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The occurrence of Ischnura senegalensis in the Canary Islands, 

Spain (Odonata: Coenagrionidae)

Fons Peels 

Via Ca�arini 41, 53100 Siena, Italy; info@dragon�ypix.com

Abstract. !e occurrence of Ischnura senegalensis in the Canary Islands is reported. In May 
2014 a breeding population was observed in southern Tenerife, Spain, at a freshwater reser-
voir near Las Galletas. Characters are provided for discriminating between the two known 
Ischnura species on the islands, I. senegalensis and I. saharensis, from photographs.
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Introduction

!e "rst record of a zygopteran species from the Canary Islands was provided by 
Valle (1955) who reported on "ve »Ischnura senegalensis (Rambur, 1842)« speci-
mens collected by the Finnish entomologist Lindberg in Gran Canaria in March 
1949. !en Belle (1982) recorded Ischnura saharensis Aguesse, 1958 as new to 
the islands, based on specimens which he himself had collected in Gran Canaria in 
February 1981. Belle doubted the validity of Valle’s identi"cation. !is prompted 
a rechecking of the 1949 specimens and it turned out that they too were in fact 
I. saharensis (Hämäläinen 1986). Since then I. saharensis has proved to be quite 
widespread in the Canary Islands and has been reported from six of the seven is-
lands: Lanzarote, Fuerteventura, Gran Canaria, Tenerife, La Gomera, and La Palma; 
only from El Hierro in the south-west of the archipelago has the species never been 
reported (Weihrauch 2011). Since the mid-1980s it was generally believed that the 
only zygopteran species in the Canary Islands was I. saharensis, the only known ex-
ception being a single male Platycnemis subdilatata Selys, 1849 captured in Tenerife 
in 1971; an obvious accidental vagrant from the African continent (cf. Kalkman 
& Smit 2002).

However, as pointed out by Weihrauch (2011), preliminary, unpublished DNA 
studies by R.A. Sanchéz-Guillén and A. Cordero Rivera (University of Vigo) con-
"rm that specimens collected by Sanchéz-Guillén near Taganana in Tenerife in May 
2007 included I. senegalensis. J.-P. Boudot (pers. comm.) drew my attention to two 
photographs, published on the website Flickr, of a male and a female »Ischnura sa-
harensis« taken by S. Rae in a small freshwater reservoir near Callao Salvaje, in the 
southern part of Tenerife (cf. Rae 2009). According to J.-P. Boudot (pers. comm.) 
these photographs show I. senegalensis. !e number of individuals present at the 
time was very low, certainly not totalling more than "ve or six male and female indi-
viduals (S. Rae pers. comm.). In early 2014 I discovered a similar case of “mistaken 
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identity”: a posting on the website miradanatural.es shows a photograph, taken in 
the Canary Islands, of a female Ischnura which again had been determined as I. sa-
harensis (cf. Marrero Perdomo 2008). 'is determination seems incorrect; the 
immature female in question represents the aurantiaca colour phase, which to our 
current knowledge does not exist in I. saharensis. Unfortunately my attempts to 
contact the photographer for more detailed information failed. Finally, *ve more 
photographs of male and immature female »Ischnura saharensis«, taken near the 
town of Los Llanos de Aridane on the island of La Palma, were published on the 
websites Flickr and miradanatural.es (cf. Camacho Lorenzo 2011, 2012, 2014; 
Alomar i Berga 2014).

Study site and method

Data were obtained on 28-v-2014 and 29-v-2014 at a small freshwater reservoir 
near Las Galletas in the very south of the island of Tenerife. Other Odonata species 
found at the locality were Sympetrum fonscolombii (present in very high numbers), 
Crocothemis erythraea (numerous), Anax imperator, and a single immature male of 
Zygonyx torridus. 

Results

An estimated number of 30–50 adults of Ischnura senegalensis were observed and 
documented photographically, including immature and mature males, teneral, im-
mature and mature females, and about half a dozen pairs in copula. 'e present 
record con*rms that I. senegalensis occurs and breeds in the Canary Islands, at least 
in Tenerife. 

