
Damselflies & Dragonflies
of the Tees and Humber 
Industrial Sites



Introduction
Damselflies and dragonflies belong to the 
same ‘order’ of insects called the Odonata.  
Although the adults are flying insects, the 
other stages of their life cycle are spent 
in water. Adults lay their eggs on aquatic 
plants or in the mud of still or slow moving 
freshwater.  The larval or ‘nymph’ form is the 
immature stage which is wingless.  Nymphs 
eat other aquatic insects and small animals 
such as tadpoles and small fish.  They shed 
their skin as they grow and larger species 
can take several years to reach the point 
where they become full-grown.  At this point 
they climb out of the water onto surrounding 
vegetation and after a short period the adult 
insect emerges from the old larval skin.  The 
adults are also fearsome predators, catching 
other flying insects on the wing.  Damselflies 
eat smaller species, such as greenfly or 
midges, but a dragonfly’s diet includes larger 
flying insects such as butterflies, moths and 
even smaller dragonflies and damselflies!

This leaflet is a useful field guide, that covers 
the Odonata species which can be seen in 
the Tees and Humber industrial areas.  20 
of Britain’s 56 species of Odonata are found 
locally around the Tees and Humber industrial 
sites.  This short guide will give a good start 
to observing this beautiful group of insects.  

Damsel or Dragon? 
The following key points will give an 
indication of the main differences 
between dragonflies and damselflies:

• Both have two large ‘compound’ eyes at 
the front of their head.   A dragonfly’s eyes 
are so large that they meet in the middle 
or at the top of the head, but those of a 
damselfly are smaller and always separate.

• Both have four wings, but when resting, 
damselflies fold their wings back 
along their bodies or at 45 degrees, 
whereas dragonflies rest with their 
wings outstretched like an aeroplane.  

• The wings of damselflies are equally-
sized and they beat in pairs, the back 
wings moving down as the front wings 
move up.   By comparison, the front and 
back wings of dragonflies are of different 
sizes, with hindwings that are shorter 
and wider.  Each wing can also move 
independently, which makes dragonflies 
so rapid and acrobatic in flight.  

• Being stronger fliers, dragonflies 
are often seen some distance from 
water in their search for prey. 



Human Impacts 
Four species of dragonflies or damselflies 
have become extinct in Britain within the past 
60 years, mainly as a result of habitat loss. 

More recently, climate change is affecting 
populations of Odonata, whether through a 
general warming with later frosts in the autumn 
and milder springs, or through poor summers 
with prolonged, heavy rain and strong winds.  
This ‘climate chaos’ also gives new species 
of dragonflies and damselflies the chance 
to breed successfully and to extend their 
range into or northwards through Britain.  

Helping Out 
There are several ways that you can 
help dragonflies and damselflies:

•	 Build a pond! Even a small pond will 
attract a range of wildlife, including 
damselflies and dragonflies, but don’t 
stock it with fish. These will eat the larvae! 

•	 Contact your Local Biodiversity 
Partnership, your Wildlife Trust, The 
British Dragonfly Society or the Pond 
Conservation Trust to seek advice.   
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Damselflies

Banded Demoiselle (Adult Length: 45mm)

Of the British damselflies, only the demoiselles 
have noticeably-coloured wings. The flight is 
fluttering and the male often performs a display 
flight in front of females.  It is uncommon on the 
industrial sites of the Tees Valley and is mainly 
seen as a scarce migrant around the Humber. 

Emerald Damselfly (Adult Length: 38mm)

The only British damselfly to rest holding its 
wings ‘half open’, the Emerald Damselfly is, as 
its name suggests, a beautiful metallic green.  
Though it may be locally common throughout 
Britain, it is uncommon in the Tees Valley industrial 
sites and also surprisingly scarce around the 
Humber.  They like still-waters and may be found 
in the reeds and rushes surrounding ponds.  

Large Red Damselfly (Adult Length: 36mm)

Usually the earliest of the Odonata to emerge, 
the Large Red Damselfly prefers well-vegetated 
sites and can be found in small numbers 
around both the Tees and the Humber where 
it will live in almost any freshwater habitat 
other than fast-flowing rivers or streams.  

Small Red-eyed Damselfly (Adult Length: 29mm)

First recorded in Britain in 1999, the Small Red-eyed 
Damselfly has spread rapidly from South East 
England and was recorded around the Humber 
in 2007.  It is expected to continue this expansion 
northwards and to become increasingly common. 
Though not yet at the Tees, it is found on ponds, 
lakes, ditches and sometimes on brackish water 
with an abundance of floating vegetation.  

Azure Damselfly (Adult Length: 33mm)

The Azure Damselfly is a medium-small damselfly 
which prefers small ponds and streams, 
sometimes also seen at the edges of larger water 
bodies.  It is very common throughout Britain. 
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Common Blue Damselfly (Adult Length 32mm)

As abundant as its name suggests, the Common 
Blue Damselfly breeds in a wide range of wetland 
habitats. 

Blue-tailed Damselfly (Adult Length 31mm)

The Blue-tailed Damselfly is one of the commonest 
species in lowland Britain and will breed in mildly 
polluted or brackish water where other species 
cannot.  Common and widespread around both the 
Tees and the Humber.  

Dragonflies

Hairy Dragonfly (Adult Length 55mm)

Also known as the ‘Hairy Hawker’, this is usually 
the first dragonfly to appear.  Aptly named 
from its downy abdomen, it prefers unpolluted, 
still water sites with plenty of emergent 
vegetation.  Known to be extending its range 
in scattered sites across country, it has not yet 
appeared in the Tees industrial sites but does 
appear as a migrant around the Humber. 

