
Saltmarsh mosquitoes 
What are they?  
Mosquitoes are a special kind of fly. Like their house fly cousins, they have only one pair of 
functioning wings. Their smaller hind wings help them balance as they fly. But the larger front 
wings are the ones that allow them to fly.  

Mosquitoes also have some characteristics that make them different from other flies. For example, 
their wings have scales and their legs are long.  

Saltmarsh mosquitoes are one kind of mosquito that can be found throughout the Chesapeake 
Bay region.  

What do they look like?  
Saltmarsh mosquitoes are medium-sized mosquitoes. They grow to be between 1/8 and ¼ inch 
long. Their bodies are golden brown in color.  

Both male and female mosquitoes have antennas, or feelers they use to explore their 
environment. The males have feathery antennas. The females have thread-like antennas. Both 
have smoky gray wings. However, females have spots on their wings. Female mosquitoes also 
have a special body part that they use to draw blood from animals (especially humans.) It’s called 
a proboscis, and it looks like a sharp, thin tube.  

Even though they appear to be very delicate, saltmarsh mosquitoes are very hardy creatures. They have been around for over 30 
million years.  

Where can you find them? 
Saltmarsh mosquitoes prefer to live near the part fresh and part salt water (brackish water) of the Chesapeake Bay region. They can 
also be found all along the coast of the Atlantic Ocean.  

How do they behave? 
Like other insects, saltmarsh mosquitoes go through several stages of development during their lives.  

Saltmarsh mosquitoes lay their eggs throughout the salt marshes in a variety of places. Pools or puddles of water are favorite places. 
Because these places often dry up, the saltmarsh mosquito eggs hatch and develop in a short period of time—sometimes as short as 
four to five days. These mosquitoes also lay eggs on land areas that will become flooded.  

The eggs hatch into mosquito larvae. Some people call the larvae wigglers. Wigglers hang in the water, breathing through an air tube, 
or siphon, connected to the water’s surface.  

After a short period of time, mosquito larvae turn in to pupae. They build a hard shell, like a butterfly’s cocoon. When they break out of 
the shell, they have changed into an adult. After their outer shell dries and becomes hard, they are ready to fly off.  

The first task adult saltmarsh mosquitoes then face is to find a mate and continue the life cycle.  

All mosquitoes eat plant nectar, but the females need more protein to develop and lay their eggs. They use many clues—sensing heat, 
certain chemicals such as lactic acid, and movement—to find that protein: blood from an animal. The female injects her proboscis in the 
skin of the victim. Chemicals in her saliva prevent the victim’s blood from clotting. The females continue to feed until they are full.  

This feeding process can be very painful for the victim. The chemicals in the females’ saliva can also cause the victim to itch for several 
days. However, there is another greater danger in this process. Mosquitoes feed on animal as well as human blood. The diseases they 
pick up from one can be transferred to the other. For example, if a mosquito feeds on a bird that has West Nile virus, she can transfer it 
to the next animal—or human—she bites. That is the way this disease was recently introduced into the United States.  
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What do they eat? 
Saltmarsh mosquitoes need sugar for energy, and both males and females find it in 
plant nectar, fruit juices, and other plant liquids.  

Only female mosquitoes can draw the blood they need to develop and lay eggs.  

What eats them?  
Mosquitoes form an important part of the food webs throughout the Chesapeake Bay 
region. Mosquitofish, dragonflies, song birds, waterfowl, ants, spiders, frogs, snails, 
toads, jellyfish and many kinds of fish all eat mosquitoes.  

Creature Feature 
The word mosquito means “little fly” in Spanish. North Americans first used this term in 1583 to describe these pests. Before that, 
Europeans had called them “gnats.”  
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