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The Steenkampsberg hosts a number of spectacular
damselflies and dragonflies endemic and near-endemic
to South Africa

Dragonflies are among the most charismatic of the invertebrates and, because of
their colours and unique behaviours, they are often referred to as “the birdwatcher's
insects”. Their powers of flight are on par with birds, their social traits, from territoriality to
gregariousness, have parallels in the bird kingdom, some are restricted to specific habitats
while others are migratory, many species display physical differences between males and
females, and of course they are lethal predators, like sparrowhawks and falcons at a
micro scale.

They too have a complex lifecycle. They are essentially aquatic insects with larvae living
underwater during the colder months where they prey on the larval microfauna that
lives alongside them. Then, as summer arrives, the larvae emerge and transform into the
dancing jewels that so characterise our waterbodies. The adults breed and females lay
eggs (which hatch into larvae) in preferred niches thus completing the annual lifecycle.

In the grasslands of the Steenkampsberg, over 50 species can be found in various aquatic
habitats including rocky streams, open rivers, wetlands, pans and dams. This is not
exceptional when compared to savanna habitats, but what the Steenkampsberg lacks
in diversity, it makes up for in the number of species endemic and near-endemic to South
Africa. Some of these endemics are the two larger Stream Hawker and Friendly Hawker
and several smaller species, from the exquisite Mountain Malachite to the shimmering
blue, Sapphire Bluet. Other specials include the following:

Specific name Common name

Platycypha caligata Dancing Jewel

.

2. Pseudagrion caffrum Springwater Sprite

3. Allocnemis leucosticta Goldtail

4. Chlorolestes fasciatus Mountain Malachite

5. Pinheyschna subpupillata Stream Hawker

6. Diplacodes luminans Barbet Percher

7. Trithemis kirbyi Orange-winged Dropwing
8. Trithemis stictica Jaunty Dropwing

9. Palpopleura jucunda Yellow-veined Widow

10. Palpopleura lucia Lucia Widow

BIEIN IE ST AFRICA - DRAGOMNFLIES OF THE STEENKAMPSBERG

Many of the smaller species fall into the suborder known as damselflies and they differ
from ‘true’ dragonflies in wing shape and body structure so, when trying to identify one,
the starting point is to make this distinction. Other distinguishing features include the body
size, wing shape, overall colour, and so on.

The book A guide fo the Dragonflies and Damselflies
of South Africa and app “Dragonfly SA” describes and
illustrates all local species. The website www.dragonflies-id.
co.za will help resolve any remaining identification issues.
There is an active citizen science dragonfly project where
you can submit photographs with the locality and date to
a virtual museum (OdonataMap). This database can help
improve distribution maps and our knowledge about the
species.

Springwater Sprite Alan Manson

But if you are not interested in identifying and photographing dragonflies, you can simply
sit and watch these fascinating creatures going about their daily lives, defending their
space, courting mates, catching prey and reflect on what a special place they have in
the natural world.
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