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SPRING
DRAGONFLY
(ODONATA)
AND
BUTTERFLY (LEPIDOPTERA) FALLOUT AT THE
CHESAPEAKE BAY BRIDGE-TUNNEL.--Large
groups of migrating Odonata are rare, especially in
spring (Russell et al., 1998). On 27 May 2000, from
about 1530 h to 1630 h, I encountered a fallout, or mass
grounding, of dragonflies, butterflies, and other insects
on the Chesapeake Bay Bridge-tunnel, at the mouth of
Chesapeake Bay. The “other” insects were mostly
beetles and were not studied. A thunderstorm was
rapidly approaching, that soon produced heavy rain,
causing me to leave after making observations on the
three northernmost of four total man-made islands. The
temperature was about 32o C and humidity was near
100%. Winds were moderate from the east and had
been strong, from the east, off the ocean, for the
previous two days.
I am a volunteer bird and butterfly researcher for
Coastal Virginia Wildlife Observatory and while the
Observatory has conducted regular butterfly surveys at
the tip of Virginia’s Eastern Shore since 1995,
dragonfly study has been very limited. The bridgetunnel is a well-known migrant bird trap at all seasons
(Kain & Brinkley, 1997) and I have crossed it regularly
throughout the year for more than 25 years and have not
witnessed a similar insect fallout there.
I am not a dragonfly expert, but I am familiar with
many species. I made sketches and notes of the
dragonflies that were perched on the building walls and
could be examined closely. I later made my
identifications using Dunkle (2000) and the dragonfly
website at http://members.bellatlantic.net/~dbarber/
odonatology.html. I counted more than 500 dragonflies
on the 10 m by 10 m brick south wall of the building on
the next to southernmost island. Many appeared to be
escaping the strong wind by resting on the walls, but
others were flying or were perched on vegetation out in
the open. I estimated a total of 4,500 dragonflies over a
distance of about 13 km along the bridge-tunnel.
Although I must have missed some species due to
limited study time, nine species of dragonflies were
identified. Estimates of the percentage of each species,
made mainly from the close observations of those
perched on the walls, are in Table 1. I was able to
confirm the presence of both males and females for
Anax junius, Pachydiplax longipennis, Gomphaeschna
furcillata, Erythemis simplicicollis, and Libellula
vibrans.

Table 1. Dragonflies recorded during fallout on 27 May
2000 at the Chesapeake Bay Bridge-tunnel.
Common Name
Common Green Darner
Eastern Pondhawk
Harlequin Darner
Blue Dasher
Great Blue Skimmer
Swamp Darner
Halloween Pennant
Eastern Amberwing
Saddlebags sp.

Estimated
Scientific Name
% of Total
Anax junius
25
Erythemis simplicicollis
25
Gomphaeschna furcillata
10
Pachydiplax longipennis
10
Libellula vibrans
10
Epiaeschna heros
10
Celithemis eponina
5
Perithemis tenera
5
Tramea sp.
<1

I roughly estimated butterfly numbers at several
hundred. They were common species that I am familiar
with, however, because of the impending storm and my
interest in the dragonflies, time was not taken to
differentiate Clouded from Orange Sulphur nor
Question Mark from Comma nor American Lady from
Painted Lady. The list of butterflies identified with
estimates of the percentage of each species seen is
contained in Table 2.
Table 2. Butterflies recorded during fallout on 27 May
2000 at the Chesapeake Bay Bridge-tunnel.
Estimated
% of Total

Common Name

Scientific Name

Clouded/Orange
Sulphur
Red Admiral
Common Buckeye
American/Painted
Lady
Comma/
Question Mark
American Snout

Colias philodice/
C. eurytheme
Vanessa atalanta
Junonia coenia
Vanessa virginiensis/
V. cardui
Polygonia comma
P. interrogationis
Libytheana carinenta

25
25
25
10
10
5

On 3 June 2000, I visited the bridge-tunnel again
and found dozens of dragonflies still present, though
many were sluggish and could be captured by hand. I
was able to measure and photograph several species.
The Internet site for the North American Dragonfly
Migration Project (http://members.bellatlantic.net/
~dbarber/migrant/mig.html) described, with moving
graphics, a “frontal boundary and radar visible
migration” along the East Coast on 3 June 2000.
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Possible reasons for mass migrations of dragonflies
in spring include dispersal from drought-affected areas,
sustained southerly winds, and population increases.
These movements may not be annual events and
probably vary greatly in magnitude (Soltesz et al.,
1995).
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