Ischnura saharensis and I. senegalensis: distinguishing characters

Ischnura saharensis is structurally di?erent from I. senegalensis; the shape of the 
male and female pronotum and of the male appendages and the average length of 
the female vulvar spine are useful features for the identi*cation of these species 
(cf. Rambur 1842; Aguesse 1958; Schmidt 1967; Kalkman 2006). In addition, 
genetic di?erences have been evidenced by Dumont (2013). However, what is par-
ticularly useful for identi*cation in the *eld is the di?erence in the shape of the 
black surface of the male’s second abdominal segment, with a straight lower edge 
in I. saharensis and a bulging lower edge in I. senegalensis (cf. Fraser 1933; Grun-
well 2010; Fig. 1). Such a bulging lower edge is also found in Ischnura fountaineae 
Morton, 1905 of the eremic belt ranging from Central Asia to the Sahara, but its 
thorax is whitish in immature males or blue in mature males, without a hint of 
green (Jödicke 2006).

Males

'e numbers in the photographs below serve to highlight the following di?erences:
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Fig. 1. Comparison between male Ischnura senegalensis (a) and Ischnura saharensis (b). 

Small freshwater reservoir near Las Galletas, Tenerife, Spain (29-v-2014) (a). Photo: FP. 

of numbers.

Fig. 2. The two colour forms of female Ischnura senegalensis

of Ischnura saharensis (c–g) observed in the Canary Islands, Spain: (a) immature, ; 

(b) almost mature; (c) androchrome mature, typica; (d) androchrome immature, violacea; 

(e) gynochrome immature, rufescens; (f) androchrome mature, infuscans; and (g) gyno-

chrome mature, infuscans-obsoleta. Small freshwater reservoir near Las Galletas, Tenerife, 

Spain (29-v-2014) (a) and (28-v-2014) (b). Photos: FP. Barranco de Ayagaures near Maspalo-

mas, Gran Canaria, Spain (04-vi-2014) (c, e, f, g) and (07-vi-2014) (d). Photos: FP
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1. Abdominal segment 2: in male Ischnura senegalensis the black upper portion of 
abdominal segment 2 shows a clear downward bulge along the margin between 
the black upper black part of the segment and the lower green (or, sometimes, 
blue) part. By contrast, in male I. saharensis the black upper and green lower sec-
tions are separated by a comparatively straight margin with no bulge.

2. Tubercle on S10: compared to the very modestly sized tubercle on the male’s 
S10 in Ischnura senegalensis, male I. saharensis has a much larger, clearly visible 
tubercle on that segment.

3. Interpleural suture: compared to male Ischnura senegalensis, in which the black 
line on the interpleural suture tends to be very short and thin, in male I. saharen-
sis this black line tends to be much thicker, longer and more clearly visible.

Females

Colour variability in female I. saharensis and I. senegalensis has been described ex-
tensively (Fraser 1933; Aguesse 1958; Schmidt 1967; Dumont 1972; Jödicke 
2006). Androchrome and gynochrome females occur in both species. Gynochrome 
I. senegalensis has a bright orange thorax when immature (aurantia ca), becoming 
green with maturity, while androchrome females may have either a green or a light-
blue thorax. Ischnura saharensis is closely related to I. elegans (Dumont 2013) and 
displays the same colour variability as the latter species (Aguesse 1958).
He two colour forms of female I. senegalensis found in Tenerife and the Kve colour 
forms of female I. saharensis recorded in Gran Canaria are shown in Fig. 2.

While both colour forms of female Ischnura senegalensis in Fig. 2 are characterized 
by the black colouration, dorsally, on abdominal segment 8, the Kve colour forms 
of female I. saharensis have either a light-blue (c, d, e) or a brown (f, g) colouration, 
dorsally, on abdominal segment 8. In the Keld this diLerence alone proved to be 
suMcient for a quick and reliable recognition of these two species.

