
True Bug
Order: Hemiptera
Maximum size: Up to 150 mm
Description: True bugs have
piercing mouth parts and can
vary in shape from elongated
and boat-shaped to leaf-like.
Habitat: Found among plants,
on the water surface, or
swimming freely in still to
slow-moving waters.

Moth
Order: Lepidoptera
Maximum size: Up to 20 mm
Description: Moths have fleshy
bodies, often covered with simple
or multiple branched gills, and
have a hard-shelled head. They
build portable cases with plant
material or permanent silk 
cases attached to rocks.
Habitat: Found among plants in
slow-moving waters and on rocks
in fast-moving waters.

Water Slater or Sow Bug
Order: Isopoda
Maximum size: Up to 20 mm
Description: Water slaters or
sow bugs are flattened from 
top to bottom and resemble 
the garden slater.
Habitat: Found in still to 
slow-moving waters.

Dragonfly and
Damselfly Nymph 
Order: Odonata
Maximum size: Up to 50 mm
Description: Dragonfly and
damselfly nymphs have
extendable mouth parts.
Dragonfly nymphs have a
stocky build. Damselfly
nymphs are narrow and
elongated with three 
gill structures extending
from the tail.
Habitat: Found on plants,
among rocks and leaf
litter or burrowing into the
sediments of the stream
bed, in a variety of flow
conditions.

Side Swimmer or Scud
Order: Amphipoda
Maximum size: Up to 25 mm 
Description: Side swimmers or scuds have
short and narrow bodies. They have seven
pairs of walking legs, three small feathery
swimming legs and two pairs of antennae.
Habitat: Found in still to slow-moving
waters.

Freshwater Mussel 
Class: Bivalvia
Maximum size: Up to 180 mm
Description: Freshwater mussels
have paired hard shells (valves)
with a fleshy body between them.
Habitat: Found in or on sandy or
muddy stream beds.

Nematode 
Phylum: Nematoda
Maximum size: Up to 4 mm 
Description: Nematodes are 
very small, pale worms without
segments and can look translucent.
Habitat: Found anywhere with
sufficient moisture.

Fly Larva
Order: Diptera
Maximum size: Up to 30 mm
Description: Fly larvae vary
considerably in body structure.
Larvae are usually thin and
elongated with stubby 
legs or no legs.
Habitat: Found
swimming
freely, or living on
rocks, plants and in
the stream bed, in
a variety of flow
conditions.
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Flatworm
Class: Turbellaria
Maximum size: Up to 20 mm
Description: Flatworms are flat,
thin, slow-moving worms with
two simple eye spots.
Habitat: Found gliding over
rocks, wood and other parts 
of the stream bed, in a variety 
of flow conditions.

Segmented Worm
Class: Oligochaeta
Maximum size: Up to 30 mm 
Description: Segmented worms
look like ordinary earthworms
but are thinner and smaller.
Habitat: Found in soft sediment,
rich in organic matter.

Hydra
Class: Hydrozoa
Maximum size: Up to 30 mm 
Description: Hydras have a
simple sack-like body with a
mouth encircled by tentacles.
Habitat: Found attached 
to rocks, plants or wood,
often in colonies.

Leech
Class: Hirudinea
Maximum size: Up to 20 mm
Description: Leeches are 
soft-bodied animals made
up of 32 segments with a
sucker on one or both ends.
Habitat: Found swimming
in the water, on plants or
the stream bed, in a
variety of flow conditions.

Freshwater Snail
Class: Gastropoda
Maximum size: Up to 25 mm
Description: Snails are 
soft-bodied animals enclosed in
a hard, protective, coiled shell.
Habitat: Found on plants and
rocks, in a variety of flow
conditions.
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Water Mite
Order: Acarina
Maximum size: Up to 5 mm
Description: Mites usually have
simple rounded bodies with
eight legs.
Habitat: Found among 
plants, or on the stream 
bed, in slow-moving waters.

Beetle
Order: Coleoptera
Maximum size: Up to 35 mm
Description: Adult aquatic
beetles look similar to
terrestrial beetles, with
a hard-shelled body and
a streamlined shape.
Aquatic beetle larvae look
very different from adults
and can vary widely in
appearance. Larvae are
usually elongated with
well-developed legs.
Habitat: Found swimming
in water at all levels,
including the surface, or
living on the stream bed, in a
variety of flow conditions.

Freshwater Shrimp, Prawn,
Yabbie and Crayfish 
Order: Decapoda
Maximum size: Up to 400 mm
Description:
This group is distinguished by having
10 legs and stalked eyes. Crayfish and
yabbies have two robust claws
extending from the body.
Habitat: Shrimps and prawns are
found amongst plants and rocks.
Yabbies and crayfish burrow
amongst
rocks,
wood,
leaf
litter
and into
the stream
bed. This group
is often found in
slow-moving waters.

Stonefly Nymph
Order: Plecoptera
Maximum size: Up to 60 mm 
Description: Stonefly nymphs
have long antennae and two
thin tails. They often have gills
extending from their rear ends
between the tails.
Habitat: Found among rocks or
plants, in fast-moving waters.

Mayfly Nymph
Order: Ephemeroptera
Maximum size: Up to 25 mm
Description: Mayfly nymphs
have short antennae 
and three long thin tails.
They usually have gills 
along the sides of their bodies.
Habitat: Found on or under
rocks or among plants and leaf
litter, in a variety of flow
conditions.

Alderfly and Dobsonfly Larva
Order: Megaloptera
Maximum size: Up to 30 mm
Description: Alderfly and
dobsonfly larvae are robust
animals with a hard-shelled
head. Their bodies are fleshy
with long extensions on
either side.
Habitat: Found among 
rocks, in a variety of flow
conditions.

Caddisfly Larva 
Order: Trichoptera
Maximum size: Up to 25 mm
Description: Caddisfly larvae
look like caterpillars and often
build portable cases from 
fine sand grains, small sticks,
leaves, silk and algae. They can
also be caseless.
Habitat: Found among rocks,
plants, wood and leaf litter,
in a variety of flow 
conditions.

Freshwater macroinvertebrates or ‘water bugs’ are
animals that spend all or part of their lives in the
water – streams, rivers, ponds, wetlands and drains.
They are large enough to be seen without the aid of
a microscope or magnifying glass and have no
backbone.

To assist with environmental monitoring, water bugs
have been rated from 1 to 10 according to their
sensitivity to pollution. They are grouped into four
categories. The more sensitive a water bug is to
common types of pollution, the higher the number
assigned to it. The four categories are:

• very sensitive [10, 9 and 8]                 

• sensitive [6, 5 and 4]

• tolerant [3]       

• very tolerant [2 and 1]

It is important to note that water bugs vary in size
depending on their species and stage of
development. The water bugs that you collect may
therefore be smaller than the maximum size used in
this guide.

The colour of the water bugs may also vary.

For information on how to do a water bug survey
visit www.streamwatch.org.au
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