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ABSTRACT
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An overview of the records of Pantala flavescens and Trithemis kirbyi for the Sicilian Channel
islands and mainland Sicily, with comments on their possible status in this area, is provided.
In light of the number of observed individuals, P. flavescens is likely to be regular in the stud-
ied area, with up to 30 individuals recorded per year since autumn 2012. Trithemis kirbyi,
conversely, is only known from few scattered records, so that its status in the area remains to
be elucidated. No evidence of reproductive behaviour nor of actual breeding in this area was
hitherto found for any of the two species.

Pantala flavescens; Pelagie islands; Trithemis kirbyi. 

INTRODUCTION

Pantala flavescens (Fabricius, 1798)  (Odonata
Libellulidae) is the most widespread dragonfly spe-
cies in the world, being recorded from all continents
but Antarctica. It reaches northwards at least to
north-eastern U.S. in North America, and to
Kamčatka in eastern Asia, yet its main range is bet-
ween 40°S and 40°N (Walker & Corbet, 1975). It
is an outstandingly resistant, powerful flyer, and a
very long distance migrant, often laying eggs during
its migrations wherever suitable conditions are
found (Boudot et al. 2013). Because of its rapid lar-
val development, it is also able to exploit temporary
waterbodies created by seasonal or occasional rains.
During migration, the species is capable of very
long sea-crossings - up to 1,000 km in a few days -

either at night or during daylight (Feng et al., 2006;
Anderson, 2009; Hobson et al., 2013; May, 2013;
Suhling et al., 2009, 2016; Vieira & Cordero-
Rivera, 2015). It has also reached Easter Island, one
of the most remote islands in the world, more than
3,500 km from South American coasts, where a
breeding population occurs (Dumont & Verschuren,
1991). Despite its highly migratory nature and the
wide distribution, records in Europe and North
Africa are surprisingly scarce (Jacquemin &
Boudot, 1999;  Jödicke, 1995; Jödicke et al., 2000;
Schrijvershof, 2006; Buczyński et al., 2014). In
Africa, P. flavescens is commonly found throughout
the continent including Madagascar, from the Cape
of Good Hope to the southern edge of the Sahara;
there are however only a few records north of the
Sahara, not recorded e. g. for Libya or Western
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and scarce, because of extensive destruction of the
formerly existing Mediterranean scrub; the latter
is better preserved on Linosa. Aquatic biotopes
are  extremely scarce and scattered, only consisting
in a few temporary, rain-fed waterbodies. The
maximum altitude of the archipelago is on Linosa,
with Monte Vulcano (195 m a.s.l.), followed by
Lampedusa, with Albero Sole (133 m a.s.l.).

2) Northwest of the Pelagie there is the volcanic
island of Pantelleria, 110 km south-west of Sicily
and only 70 km north-east of Tunisia, by far the
largest and highest in altitude of the Sicilian Chan-
nel islands (836 m a.s.l., ca. 83 km²). Besides
having several temporary waterbodies, consisting
in man-made water reservoirs and catchments, it
has a permanent volcanic lake, with a dense, locally
wide reed belt, potentially suitable for several
Odonata; because of high salinity, however, only
Ischnura fountaineae Morton, 1905, with the only
known viable European population, is definitely
known to breed here, and very few other dragonflies
are supposed to do so, at least occasionally.

3) Sicily, the biggest island in the Mediterranean
basin, is situated right in the centre of this “closed”
sea. It has a great variety of aquatic biotopes, in-
cluding coastal brackish wetlands, freshwater lentic
biotopes (either natural or man-made), streams and
rivers, habitats for a lot of Odonata species.

Since 2004, the islands of the Sicilian Channel
were visited every year, mainly by AC, OJ and MV.
The Pelagie were regularly visited in spring
(February–May), summer (June–August), autumn
(September–November), with a few winter visits
(December–January). Pantelleria, conversely, was
visited mainly in spring, with a very few visits in
summer and autumn. More specifically, between
April 2004 and November 2016, the Pelagie were
visited  for a total of almost 540 days, mostly during
the autumn (see Corso et al., 2012). During these
visits, all potentially suitable dragonfly habitats,
over as much ground as possible, were prospected,
in order to assess what dragonfly species were
actually or possibly breeding in local waterbodies,
and what were only regular migratories or acci-
dental vagrants. The former ones proved extremely
scarce (Corso et al., 2012). Information, although
derived from more anecdotal observations,  re-
garding the island of Djerba, Southern Tunisia, Gulf
of Gabès, and the Maltese Archipelago are also
reported, as these sites are geographically close and
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Sahara (Boudot et al., 2013). It is more frequent in
Egypt and adjacent areas of Asia Minor (Dijkstra
& Lewington, 2006; Kalkman & Van Pelt, 2006;
Boudot et al., 2009). 

