
Female dragonflies can lay hundreds of eggs during their adult 
lives, in batches over a few days or even weeks. Some species of 
dragonfly lay their eggs in plant material such as plant stems, 
leaves, rotten wood or mud. Other species, such as some emerald 
dragonflies, deposit their eggs loosely into water. Eggs will either 
hatch within 2-5 weeks or, in the case of some species, the 
following spring.

A tiny tadpole-like prolarva emerges from the egg and moults as 
soon as it can. Dragonflies spend most of their lives in this larval 
stage, catching and eating live prey and moulting another 5-14 
times until fully-grown. Larval development can take anything 
from 2-3 months to more than 5 years, depending on the species 
of dragonfly. Development takes longer in cooler waters where 
food is scarcer, whilst there may be a new generation every year in 
warm waters.

Unlike other winged insects, dragonflies do not have a pupal stage 
and will transition directly from larva to adult. This final larval 
moult, which takes up to three hours, happens out of water and is 
triggered by day length and temperature. Tenerals is the name 
given to newly-emerged adult dragonflies, they are weak in flight 
and pale in colour. They spend the first week of their adult life 
feeding away from the water and gradually becoming sexually 
mature with adult colouration. They then move back to the water 
to breed. 

WILDLIFE FACTFLIE: Dragonfly

Dragonflies are insects in the sub-order Anisoptera, which means “unequal-
winged”. There are more than 5,000 known species of dragonfly worldwide 
and around 30 different species found in Britain and Ireland. Their body, 
which is made up of ten segments, is large and robust. A dragonfly’s hind 
wings are usually shorter and broader than the forewings, and the eyes are 
very large and usually touch at the top of the head. There are three stages 
of the dragonfly lifecycle: egg, larva (nymph) and adult.
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