However, two simplifying factors may have contributed to this comparative ease. 
Firstly, I did not Knd a single site where the two species co-occurred. Secondly, 
and perhaps more importantly, I did not see any females of the potentially confus-
ing androchrome form of Ischnura senegalensis. His form can reportedly be quite 
common elsewhere and may even outnumber gynochrome females (Longfield 
1936; Takahashi et al. 2011), but during this study all 15 or so female Ischnura 
senegalensis found in Tenerife were gynochrome, either of the immature orange 
form aurantiaca, or of the mature green form, or of some transitional phase in 
between. At any rate, their abdomens were invariably black dorsally on S8. A more 
detailed study would be required to assess how feasible it is to distinguish, from 
photographs alone, between the androchrome forms of I. senegalensis and I. saha-
rensis.
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Discussion

To arrive at a correct determination odonatologists have traditionally studied the 
morphological characteristics of the insect in the hand or under the microscope, 
while more recently, and as a complementary technique, DNA analysis has become 
widely used to re�ne determinations and to test existing classi�cations. What has 
not been used much by odonatologists for species determination is photographic 
evidence. �e reasons for this seem clear: cameras and other photographic equip-
ment which generate images of a su�cient quality are a relatively new develop-
ment and while digital photography has helped overcome some of the practical 
limitations of �lm photography, taking high-quality images in situ still requires a 
great deal of time and skill. Moreover one species may be visually so similar to 
another that even the sharpest and most detailed image o!en cannot provide a reli-
able determination; a much higher degree of magni�cation would be required to 
render the necessary details su�ciently visible and those details would have to be 
recorded at the necessary angle for diagnosis. �e question is, therefore, in what 
circumstances species can be identi�ed on the basis of photographs alone. I propose 
that while photography could never obviate morphological and genetic analysis, 
photographs alone can be su�cient for a safe determination provided the number 
of candidate species is limited and well understood and the di"erences between 
them are relatively evident. As a case in point I propose that much of the recent 
saharensis – senegalensis confusion in the Canary Islands could have been avoided 
by a careful study of available photographic evidence, and that our understanding 
of the distribution of the two species in the Canary Islands and possibly elsewhere 
in Europe and North Africa could bene�t greatly from such a study. For a more 
detailed discussion of the issues surrounding photographic evidence please refer to 
Feulner et al. (2007) and Reimer et al. (2009).

Acknowledgements. I am greatly indebted to the following people for their generous help 
and support: Esperança Alomar i Berga, Valentina Assumma, Antonio Camacho Lorenzo, 
David Chelmick, Adolfo Cordero Rivera, Klaas-Douwe Dijkstra, Bernd Kunz, Pablo Mar-
tinez-Darve Sanz, Sandy Rae, Rosa Ana Sanchéz-Guillén and Yuma Takahashi. I would 
especially like to thank Jean-Pierre Boudot, Matti Hämäläinen, Vincent Kalkman, Asmus 
Schröter, Carlo Utzeri, and Florian Weihrauch for their detailed, insightful feedback on ear-
lier dra!s of this paper. Many thanks to all.

References

Aguesse P. 1958. Une sous-espèce nou-
velle d’Ischnura en Afrique du Nord. 
Revue française d’Entomologie 25: 149-
157

Alomar i Berga E. 2014. Online on 
the internet, URL (19-ix-2014): http://
www.miradanatural.es/galerias/inver-
tebrados/esperana-alomar-i-berga/-
ischnura-senegalensis/7/75384/



110

Notulae odonatologicae 8(4) 2014: 77-116

Belle J. 1982. Odonata collected in the 
Canary Islands. Entomologische Berich-
ten, Amsterdam 42: 75-77

Camacho Lorenzo A. 2011. On-
line on the internet, URL (19-ix- 
-2014): http://www.+ickr.com/photos/ 
acamaloz/5762533454/ and http://www. 
flickr.com/photos/acamaloz/576199 
4307/

