
INSECTS THAT RESEMBLE 
MOSQUITOES 

 
 

GENERAL INFORMATION 
 
There are several insects that can easily be 
confused with mosquitoes.  Mosquitoes, gnats, 
midges, and other related species are classified 
in a large order of insects called Diptera (di = 2 
and ptera = wings).  Instead of the double pair 
of wings found on most winged insects, 
dipterans have one pair of wings used for flying 
and a pair of vestigial wings called halteres.  
The halteres act as stabilizers, working in 
conjunction with the wings. 
 
Some of the common mosquito-like insects tend 
to be nuisances only during certain times of the 
year (usually spring and fall) when large 
numbers of them emerge for short periods of 
time.  Because they do not bite, they constitute 
no public health concern.  Their abundance is 
often related to changes in weather. 
 
Compare the accompanying sketches, and you 
will be able to quickly notice the differences 
between mosquitoes and other dipterans. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
TYPICAL MOSQUITO 

 

 
 Bites using its proboscis 
 Wings longer than body 
 Always breeds in water 
 May carry diseases 

 
 
 

CHIRONOMID MIDGE 
 

 
 Cannot bite (no proboscis) 
 Body longer than wings 
 Develops in mud on bottoms of lakes 

and ponds 
 About the same size as mosquito 
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CRANE FLY 
 

 
 Cannot bite (proboscis, if present, 

unable to penetrate skin) 
 Flies very poorly, usually making 

“buzzing” sound 
 Develops in soil or water 
 Usually larger than mosquitoes 

 
 

FUNGUS GNAT 
 

 
 Cannot bite (no proboscis) 
 Has “spiny” legs 
 Develops in fungus or moist 

decaying vegetable matter 
 About same size as mosquito 
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INSECT NOTES 
 
CRANE FLIES 
 
Crane flies are very long-legged insects that 
usually resemble quite large mosquitoes. 
However, crane flies do not bite, and their size 
variability greatly exceeds that of any mosquito 
species.  Crane flies (Tipulidae) are the largest 
family of dipterans with about 12,000 species 
worldwide and nearly 1,500 species in North 
America.  Adults are especially common in 
damp areas where there is abundant vegetation 
such as woods, streams, and lakes.  Many 
species are attracted to lights.  Larvae typically 
occur in moist soil and decaying organic 
material in wooded areas.  Some crane fly 
larvae are aquatic. 
 
Crane flies have frequently been called 
“mosquito hawks”, with the assumption that 
they kill and eat mosquitoes.  This is not true.  
There are a number of predaceous insects that 
do eat mosquitoes, but crane flies lack the 
mouthparts necessary to attack and consume 
prey. 
 
FUNGUS GNATS 
 

These long-legged insects can easily be 
distinguished from mosquitoes by looking at 
their legs and wings.  The legs are equipped 
with spines, and they have very elongated 
coxae—the leg segments closest to the body.  
The wings are transparent and wider than the 
heavily scaled wings of mosquitoes.  Adults 
are common in dark places around damp, 
decaying vegetation.  Larvae live in and feed 

on fungi and other plant material.  Some are 
predators.  This family is large with over 600 
species in North America.  Fungus gnats are 
usually seen in the spring when warm 
temperatures follow periods of rain. 
 
MIDGES 
 
Midges are small dipterans that often occur in 
large swarms and are commonly attracted to 
lights.  They can easily be mistaken for 
mosquitoes, but they do not bite.  Upon close 
observation when midges are at rest, their 
distinguishing features are apparent.  They 
have no mouthparts, and the wings are shorter 
than the abdomen.  Midges are commonly 
associated with ponds, lakes, and water 
impoundments where their larvae live in the 
mud at the bottom. 
 

For More Information, Contact: 

Santa Clara County 
Vector Control District 

1580 Berger Dr., San Jose, CA 95112 
408-918-4770 / 800-675-1155 

FAX 408-298-6356 
www.sccvector.org 
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