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An important problem in understanding the evolution of parasite host range is
determining the extent to which parasite fitness varies among host species and the
factors affecting that fitness variation. We present a detailed investigation on the
patterns of host use and successful parasitism of two dragonfly species by the
ectoparasitic water mite, Limnochares americana Lundblad. In our field surveys, we
found both species biases and sex biases in parasitism by mites, which appear explained
by differences in exposure. Differential habitat use by dragonflies helped explain male
biases in parasitism in both host species, but was not useful in explaining species biases
in parasitism. Species biases in parasitism may be explained by more subtle variation in
habitat use not explored in this study, or perhaps by differences in timing of emergence,
as we found for the two dragonfly species. Despite species differences in parasitism in
nature, we found that mites attached equally successfully to both dragonfly species
during experimental infestations. However, mites failed to engorge more often on the
dragonfly species less often used as a host in nature. This host species also was more
likely to have dead mites in natural infestations as compared to the other host species,
which was more often and more heavily parasitized. Our results are consistent with
previous research suggesting parasites are less successful on less often used hosts. Such
research has implications for understanding determinants of host range for animal
parasites.
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