Camacho Lorenzo A. 2012. Online on 
the internet, URL (19-ix-2014): https:// 
www.flickr.com/photos/acamaloz/717 
6698784/

Camacho Lorenzo A. 2014. Online on 
the internet, URL (19-ix-2014): https:// 
www.flickr.com/photos/acamaloz/128 
20320903/

Dumont H.J. 1972. Contribution à la 
connaissance des odonates du Maroc. 
Bulletin de la Société des Sciences na-
turelles et physiques du Maroc 52: 149-
179

Dumont H.J. 2013. Phylogeny of the 
genus Ischnura, with emphasis on 
the old world taxa (Zygoptera: Coen-
agrioni dae). Odonatologica 42: 301-308

Feulner G.R., Reimer R.W. & Hornby 
R.J. 2007. An updated illustrated check-
list of dragon+ies and damsel+ies of the 
UAE. Tribulus 17: 37-62

Fraser F.C. 1933. Qe fauna of British 
India, including Burma and Ceylon, 
Odonata Vol. I. Taylor & Francis, Lon-
don

Grunwell M.J. 2010. Dragon+ies and 
Damsel+ies in the State of Qatar. Jour-
nal of the Qatar Natural History Group 
3: 2-15

Hämäläinen M. 1986. Note on mis-
identi^cation of the ^rst Zygoptera ma-
terial from the Canary Islands. Notulae 
odonatologicae 2: 131-132

Jödicke R. 2006. Ischnura Charpentier, 
1840 – Bluetails. In: Dijkstra K.-D.B. 
& Lewington R. (Eds), Field guide to 
the dragon+ies of Britain and Europe: 
97. British Wildlife Publishing, Gilling-
ham

Kalkman V.J. & Smit J.T. 2002. Platy-
cnemis subdilatata Sel. new to the Ca-
nary Islands? (Zygoptera: Platycnemidi-
dae). Notulae odonatologicae 5: 128

Longfield C. 1936. Studies on African 
Odonata, with synonymy, and descrip-
tions of new species and subspecies. 
Transactions of the Royal Entomological 
Society of London 85: 467-498

Marrero Perdomo M. 2008. Online on 
the internet, URL (19-ix-2014): http:// 
w w w.miradanatura l .es /ga ler ias / 
inver tebrados/monica-marrero- 
p e r d o m o / i s c h nu r a - s a h a r e n s i s - 
para- montse-rguez-y-angel-sanchez/ 
7/12425/

Rambur M.P. 1842. Histoire naturelle 
des insectes, Névroptères. Roret, Paris

Rae S. 2009. Online on the internet, URL 
(19-ix-2014): http://www.+ickr.com/
photos/35142635@N05/4117856368/ 
and http://www.+ickr.com/photos/3514 
2635@N05/4117855990/

Reimer R.W., Feulner G.R. & Hornby 
R.J. 2009. Errata and addenda: updated 
illustrated checklist of dragon+ies of 
the UAE – including a third species of 
Ischnura damsel+y. Tribulus 18: 28-36



111

Notulae odonatologicae 8(4) 2014: 77-116

Schmidt E. 1967. Versuch einer Ana-
lyse der Ischnura elegans-Gruppe (Odo-
nata, Zygoptera). Entomologisk Tidskri! 
88: 188-216

Takahashi Y., Morita S., Yoshimura 
J. & Watanabe M. 2011. A geographic 
cline induced by negative frequency-
dependent selection. BMC Evolutionary 
Biology 11: 256

Valle K.J. 1955. Zygopteren (Odonata) 
von den Kanarischen Inseln. Annales 
zoologici fennici 21: 182

Weihrauch F. 2011. A review of the 
distribution of Odonata in the Maca-
ronesian Islands, with particular refer-
ence to the Ischnura puzzle. Journal of 
the British Dragon"y Society 27: 28-46

Received 17th July 2014