Trithemis kirbyi Selys, 1891 (Odonata Libellul-
idae) is widespread throughout Africa, except in
rainforest areas, and in Southern Asia up to India
(Dijkstra & Lewington, 2006; Boudot et al., 2009).
Unlike P. flavescens, T. kirbyi is not a regular long-
distance migrant, its movements being essentially
erratic; yet it has recently and rapidly expanded its
range northwards, spreading into south-western
Europe (Chelmick & Pickess, 2008; Cano-Villegas
& Conesa-García,  2009; Herrera-Grao et al., 2012;
Corso et al., 2012; Boudot et al., 2013; Obrégon-
Romero et al., 2013). Global warming is influen-
cing the distribution range of numerous species of
Odonata, causing northward expansions, while a
tendency towards an increasing range of move-
ments in their migratory patterns has noticed as well
(Ott, 2001, 2010; Dijkstra & Lewington, 2006;
Bernard et al., 2009; Vieira & Cordero-Rivera,
2015). Trithemis kirbyi was recorded for the first
time in Sardinia in 2003 (Holuša, 2008). 

Corso et al. (2012) briefly reported first records
of P. flavescens for Italy and of T. kirbyi for the
small Sicilian islands, in view of the present, more
detailed report. All the records of the two species
for Sicilian Channel islands and Sicily, updated to
November 2016, are herewith listed and discussed.

MATERIAL AND METHODS 

The study area, shown in figure 1 and figure 2,
is represented by: 

1) The Pelagie Islands (Isole Pelagie), three
small islands - Lampedusa, Linosa, and Lampione
- located in the middle of the Sicilian Channel,
south of Sicily, halfway between Malta and Tunisia.
Geographically and geologically one part of the
archipelago (Lampedusa and Lampione) belongs to
the African plateau, while Linosa is a volcanic
island; politically and administratively the islands
fall within the Sicilian province of Agrigento and
represent the southernmost part of Italy. The largest
island is Lampedusa, about 20 km²; the second
largest island is Linosa, while the smallest is
the uninhabited Lampione. The vegetation on
Lampedusa and Lampione is exceedingly low
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records from these areas are closely associated with
the patterns affecting Sicily and Pelagie islands.
Most of the records here reported refer to netted or
photographed specimens. However, some concern
field observations only, since P. flavescens and T.
kirbyi are strong, fast fliers, often quite shy and
difficult to catch or approach. Fortunately, both are
locally unmistakable, so that their field identifica-

tion is easy and reliable (Dijkstra & Lewington,
2006).   When netted, the specimens were photo-
graphed in the hand in four different positions - side
view, from below, from above and a close up of
secondary genitalia. To photograph the specimens
we used a digital SLR camera with a 18–70 mm
lens. Only a few voucher specimens were collected,
currently housed in the private collections of two of
the authors (AC and MP). 

RESULTS

Corso et al. (2012) report the first Italian records
of P. flavescens from the Pelagie on October 2012,
with no further details. A detailed list of records is
herewith provided. 

Lampedusa: 1 ex. (sex?), Cala Morta, 27.X.2012.
Linosa: 1 male, 28.X.2012; 1 male, 5.XI.2012; 13
exx. (mostly males), 6.XI.2012; 3 exx. (sex?),
7.XI.12; 8 exx. (mostly males), 8.XI.2012; 2 exx.
(sex?), 11.XI.2012 (Figs. 3–5). Both males and
females, the formers more abundant, were recorded;
all individuals were apparently immature, none of
the males showing bright red coloration. Only 1
male, on 6.XI.2012, was collected, and is currently
housed in MP collection (Figs. 4, 5). In the fol-
lowing years, P. flavescens was regularly recorded
on Linosa. At least 15 exx. were noticed from
20.X.2013 to mid XI.2013; at least 8 from late
X.2014 to mid XI.2014;  in 2015, 1 male was seen
on 27.X, 1 on 28.X and 1 on 3.XI; in 2016, only 1
(sex?) on 22.X. Sicily mainland (Fig. 2): the first
confirmed record concerns 1 male, Pantano (=
marsh) Cuba (Siracusa province), 36°42’27.10”N
15°1’30.40”E, 2.XII.2012, AC (MP coll.). In the
following years, further individuals were observed:
1 male, Siracusa, 37°6’37.34”N 15°13’43.28”E,
15.X.2014; 1 male, near Trapani, 37°59’34.18”N
12°31’9.52”E, 20.X.2014; 1 male, near Mazara
del Vallo (Trapani province), 37°39’44.25”N
12°32’2.06”E, 18.X.2014; 1 male, Siracusa, in the
very same site of the 2014 record, a mall parking
area, 19.X.2016 (all by AC). Although the repeated
observations on the said parking area may appear
surprising at first, the warm asphalted ground could
actually prove attractive to wandering individuals. 

