direction, and four independently controlled wings
allow dragonflies to hover, glide, and move in any direction. Some species are
able to fly 35 mph. The six spine covered legs, each tipped with two claws, can
extend to form abasket to catch prey. The prey is then transferred to the mouth
where sharp-toothed mandibles reduce it to bits.
How the Four-spotted Skimmer dragonfly gets food. This dragonfly is
the official insect of the State of Alaska. So it is fun to try to find something interesting about their behavior to video tape.
This dragonfly is known as an ambush predator. They generally perch in one
spot for awhile and fly out grab an insect and return to the same spot. This makes
it fairly easy to get a video of one hunting.
This video was taken in a muskeg off the Eaglecrest Road in Juneau Alaska.
The camera was in the telephoto mode on a tripod.
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How Dragonflies Lay their Eggs. Females lay eggs either in tandem with
the male or when they are alone. Female Skimmer and Emerald dragonflies
release eggs from the tip of the abdomen through a trap door-like structure called
the vulvar lamina.
The Four-spotted Skimmer lays eggs by dipping her abdomen into the water. This species may hold the record for the number of eggs laid at once — over
3300 eggs in a single clutch. Other species flick eggs into water or wet moss
while hovering, or tap the abdomen onto wet moss or mud.
Damselflies and Darners, such as the Subarctic Darner, insert eggs inside
the tissues of aquatic plants or dead wood using a structure near the tip of the
abdomen called an ovipositor. The cryptic coloration of the female helps her
blend into vegetation to avoid detection.

How Dragonflies Mate. Before mating the male seizes the female on or behind the head with clamp-like terminal appendages at the tip of his abdomen. He
then flies off with her in tow, much like a truck pulling a trailer. This is the tandem
position that many people get excited about observing.
While in tandem with the female or just before, the male transfers a sperm
packet from the tip of his abdomen to secondary genitalia behind the thorax.
Next, the female bends her abdomen down and forward to engage and lock intothe male’s hamules. Joined in this way, the pair are said to be in the wheel position.
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This video shows a damselfly lnserting her eggs into a plant while in tandem with the male. Look for the water strider that touches her and causes her to
leave.

Dragonfly Larvae are great Hunters Like all insects, dragonflies have both
an adult and larval form; however, the casual observer rarely sees the underwater
world where larval dragonflies lurk. Larvae possess a hinged lower lip, or labium,
that folds under the head. When prey are within striking distance, the larvae
extends the labium at lightning speed, grasping the target with hooks or teeth.
True dragonfly larvae also use a form of jet propulsion to escape predators and
to approach swimming prey such as fish. They accomplish this by squirting water
from the end of their abdomen.
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After emergence,
young dragonflies need
some time to dry their newly
inflated wings. Even after
their wings are dry they are
very weak flyers for at least
most of that day. These
newly transformed youngsters are easily recognized
by their bright and shiny
wings. At this stage theyare
called tenerals.

Changing into an Adult The larval dragonfly lives for months or even
years before leaving the water to emerge as the winged insect most people are
familiar with.
A dragonfly emerging from its larval exoskeleton is exciting to watch. The
entire process from start to finish may take less than an hour. Emergence begins
as pressure within splits open the larval skin. After hanging upside-down for a bit,
the insect bends forward and grasps the old skin or the perch and pulls its abdomen free.
Next it pumps blood into the veins of its wings, causing them to expand
until they are shiny and taut. Then, the blood drains to the abdomen, causing it to
elongate. Within a couple of hours the body hardens and the dragonfly flies away.

Damselflies typically crawl out of their larval exoskeleton in a forward position. They may do this on top of lily pads, where several may gather at once.
To observe this, try visiting ponds early in the morning, as the juveniles quickly
disperse and the larval skins are scavenged..
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This video shows Alaska’s largest dragonfly, the Lake Darner, eating a
yellow jacket.

What eats dragonflies? During or shortly after emergence, dragonflies
are quite vulnerable to capture by birds. Adult dragon-flies appear to be
important food for American Kestrels, Merlins, Bohemian Waxwings and Redwinged Blackbirds.
Water striders use tube-shaped mouthparts to suck the fluids from dragonflies that get stuck in a pond.
Dragonflies sometimes get stuck to the leaves of carnivorous sundew
plants, which grow near bog ponds. The sound of vibrating wings near a sundew
patch often signals the presence of a trapped dragonfly.
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Catching dragonflies can be a challenge but with practice one can becomequite good at it. We like nets with about an 18-inch opening and a six-foot-longhandle. The collapsible nets and handles sold by various scientific supply houses
are eas to pack around and use. Once you have caught a dragonfly you can
gently pinch the wings together with your thumb and forefinger and then bring it
out of the net for closer examination.
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