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Introduction

This is the first contribution of a two-part series. 

The first part deals with leafhoppers that only 

occur in the Grassland Biome of South Africa. The 

second part will deal with the grass-feeding leafhop-

per component that is widely distributed throughout 

Southern Africa and the Afrotropical Region. The aim 

is to provide some information as well as an aes-

thetic view of some of these leafhoppers.

Leafhoppers are sap-sucking insects, which feed 

on grass or shrubs and trees, and occasionally on 

both Monocotyledons and Dicotyledons. They are 

found throughout the temperate and tropical regions 

of the world. Some species have a cosmopolitan 

distribution, and some are pests or vectors of plant 

viruses and phytoplasmas. They have an incomplete 

metamorphosis and have various host associa-

tions varying from very wide to very narrow ranges. 

The distribution of grassland leafhoppers probably 

depends on host plant availability and condition, and 

other factors, such as suitable breeding conditions. 

All species have hind legs modified for jumping, and 

are covered with hairs that allow them to spread a 

secretion (brochosomes) over the body that acts as 

a water repellent and carrier of pheromones.

Some observations emerged after more than 10 

years of surveys of leafhoppers in grasslands in 

South Africa. There is a clear distinction between 

the species composition of grass-feeding leafhop-

per species associated with the Grassland Biome 

and those associated with grass in any other biome, 

especially the Savanna Biome. Leafhopper species 

in other biomes have a much wider distribution and 

usually have well developed wings. The species re-

stricted to the Grassland Biome often have short 

fore- and hind wings. Ecologists consider wing de-

velopment as a function of environmental conditions 

(Novotny 1994a, 1994b, 1995). In permanent habi-

tats leafhoppers tend to have short wings, and can 

spend more energy on reproduction. In temporary 

habitat leafhoppers tend to have long wings, and 

spend more energy on dispersal. Further reading on 

these and other ecological considerations is provid-

ed in an overview by Biedermann et al. 2005.

Some information on species richness of South-

ern African leafhoppers is provided by Theron (1985) 

who recorded 350 species. Stiller (2002) listed 200 

species in 53 genera from the Fynbos Biome, which 

is a great underestimation of the actual extent of the 

fauna. The reason for this underestimation is that 

very few plant species in families such as Asterace-

ae, Restionaceae (both 5 genera, about 30 species) 

and Fabaceae (13 genera, 16 species) were exam-

ined. The most recent estimate for the Grassland 

Biome (Stiller, 2009b) is 20 genera with 110 endemic 

species, and the Savanna Biome with 40 genera and 

200 species. 

Methods for collecting leafhoppers

Traditionally a sweepnet is used to collect speci-

mens from plants (Photo 1). However, other trapping 

methods such as pitfalls, pan traps and the mecha-

nized suction device (DVac™, and various converted 

home and garden suction machines) facilitate the 

collection process (Photo 2). Direct observation adds 

to the sweepnet method. A pooter or aspirator is a 

sucking device used to collect specimens out of the 
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net. Passive extraction involves putting the collected 

sample from the sweepnet or DVac into a box, or any 

dark container, with a window and attached collect-

ing vial. The vial contains alcohol, or other suitable 

fluid and the majority of insects make their way to 

the window, but instead of escaping, are caught in 

the fluid.

Examples of leafhoppers from the Grassland 

Biome

The most charismatic leafhoppers belong to the 

genus Drakensbergena (Photo 3 & 4). Their size is 

considered large, ranging from 4–11mm, and all 

species are short winged, without hind wings. Eigh-

teen species are known thus far mainly from high al-

titudes of the Drakensberg, as far as the Wolkberg 

(Limpopo and Mpumalanga Provinces), with most 

species having been recorded from KwaZulu-Natal 

Province and a few species from the Eastern Cape 

Province from localities such as the Stormberg. They 

have occasionally been collected in coastal grass-

land from localities such as Umtentweni (KwaZulu-

Natal) and Mkhambathi (Eastern Cape, Transkei) 

(Stiller, 2009a). Grasses such as Festuca spp and 

Merxmuellera spp are the feeding plants of some of 

these leafhoppers, but most have a wide range of 

host grasses. The dark colour forms of leafhoppers 

depicted here were associated with grass flush, and 

the pale brown form appeared to be more common 

on moribund grass (Stiller, 2009a).

The genus Elginus (Photo 5) was first discovered 

from the Fynbos Biome in the vicinity of Elgin in the 

Western Cape Province. A revision by Stiller (2009b) 

included 24 new species found mainly in the Grass-

land Biome (15 spp from Grassland, 8 spp in Fynbos, 

none in both biomes, one species marginally in the 

Savanna Biome). The species of this genus appear 

not to be as common as other grassland endemics, 

but are more widely distributed due to the full devel-

opment of their fore and hind wings. Grass hosts are 

better known for species from the Fynbos Biome, 

because it was easier to sample specific grasses. 

In the Grassland Biome the high species diversity of 

grasses has made it difficult to narrow down spe-

cific feeding plants or those on which they lay their 

eggs.
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A revision of Vilargus will be published soon. It 

consists of eight species, of which one is abundant 

and widely distributed in the in the Grassland Biome 

and occasionally in the Fynbos Biome, and the other 

species are known from a few records in the Grass-

land Biome, and found in a wide range of grassland 

habitats. 

Another genus presently under investigation is 

Pravistylus. It is by far the most common endemic 

of the Grassland Biome, with some species also 

found in the Fynbos Biome, and occasionally in both 

biomes. This genus contains 27 species, found in a 

wide range of grassland habitats. Of the two species 

with the widest distribution, one was recorded from 

Malawi and Kenya. These two species depict the 

greatest degree of full hind and fore-wing develop-

ment. Most of the other species with narrow distri-

butions have corresponding underdeveloped hind 

wings.

The undescribed genus is characterised by the 

four spots on the head. The four specimens are 

mainly known from KwaZulu-Natal Province, at 

high altitudes, and often collected on Merxmuellera 

species. However, a long series of specimens from 

the Mauchsberg Pass in Limpopo Province suggests 

that the species have a wider distribution, although 

no species have been found on the Drakensberg in 

Mpumalanga province.

Basutoia is probably a true grassland endemic 

with a patchy distribution probably as a result of fire. 

The limited available data on this genus does not 

provide enough insight in this regard. Tzitzikamaia 

are also clearly short winged, but still poorly known, 

and found in the Fynbos and Grassland Biomes, 

where they possibly feed on forbs in grasslands. 

A number of genera and species of which many 

are still undescribed. They belong to a primitive 

subfamily of leafhoppers, the Ledrinae. Some are 

distinctly dicotyledon-feeders, probably feeds as a 

nymph on roots inside ant or termite colonies.
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