
The River Nene, with its associated gravel pits 
and nature reserves, is a great place to see a 
range of dragonflies and damselflies. Dragonflies 
have been around for the past 325 million years 
but today their survival is threatened by loss of 
their natural habitats.

To find dragonflies along the River Nene look 
for stretches of open water edged with reeds. 
Dragonflies prefer to fly in calm, sunny weather. 
Look out for their two pairs of wings glinting 
in the sunlight as they hover, fly upside down 
or backwards patrolling their patch of water, 
looking for a mate or perhaps smaller insects to 
eat. If you manage to see one in flight you may 
be able to follow it to where it lands. Then you 
will be able to see more detail of these highly 
decorative creatures. 

Sometimes you can see female dragonflies 
placing their eggs into the stems of aquatic 
plants or directly into the water. When the 
eggs hatch into larvae they stay in the water 
where they will eat anything they can find from 
waterfleas to small fish. After spending between 
3 months and 5 years as a larva they will climb 
a plant stem and shed their skin to emerge as a 
dragonfly.  

Dragonflies rest with the wings outspread, whilst 
damselflies are daintier and rest with their wings 
folded along their bodies. Demoiselles (a breed 
of damselfly with dark iridescent colouring on 
their wings) move with a fluttering motion, more 
like a butterfly.

The British Dragonfly Society (BDS) was 
founded in 1983 and promotes and 
encourages the study, conservation and 
understanding of dragonflies and their natural 
habitats, especially in the UK. 

The Society also works to raise public 
awareness of dragonflies as in the past 60 
years Britain has lost two species of dragonfly 
and a third of the remainder are in decline or 
considered threatened in the UK. 

The BDS works to stop and reverse these trends. 
To find out more about the society:

www.british-dragonflies.org.uk

British Dragonfly Society

@BDSdragonflies

British Dragonfly Society Pool

To find out more about dragonflies in 
Northamptonshire please visit the

Northamptonshire Dragonflies blog run by Mark 
Tyrrell, BDS Northamptonshire Dragonfly Recorder

www.northantsdragonflies.blogspot.com
which has up to date local dragonfly information 

and photos of sightings.

The British Dragonfly Society would welcome news 
of any sightings of damselflies or dragonflies. Details 
of how to submit your sightings can be found on the 

British Dragonfly Society website
www.british-dragonflies.org.uk

Did you know dragonflies...
•	 definitely don’t sting
•	 spend most of their lives underwater
•	 can hover or fly backwards
•	 can cover 10m in 1 second
•	 eat large numbers of mosquitoes
•	 have flown across the Atlantic
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Banded Demoiselles - Damselfly
The male has a beautiful 
metallic blue-green 
body and a dark band 
across the wings whilst 
the female is metallic 
green with green tinged 
iridescent wings. In 
their rarer cousin, the 
Beautiful Demoiselle, the 
wings of the males are 
completely coloured 
and there are some stretches of the Nene where 
both species can be seen sharing the same 
territories.

Where to spot them - Unusually, both males and 
females will be found together perched on reeds 
by the side of the River. They like rivers and streams 
and will rest on reeds growing out of the water by 
the banks. They can be seen into the hundreds 
along most of the River Nene from Rothersthorpe 
to Wansford, as well as its tributaries, between mid 
May and mid August.

Four-spotted Chaser Dragonfly
Easy to identify by 
the dark spots in 
the middle of each 
of the four wings as 
well as the ones of 
the tips, both male 
and females have 
brown bodies. 

Where to spot them - This dragonfly is found in 
a wide range of habitats from heathland, to 
fens and dykes as well as slow flowing rivers and 
lakes. In Northamptonshire they will be found 
at well vegetated gravel pits and can be quite 
numerous. They will even breed in garden ponds. 
Males are very territorial and will often return to 
the same place after chasing their prey or rival 
males.  Ditchford Lakes is a good place to see 
these, but they are all across the county from mid 
May to July.
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Stanwick Lakes
Stanwick, Northants, NN9 6GY

www.stanwicklakes.org.uk

Titchmarsh Nature Reserve
Off the A605 Thrapston to 

Peterborough Road, Thrapston
www.wildlifebcn.org

Ditchford Lakes & Meadows
Near Irthingborough
www.wildlifebcn.org

River Nene

River safety - please ensure you stay safe when 
going near open water. Always stay back from 
the edge and never enter the water. Children 
should always be accompanied by adults.

There are 23 species of dragonfly and damselfly 
breeding in Northamptonshire, including two 
nationally important ones, of which 20 breed in the 
Nene Valley. This leaflet shows you some of the more 
common species likely to be encountered at the 
below nature reserves and down the River Nene.

Emperor Dragonfly
This is the largest and 
most powerful of the 
dragonflies encountered 
in Northamptonshire. It 
can be seen between 
mid June and August 
and sometimes into 
September. The male has 
blue/green eyes, apple 
green thorax and sky 
blue downward curved abdomen with a black 
line down the middle of the back. The female is all 
green with a darkbrown line down the middle of her 
back.  

Where to spot them - They like both static water, 
such as lakes and gravel pits and rivers. Stanwick 
Lakes is a good place to see them or they can be 
seen on most stretches of the Nene with abundant 
surface floating vegetation. Numbers will often be 
low because the males are highly territorial and will 
fight off intruding males. This species rarely lands, 
except when the sun goes behind a cloud, so the 
best chance to see them is to watch as they patrol 
tirelessly back and forth across the water. You will 
need to look slightly higher above the water than 
most other species though.

Common Blue Damselfly
Approximately 3 cm in 
length, the male has a 
bright blue body with black 
markings and can be seen 
from May to September. The 
female is much less brightly 
coloured in blue or dull 
green which goes brown 
with age. They live as adults 
for up to a month or two. 

Where to spot them - They 
prefer large areas of open
water with abundant surface vegetation. The 
Common Blue Damselfly is the most numerous 
species in Northamptonshire, and a visit to any 
of the main gravel pits will yield many thousands 
of adults at the peak of their season – the wildlife 
reserve at Titchmarsh is a good place to visit.


