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DRAGONFLIES & DAMSELFLIES IN THE
STATE OF QATAR
Summary

A brief generalist overview of Odonata is given
below followed by a summary of known species in
the State of Qatar. The main body is an illustrated
and annotated checklist of the Odonata of Qatar
followed by speculation about further additions to
the list, ending with a proposal for future
recording procedures of Odonata in Qatar.

| was first introduced to this group of insects as
an undergraduate in the early eighties. As the
years have passed | have become reasonable in
the identification of adult forms but | now want to
learn more about this exciting group and try to get
others involved. | hope this article will encourage
at least some people to want to go to their local
wet patch and look for these fascinating insects.

What are they?

Dragonflies and damselflies both belong to a
group of insects (technically an order) called
Odonata. Within this group are two sub-orders;
the Anisoptera (the dragonflies) and the
Zygoptera (the damselflies). The table below
summarises the key differences.

Anisoptera Zygoptera
(dragonflies) (damselflies)
Wings held | Held out at right Usually held
at rest angles from the folded up along
body the line of the
body
Size Medium to large Usually much
smaller and much
more slender
bodied
Eyes on Usually touching Usually protruding,
head across the head not touch
stal kso
Flight Strong fast flyers Rather weak and
fluttery

Do they sting or bite people?

None have stings of any sort. The biggest
dragonflies have strong mandibles for chewing
their prey, if you were to hold one and force it to
chew your finger it may well nip you otherwise
there is nothing to fear. Some dragonflies may be
inquisitive and fly close to you but they are
definitely never going to attack you.

Why are they associated with water?

All the Odonata develop underwater, after
hatching from tiny eggs (which are usually but not
always laid in water) They spend most of their life
as larvae, growing by shedding their skins. Large
dragonfly larvae are several cm long and are
fearsome underwater predators hunting small fish
and tadpoles. Smaller species spend several
months to over a year underwater whilst the
mighty Emperor dragonflies will only emerge after
4 years underwater. They can only develop in
freshwater, never saltwater. Some species which
occur in Qatar are tolerant of slightly brackish
water.

What do they eat?

The larvae predate just about anything they can
kil and eat underwater. The winged adults are
strictly aerial predators, actively catching smaller
flying insects. In the case of the biggest
dragonflies their prey may include large butterflies
or smaller species of dragonfly.

How do they change into their adult form?

When ready the final larval stage climbs out of the
water, usually up a plant stem, the outer skin
cracks and is shed. Many of these shed skins,
called exuviae, can be found at the base of
emergent stems and are an important element in
the identification of species present in an area.
The wings are unfurled and pumped up with
blood and then dried. When insects first emerge
from the water their colour is often pale and
develops over several days. These newly
emerged forms are called denerald Some
damselflies will only live a week or two in the
adult form, some migratory dragonflies will
survive a few months before their wings become
so worn and tatty that they can no longer fly and




feed themselves. Once females have mated and
laid their eggs their job is done and it is likely that
they will die soon after.

How many species are there?

Worldwide there are 2,900 Anisoptera and 2,700
Zygoptera, however in Qatar we have a very
impoverished list of around a dozen species in
total.

Is there a quide | can use?

The greatest and best guide is Field Guide to
the Dragonflies of Britain and Europe by KDB
Dijkstra and R Lewington published by British
Wildlife Publishing. It is the indispensible guide to
European species and covers most but not all of
the species in Qatar. The references at the end of

What are the bits of the body called?
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this article list many of the other sources that |
have used in my study of Qatari Odonata.

How do | get a close view?

Close focus binoculars are very helpful, | can
recommend the Pentax Papillion range which
focus to less than 1 metre. | find the very best
way to get a good view is to use a macro lens and
get a decent photograph. | am only a very
amateurish photographer but | hope you will find
most of the photos in this article suitable for
identification. | use a 100mm f2.8 macro lens on a
cheap DSLR. You can get a decent shot with a
standard 50mm lens or standing back and using
say a 300mm lens. The key is getting the focus
sharp, at macro distances with an open aperture
(small f-stop) the depth of field of sharp focus is
no more than a couple of mm at best.
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anatomy which are clarified in all the guides. For this article the words head, thorax and
abdomen will suffice but we also need to be aware that the segments of the abdomen are
numbered from the thorax to the tip of the abdomen (we need to avoid using the word tail).
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leading edge of each wing. See the annotated photos above.
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Fig 1. A female Crocothemis erythraea, Broad Scarlet, a dragonfly
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Fig 2. A female Ischnura fountaineae, Oasis damselfly

How do they reproduce?

The males produce sperm from their
sexual organs at the end of their
abdomen, however in order to fertilise a
female the male transfers sperm onto his
isecondary
pad structure underneath the front of the
abdomen. Males first clasp females
around the back of the neck using the
appendages at the end of his abdomen.
Pairs flying in tandem, with the male
always leading the female are a common

genit allikea o

sight. During copulation the female brings
her abdomen tip forward and up to collect
sperm from t he
genitalia. This creates a heart shaped
structure referred to as a wheel.