Because of their relevance to the study area, ob-
servations by AC at Djerba island (Gulf of Gabès,
Tunisia) are also reported. At least 20 specimens

Figure 1. The study area in the Centre of Mediterranean
Basin, red circles showing the observations (and/or literature
data) sites.

Figure 2. Map of Sicily showing the areas where Pantala
flavescens was recorded during this study. 
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Figure 3. First photographically documented record of Pantala flavescens for Italy, concerning an immature male observed
at Linosa Island, Pelagie (Agrigento province, Sicily) on 18.X.2012 (M. Viganò/MISC). Figures 4, 5. The only specimen
collected of P. flavescens in Italy up to date - 1 male netted at Linosa Island, Pelagie, on 6.XI.2012 (M. Viganò/MISC).
Figures 6, 7. The first Trithemis kirbyi ever photographed alive in the field for Italy, at Linosa Island, Pelagie,  on 16.X.2013
(Igor Maiorano/MISC). Figure 8. A mature female of P. flavescens collected in the Sinai desert, Egypt, October 2009, during
massive migration, for comparison (A. Corso/MISC). Figure 9. An immature male of P. flavescens collected in the Sinai
desert, Egypt, October 2009, during massive migration, for comparison (A. Corso/MISC).
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(mostly males) were observed on 30.IX.2010,
around the water treatment ponds of El Kantara
(33°41’52.48”N 10°56’25.45”E), probably the best
site for Odonata in the entire island (AC, unpubl.).

In the Maltese Archipelago, the species was re-
corded in the summer 2013 with three specimens
observed/collected (Degabriele, 2014). It is to be
stressed that no reason seems to exist, for which
migratory P. flavescens should not occur also on
Pantelleria. Lack of records may only result from
no researcher presence on the island during the
suitable period. 

As for T. kirbyi, Corso et al. (2012) provided the
second record for Italy, after the first from Sardinia
in 2003 (Holuša, 2008), and the first regional one,
of a pair observed on Lampedusa, Capo Grecale,
20.X.2012. Subsequent records were obtained.
Lampedusa: 1 male observed, Albero Sole,
35°31’40.41”N 12°32’20.04”E, 6.XI.2014. Linosa:
at least 6 specimens (3 males, 3 females)
35°52’10.65”N 12°51’49.77”E, 16–20.X.2013, 3 of
which (2 males, 1 female) were collected (Figs. 6,
7, AC and MP collections).

CONCLUSIONS 

The Pelagie islands are the only European area
where the highly migratory P. flavescens was recor-
ded regularly through more years (Corso et al.,
2012; Buczyński et al., 2014). During this study, up
to about 30 specimens were noticed - mostly col-
lected or photographed - on Linosa and Lampedusa
every autumn, since the first records by Corso et al.
(2012). Some records were also obtained in Sicily
mainland, in December 2012 and again in autumn
2014 and 2016. The species was recently recorded
also in the Maltese Archipelago (Degabriele, 2014).
Upon future studies, P. flavescens very likely will
prove a regular migrant also here, and on Pantelleria
as well. Although the species is a regular migrant
also in Sicily mainland, where no doubt a number
of suitable biotopes exists, there is at present no
evidence of breeding in Italy; this also will be the
target of future studies. Trithemis kirbyi is wide-
spread and rather common throughout North Africa
(Dijkstra & Lewington, 2006; Boudot et al., 2009,
2013) and is at present rapidly spreading in Spain
as well (Chelmick & Pickess, 2008; Herrera-Grao
et al., 2012; Obrégon-Romero et al., 2013); yet it

has only occasionally been recorded in the Sicilian
Channel islands, precisely in the Pelagie (Corso et
al., 2012), while no record for Sicily mainland cur-
rently does exist.  
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