
  DRAGONFLIES AND DAMSELFLIES


  Dragonflies and damselflies attract our attention with their bright colours and amazing acrobatics in flight. Damselflies are smaller than dragonflies, with slimmer bodies and equal-sized wings – whereas the forewings of dragonflies are larger than their hindwings. They have been flying around our planet for about 300 million years, and have not changed significantly during this time, apart from their size. The species of ancient times were much larger than those of today. They are active only in sunny weather, when they fly about playfully and hunt for flying insects. Their predatory life-path begins in the water, where their larvae, known as nymphs, develop and prey upon small aquatic animals such as tadpoles. This stage of their life lasts for a couple of years, but they only spend a brief summer as flying adults. The nymphs do not pupate as larvae but develop directly into an adult dragonfly. They moult several times during their growth cycle, changing the skin that has become too tight, and climbing out of the water for the last stage when they transform into adults. Dragonflies and damselflies are not at all dangerous to people, though they seem to have this reputation in some places. They have become less common today, due to agricultural development and draining of wetlands. If we construct a pond in the garden at home, they will probably pay us a visit. We will be able to watch them sitting in the sun and flying around, and the pond may become home to their offspring. Luckily, their bright colours fade after death, which makes them less interesting to collectors than, for instance, butterflies.
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  SOUTHERN HAWKER DRAGONFL



  A few days before transforming into an adult, the nymph of the Southern Hawker (Aeshna cyanea) attaches itself to vegetation at the edge of the pond to accustom itself to breathing in air from the atmosphere. The transformation begins: the hard sheath of skin, which served as its protection, bursts and a dragonfly emerges. By contracting its muscles, it draws haemolymph fluid (blood) into its wings, slowly giving them their characteristic shape. The newly transformed dragonfly waits for its wings to solidify, before flying off. It stays away from the waterside in order not to provoke other adult dragonflies until it is ready to mate.


  BROAD-BODIED CHASER



  This dragonfly (Libellula depressa) sits on the bud of a water lily, waiting for a female to fly by. If another male comes along, it will give it a fast and fierce chase, before returning to its perch. After mating, which takes place in the air, the female will deposit the fertilized eggs into aquatic vegetation. The Broad-Bodied Chaser is a fast flier, active only in sunny weather. The colouration of the female is a yellow-green, whereas the male has a broad blue abdomen, after which the species is named.
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  SOUTHERN SKIMMER



  This dragonfly (Orthetrum brunneum) oves to bask in the sun, allowing its body to receive the sun’s rays. Dragonflies are never seen in the rain. They wait hidden and motionless until the sun comes out again and fills them with the energy required for their acrobatic stunts in the air. They are also excellent hunters that can hunt down in speedy flight flying insects, including other types of dragonflies or damselflies.


  RUDDY DARTER



  ‘Ruddy’ means ‘red’, (Sympetrum sanquineum) and the male dragonfly (Sympetrum sanquineum) in the picture has been on the lookout for a female for quite some time. Exposed to the sunlight, it has become hot and has turned its body into the shape of an obelisk to minimise the exposed surface.
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