@déneralhh males aee hoighters ¢oloured
than females but females, particularly
damselflies, have much more robust
abdomens and often show an ovipositor
(the egg laying tube).
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Fig 3. A pair of Ischnura Evansi

The photo above s hows a
Bl uetail damsel fies
insect at the top is the male, he is holding
the female tightly behind her head whilst
she has bent her abdomen under and
forward to connect with his secondary
genitalia from which she is collecting
sperm.

Naming conventions.

pair

With Odonata we need to be using
scientific names, English names are
unreliable because many species have
several English names whilst having only
one unigue scientific name. In this article |
will always use the scientific name and
provide the common/English name once
on introduction. | am using the taxonomy
of KDB Dijkstra throughout where | can,
for species not covered in the European
guide | am wusing taxonomy used by
Waterston & Pittaway.

The status of Odonata in Qatar.

The first proper published review listing
the Odonata of Qatar was by Waterston
and Pittaway (see references) based on
field work in the |
was mainly concerned with Oman but
some limited survey work was performed
in Qatar. The lllustrated Checklist of
the Damselflies & Dragonflies of the
dJAE publishadsirg 1998 by GB Giles and

Checklist of the Damselflies &
Dragonflies of the UAE by Feulner,
Reimer and Hornby (2007) gives a
comprehensive overview of the status of
species in the UAE which currently totals
26 species.

Using the species data from these sources plus my own records | have created the following
list of species which are known to occur in the State of Qatar.

at
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Species

Status in Qatar from
W&P

Status in the UAE from
Giles or since

Observations by MJ
Grunwell 2007-2010

Ischnura evansi

Recorded in Qatar, but no
detail.

Recorded, described as
common and widespread
in Arabia

Recorded at one site in the
far south of Qatar

Ischnura fountaineae

Recorded, one female at
Rayyan 30 May 1979

Recorded recently, locally
common.

Common at one site in
Qatar.

Anax parthenope

Not mentioned as
specifically recorded in
Qatar

Widespread, migratory,
often in swarms

Fairly common, widely
recorded.

Anax ephippiger

Recorded as widespread

Probably the commonest
desert Anax

Not definitely recorded to
date.
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Orthetrum sabina

Recorded, 2 males at
Rayyan 30 May 1979

Very common

Common, the most
widespread and often seen
dragonfly in Qatar.

Sympetrum fonscolombii

No records

Recently recorded in a
major influx late 2009

At least 5 males plus some
females Dec 2009 at Al Khor,
not seen since late Jan 2010

Crocothemis erythraea

Recorded, 1 female of the
form chaldaeurum,
Rayyan, 30 May 1979

Common

Fairly common and
widespread

Crocothemis sevillia

No records

Not recorded

At least 1 insect
photographed at Al Khor in
2008

Trithemis annulata

Recorded, 1 male, Doha,
10 May 1979. 1 male
Rayyan, 30 May 1979

Very common

Common at one site, other
scattered records.

Diplacodes lefebvrei

No records

Occurs but no detail of
status

Common at two sites in
Qatar.

Selysiothemis nigra

Recorded, three records,
all collected.

Occurs but not common

Not definitely recorded but
very probably recorded at Al
Khor May 2009

11 species

7 species

9 probably 10 species

In summary the current list for Qatar stands at 11 species with 2 damselflies and 9

dragonflies.

An illustrated quide to species occurring in Qatar.

Damselflies, Zygoptera.

There are only two species on the list, both belong to the genus Ischnura (the bluetails).

Ischnura Evansi (Morton 1919), E v a rBludialil.

| recorded this species in Qatar for
the first time in January 2010 at a
date farm in the far south of the
country. | can only speculate as to
how widespread the species may
be; probably much more so than the
single location found to date.

Figure 4. A male Ischnura evansi, in
cop. Note the straight, horizontal
lower edge to the black on segment

2.




Ischnura fountaineae (Morton 1905), Oasis Bluetail

This species is common at Al Khor
and may be much more widely
distributed. The males are greenish
blue and black with a distinctive
orange flush to the underside of the
abdomen. The females when
teneral are quite pale orange,
becoming much darker with age.
Some females are andochrome
which means they are similar to the
male colouration though they have
a much more robust abdomen and
sport an ovipositor.

Fig 5. A female Ischnura fountaineae, rather teneral.

Fig 6. Female Ischnura fountaineae,
slightly more mature than in Fig 5.

Fig 7 An andochrome (male-like) female Ischnura
fountaineae, note the orangey wash to the underside of
the abdomen.

Fig 8. Ischnura fountaineae, a mature female, note the orange has become brown.




