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Species Profile 18 

The Common Whitetail (Plathemis lydia)

Family: Libellulidae 

 

A male Common Whitetail showing the white pruinosity of an older dragonfly.  
Also, note the wear on the abdomen where some of the white has been worn away.  

This is a sign that he has mated.  

I’ve never really been fond of the name “common” being given to any species as no matter 
what intent the various naming committees may have had, the name can’t help but make 
you think of something mundane or even boring. The Common Whitetail is neither. This 
dragonfly can be quite stunning, especially the fully mature male. The dark body and 
contrasting white abdomen really make this skimmer stand out though “common” he may 
be. The female is more subtly coloured (as is often the case) but she is still an attractive 
creature, with twelve dark wing markings (more on that later). 
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This species should be familiar to anyone who spends any amount of time outdoors near 
wetlands. Often the most dominant species on their territory, they spend a great deal of 
time chasing and being chased by other species. They are usually found in the same places 
as another large skimmer, the Twelve-spotted Skimmer (Libellula pulchella), and these 
two species have ongoing fights for water rights. Harm rarely comes to either in these 
exchanges.  

 
For such a boldly 
marked species, they 
tend to perch where 
they are quite visible. 
They show a definite 
preference for sitting 
on the ground and  
on rocks, even when 
the rocks are quite 
warm in the sun. 
Inconspicuous  
they are not!  
 
 
 

 Female Common 
Whitetail. Note the 
twelve dark wing 
markings. 

 
I spend a lot of time in the 
summer on the same trails 
and one can mark the 
passage of the weeks with 
their first appearance, the 
height of their abundance, 
and the gradual decline in 
their numbers. I always find 
it a bit jarring to be out on  
a trail where I’ve had them 
in numbers earlier, and 
there are none to be seen. 
As someone who misses 
dragonflies when the cooler 
weather and the long dark 
days set in, I always  
remind myself to enjoy  
any dragonfly sighting. 
Common or not, I always 
take the time to admire 
these beauties. 

 

 
A younger male Common Whitetail that has not developed 

the full pruinosity of the more mature male. 
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ID Hints  

Male 

1. Distinct, broad black patches in the middle of the wings 
2. Short, stout body 

o In older males, there’s pruinosity on the abdomen that  
becomes very white 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Female 

1. Wings with black markings, twelve in all: 
o On the upper part at the base 
o On the upper part at midpoint 
o At the tip 

2. Irregular white markings down the side of the abdomen 
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When and Where to Look for Common Whitetails 
 
The Common Whitetail has a fairly long flight season in our region; they usually 
show up in late May and can linger into September. They are at their most numerous 
in June and July, when they are often the most common dragonfly in some habitats. 
They wane noticeably in August.  
 
Common Whitetails are fairly widespread in our region. They can be found in  
a variety of habitats, but generally prefer ponds and lake edges that are a bit on  
the quiet side with slow moving waters. They can often be found on trails adjacent  
to water bodies where they will sit and sun themselves on the warm ground. I’ve 
seen them on gravel roads, bike paths and even railroad beds. They show a definite 
preference for perching on light coloured rocks or logs. Having said that, they are 
rather widespread so one really doesn’t have to search too hard for them. 
 

 
Common Whitetails are very fond of perching on rocks. 

Possible Confusables 

The species most likely to be confused with the Common Whitetail is the Twelve-
spotted Skimmer. While males of both species are distinct, the females are quite  
similar. Over the years, I’ve noticed that many people mistake the two and a lot of the 
misidentifications are due to the Twelve-spotted Skimmer’s name. This species does 
indeed have twelve dark spots, as does the female whitetail. Luckily there a few easy 
ways to tell them apart.  
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Possible Confusables - continued 

First, the Twelve-spotted Skimmer has a continuous yellow marking running 
alongside the abdomen broken only by the thin line marking the abdominal 
segments. The whitetail has a series of white markings of irregular shape down 
the side of the abdomen.  

Another way to differentiate 
them is by perch selection. 
While you will see the 
Common Whitetail perched in 
vegetation, they do show a 
preference for perching on 
logs, rocks and quite often, on 
the ground. In some places 
where they are quite common, 
you can walk down a 
woodland trail and scare up 
dozens of them as they rest on 
the bare ground. Twelve-
spotted Skimmers, on the 
other hand, always take a 
perch on vegetation or sticks; 
I really cannot count an 
instance of one ever sitting on 
the ground for any more than 
the briefest of moments.  

Another species that a novice 
could mistake for the 
Common Whitetail might  
be the Widow Skimmer 
(Libellula luctuosa). The 
male of both species can  
have a white abdomen and 
bold black wing patches.  
The Widow Skimmer though 
has the black patches starting 
at the base of the wings and 
the abdomen will never attain 
the whiteness of the mature 
male Common Whitetail.  

A male Widow Skimmer.  
Though the male of this 
species does show some  
pruinosity on the abdomen, it will never be as white as a whitetail. Note also that  
the black wing patches are at the base of the wings, and that there are white patches 
at midpoint. On a Common Whitetail, if there are any white patches, they will be on 
the hind wings only and a lot less prominent. 

A female Twelve-spotted Skimmer shows a strong 
resemblance to the female Common Whitetail.  
Note the 12 dark wing markings and the yellow 
markings down the side of the abdomen. 
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