Common Hawker (Adult Length 74mm)

This Common Hawker is occasionally seen well 
away from the acidic pools on heathlands where 
it breeds.  It is uncommon in the Tees and is only 
recorded as a vagrant around the Humber.  

Migrant Hawker (Adult Length: 63mm)

This dragonfly breeds in a variety of well vegetated 
aquatic habitats and is often also recorded well 
away from water.  Becoming established and 
widespread by the 1980s, it remains uncommon 
around the Tees but has become perhaps the 
most common hawker around the Humber.

Southern Hawker (Adult Length: 70mm)

Often seen well away from water, this is a large and 
inquisitive dragonfly which breeds in well vegetated, 
small ponds including those in gardens.  In the 
Tees area it is frequently seen in suitable localities.  
In the Humber it was very rare before 2006 but 
has since been recorded in increasing numbers.  
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Brown Hawker (Adult Length: 73mm)

The golden wings of the Brown Hawker and 
its rich, brown body make it a distinguishable 
dragonfly.  Regarded as quite common, it is much 
less so in both the Tees and the Humber but 
numbers are felt to be increasing in both areas.  
Breeding by standing or slow-flowing water, it 
lays its eggs on emergent or floating vegetation, 
though it may be seen well away from water.  

Emperor Dragonfly (Adult Length: Up to 85mm)

Britain’s largest dragonfly prefers larger 
waterbodies such as large ponds, lakes, canals 
and slow-moving rivers, particularly when there 
is plenty of submerged and floating vegetation 
where the female lays her eggs. It is very active 
and will even eat its prey in flight, usually flying 
with the rear of its abdomen ‘drooping’, which 
is another distinguishing feature.  Increasingly 
common around both the Tees and the Humber.

Four-spotted Chaser (Adult Length: Up to 48mm)

Named after the dark spots on the fronts of its 
wings, the Four-spotted Chaser is one of a number 
of species of dragonfly known to collect in large 
numbers where feeding conditions are favourable.  It 
can be seen around both the Tees and the Humber 
at localised sites where it is quite common.  

Broad-bodied Chaser (Adult Length: Up to 48mm)

Uncommon around the Tees, this dragonfly 
was first recorded around the Humber in 1998 
and has become increasingly widespread each 
year.  Males develop a blue ‘pruinescence’, with 
females having the same broad or ‘flattened 
abdomen but are of a golden-brown colour.  

Black-tailed Skimmer (Adult Length: Up to 49mm)

Another dragonfly with a ‘flattened’ abdomen 
but not as broad as the Chasers. The male has 
a blue abdomen with a dark tail whereas the 
female matures to a greyish-brown.  It is still 
uncommon around the Tees but is now one 
of the commonest dragonflies of the Humber 
wetlands since it first appeared in 1997. 
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Common Darter (Adult Length 38-43mm)

Aptly named, being a common dragonfly and 
widespread in both the Tees and the Humber. 
The Common Darter can exploit a wide range 
of breeding habitats so can be found almost 
anywhere.  It may be found far from water.  

Ruddy Darter (Adult Length 34-36mm)

This dragonfly inhabits shallow water sites with 
plenty of emergent  vegetation.  With the darters 
being easily confused, the Ruddy Darter can 
be identified by the blood-red appearance of 
the mature males and the ‘waisted’ abdomen 
which gives it a club-shaped appearance.  It has 
black legs.   Around the Tees it is found in some 
local sites but may be increasing, where in the 
Humber it was only first recorded in 1997 but 
has since become common and widespread.  

Which Damsel?
There are many different species of blue-
coloured damselflies in Britain, some 
easier to tell apart than others.

The two most likely to be seen around the Tees 
and Humber are the Common Blue Damselfly 
and the Azure Damselfly shown in this leaflet.  
Though the Azure prefers small ponds and 
streams, it can also be seen around the edges 
of larger water bodies and the Common 
Blue will live in a wide range of habitats.  

To tell them apart you will need to look 
closely at the second segment of their long 
abdomen, just below the thorax which is the 
part of the body where the wings join:

 Common Blue Azure Damselfly
 Damselfly Coenagrion puella 
 Enallagma cyathigerum 

Markings will vary in detail, but the male Common 
Blue will have a dark, ‘spade’ shaped marking 
on the second segment whereas the male Azure 
Damselfly will have a ‘U’ shaped marking with 
no ‘stem’, and is usually more drab in colour.

Which Hawker?
Southern Hawker is the commonest and most 
likely species to occur on industrial wetlands.
Migrant Hawker is less common but has become 
more frequent especially in the late summer and 
autumn.

In spite of its name Common Hawker is distinctly 
uncommon on industrial sites. Brown Hawker is 
the only species with distinctly brown-tinged wings.

Southern Hawker
• Broad stripes on top 

and side of thorax
• Yellow triangle
• Unbroken bands 

blue in male 
green in female

Common Hawker
• Narrow stripes on 

top and side of 
thorax

• Narrow triangle
• Broken bands 

blue in male 
green in female

Migrant Hawker
• Small marks on top of 

thorax, narrow stripes 
on side.

• Yellow golf tee shape
• Broken bands



Leaflet Contact Details
The British Dragonfly Society
www.dragonflysoc.org.uk
(See website for local contact details).

Pond Conservation
www.pondconservation.org.uk
Telephone: 01865 483 249
info@pondconservation.org.uk

For more on species identification see: 
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•	 Miller,	P.	L.,	1987	Dragonflies. Naturalists’ Handbooks No. 7. CUP. Cambridge.
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