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Discovery of a population of Gomphus flavipes  
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underestimated ecological amplitude? 
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The River Clubtail Gomphus flavipes, a typical lowland river species, disappeared in 
many parts of western and central Europe as a result of deterioration of the water quality. 
Since the beginning of the 1990s however, G. flavipes has recolonized several rivers in 
western Europe, first in Germany and The Netherlands. In Belgium, the species was first 
observed in 2000 on the River Meuse. Several observations of imagos were made there, 
but larvae or exuviae were never found. Since 2002, the species had also been observed 
regularly in the province of Antwerp. These were all regarded as vagrant individuals from 
the supposed Meuse population, from The Netherlands or the Rhine in Germany. In July 
2012 a population of G. flavipes was discovered along the Albert Canal in the province of 
Antwerp, Belgium. First a freshly emerged individual was found followed by exuviae the 
following days. A subsequent intensive search in August yielded 70 exuviae, all of which 
were found along a stretch of the Albert Canal over a distance of 9.5 km. More exuviae 
(n=159) were found the year after, proving presence of the species over nearly 80 km, 
about the total length of the Albert Canal from Antwerp to the River Meuse. Adults were 
observed hunting in the vicinity of the canal, hovering over corn fields and tall herb 
humid meadows and were found to disperse over relatively large (>20 km) distances. The 
average density of exuviae found per trajectory with larval skins present was 1.2 
(min=0.1, max=3.3) per 100 m. Sex-ratio was 1:0.6 in favour of females, which is 
reported normal in Gomphid populations. This could also be explained by the late 
sampling date, as in some dragonflies males are the first to emerge. Emergence 
substratum was highly artificial. Most exuviae were found on the concrete sheet piling of 
the bank, and to a lesser extent also on poles or vertical walls. Data on the exact larval 
habitat are currently lacking. The discovery of this population on one of the busiest canals 
in Europe is unique and sheds new light on the potential range of the species in Flanders 
and its potential habitat in large parts of Europe. This local shift in habitat preference 
from rivers towards canals with concrete banks is probably a consequence of the recent 
range expansion of G. flavipes in western Europe. In the coming years, the population of 
this Annex II species will be monitored more closely. 
 




