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Mating Dance 
If you’ve ever hiked along a woodland stream on a warm spring day when the sun is 

low in the sky and the light is beginning to fade, you may have witnessed mating               

mayflies. These tiny creatures — some no bigger than a match head — swarm       

together, their translucent wings fluttering in a midair dance. Once mated, each      

female descends onto water, where she lays hundreds, or even thousands, of eggs. 

With her mission to bring new life into the world now complete, she dies. Without any 

mouth parts, fully mature adult mayflies, called spinners, cannot eat, and so most live 

but a single day. That’s why they have the insect order Ephemeroptera, which in   

Latin means “briefly winged.” 

 

Preparing to Take Flight 

It’s a day that is a long time in the making. Mayfly eggs hatch within minutes, days, 

or weeks. As nymphs, they usually spend a year in their freshwater ecosystem,              

feasting on algae as well as the leaves, branches, and other   plant debris broken 

down by bacteria and other decomposers. Some mayfly species eat other insects, but 

most only eat plants. Plant eaters are called herbivores. “Herb” is from the Latin 

word meaning “plant,” and “vorus ” is from the Latin word meaning “devour.” As 

nymphs, mayflies undergo a series of molts. This is when they shed their             

exoskeletons. On the eve of mating day, they emerge from the surface of the                     

water and use their newly appeared wings to fly to a resting spot on land. The   

next day, they molt once more and fly to the swarm site. 

 

An Alarm Bell 
Mayflies are highly sensitive to pollution and other changes in their environment. 

When they are missing or few in number, it is a warning that a stream isn’t healthy 

enough for mayflies to live there. Scientists at Stroud Water Research Center           

monitor the presence or absence of aquatic macroinvertebrates like mayflies in 

streams and rivers throughout the world. In doing so, they have made important 

discoveries like the River Continuum Concept, which looks at a river and its                            

surrounding watershed as an interconnected system. This concept recognizes that 

the changes that happen on land and upstream have an impact on what happens                            

downstream. 

 

Forests for Fresh Water 
A common cause of unhealthy freshwater ecosystems is a lack of trees and other 

plants along the banks, in an area called the riparian zone. Trees not only provide an 

important food source for mayflies and other species. They also keep streams cool by 

shading the water. They filter pollution like nitrogen, phosphorus, and sediment that 

can wash off roads and fields into streams when it rains. And they reduce flooding. 
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After mating, female mayflies like this 

one extrude a ball of eggs while      

hovering over the stream. When the 

ball is complete, they drop to the water 

surface and release it. 

Adult male mayflies have 

greatly enlarged eyes, which 

they use to locate females in 

the mating swarms.  

Many mayflies swarm around dusk. This 

species flies over the stream until dark.  

A stream in Delaware with a healthy 

riparian forest on its banks.  
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Answers on the bottom of next page... 



Township Road Name Grant Amount 



I participated in the first NTIEC Wyoming County AG Camp. I helped coordi-

nate the Wednesday Itinerary at the Steve and Tina Henning Organic Dairy 

Farm. Also, I gave a presentation on Invasive vs. Native plant species and their 

impact on Agriculture. The high school students were very receptive to the days 

program of events, and were eager to discuss the impacts of invasive species on 

the farm. There were many hands-on activities such as suiting up and getting 

close to the bees, while Steve opened up one of the hives. Then taking the honey 

out of the hive, placing the contents in the extractor and viewing how it is                

collected and put into jars. Also, the students helped unload hay off of the wagon, 

enjoyed a wagon ride to go to a pasture field and collect soil samples to be sent 

out for analysis. We picked berries while viewing the blackberry and raspberry               

bushes. Saw the dairy herd and milking parlor and learned how Steve Junior got 

his welding certification and built the stainless steel parlor stalls saving                   

thousands of dollars for the family business. The students learned the process of 

becoming an organic farm as compared to a traditional farm. It was a great 

program and I was glad to be a part of it! 



UNTIL NEXT TIME WITH CONSERVATION COMMENTS... 


