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The severe degradation of grassland ecosystems in South Africa has necessitated the
development of rapid assessment and monitoring methods, a task to which Buschke
and Seaman (2011) have responded promptly. Their paper tests the use of functional
feeding groups (FFG) as taxonomic surrogates for family-level dynamics in terrestrial
arthropods, and concludes that “for rapid monitoring and snap-shot assessments, FFG
could be used as a reliable taxonomic surrogate” (ibid.: 217). However, I contest this
conclusion, and present three counter-arguments based on practical, technical and theoretical viewpoints. I also argue that the concept of biodiversity surrogacy, although
dismissed by the authors, is possibly the most plausible solution.
Firstly, the idea that using FFG instead of family-level data will ease the taxonomic
burden and expedite the assessment process is not necessarily true. The authors concede that “taxonomic surrogacy … implies that the same amount of information …
FDQEHREWDLQHGXVLQJDVLPSOHUPHWKRGRORJ\´ LELG +RZHYHU))*FODVVL¿FD
WLRQLVQRVLPSOHUWKDQIDPLO\OHYHOLGHQWL¿FDWLRQDQGPD\DFWXDOO\LQYROYHH[WUDZRUN
)DPLO\OHYHO LGHQWL¿FDWLRQ LV WKH PLQLPXP UHTXLUHPHQW LQ RUGHU WR DVVLJQ ))* DW
OHDVWLQVWUHDPHFRV\VWHPV LQZKLFKWKH))*FRQFHSWZDV¿UVWGHYHORSHG DOWKRXJK
JHQHULFOHYHOLVDGYLVHG 0HUULWW &XPPLQV ,QIDFWIRUDTXDWLFLQVHFWOLNH&KL
URQRPLGDH DQG %DHWLGDH IDPLO\OHYHO LGHQWL¿FDWLRQ LV LQDGHTXDWH EHFDXVH GLIIHUHQW
genera belong to different FFG. Kaiser et al. (2009) provide empirical evidence to
VXSSRUWP\DVVHUWLRQWKDWDVVLJQLQJ))*LVQRWTXLFNHURUVLPSOHUWKH\FRQFOXGHWKDW
³WKHPHWKRGSURYHGWREHWHGLRXVDQGWKHLGHQWL¿FDWLRQRILQVHFWVWD[LQJ´6RLIWKH
VDPHHIIRUWLVXVHGWRDVVLJQ))*DQGWRJHWIDPLO\OHYHOLGHQWL¿FDWLRQVWKHQXVLQJ
FFG brings no advantages.
Secondly, I doubt that “many orders and/or superfamilies only have one feeding
style” (Buschke & Seaman 2011: 219). The assignment of FFG is complicated and,
at times, controversial, at least in South African stream ecosystems (King et al. 1988;
Palmer et al. 1996). Some taxa may have too variable a diet to be assigned to only one
FFG; in some cases adults & larvae have different FFG, while some taxa belong to
different FFG in different parts of the world. For example, the family Baetidae is more
functionally diverse (including both predators and shredders) in the Afrotropics than
in temperate regions (Boulton et al. 2008). There is no empirical evidence to show
WKDWDVVLJQPHQWRIWHUUHVWULDODUWKURSRGVWR))*LVDQ\HDVLHUTXLFNHUDQGOHVVFRQ
troversial and, given the paucity of research on FFG in many terrestrial arthropods, I
am not convinced that FFG can be readily rolled out for rapid assessment of grassland
ecosystems. Moreover, the authors themselves (Buschke & Seaman 2011: 219) concede
that “many of the FFG are strictly not feeding groups”. In the light of this concession,
it would have been necessary for the authors to show how they assigned individual
taxa to the different FFG and also to give the attribute(s) on which the FFG were baVHG HJGLHWIRRGDFTXLVLWLRQEHKDYLRXUIRRGDYDLODELOLW\PRXWKPRUSKRORJ\JXW
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content, etc. :LWKRXWVXFKLQIRUPDWLRQLWLVGLI¿FXOWWRDFFHSWRUMXGJHWKHWHFKQLFDOLW\
of their study.
Thirdly, there is virtually no theoretical framework supporting the concept of FFG
in grassland arthropod communities. The FFG concept was developed to explain the
changes or response of stream invertebrate communities to spatio-temporal changes
in food sources (Vannote et al. 1980), not for the ecological assessment of stream
conditions. Interestingly, even though the concept of FFG has been intensively studied
in stream environments, it has proved unreliable for rapid bioassessments of stream
ecosystems (e.g. Palmer et al. 1996). Given the incomplete understanding of FFG in
terrestrial settings, it is inconceivable that FFG can be reliably used to assess the ecological integrity of this system. Furthermore, as far as I am aware there have been
no empirical studies to show that FFG are responsive to the kind of perturbations
(e.g. habitat fragmentation or degradation) that one might wish to assess in grassland
HFRV\VWHPV )XQGDPHQWDO TXHVWLRQV VWLOO QHHG WR EH DQVZHUHG QDPHO\   ZKDW LV
WKHVLJQL¿FDQFHRIDQLQFUHDVHRUGHFUHDVHRIFHUWDLQ))*RWKHUWKDQLQUHVSRQVHWR
changes in food input?, and (2) which FFG are sensitive to disturbances? – as is the
case, for example, in the South African Scoring System (Dickens & Graham 2002).
*LYHQWKDWWHUUHVWULDOIRRGZHEVDUHPRUHFRPSOH[WKDQDTXDWLFRQHV,VXVSHFWWKDW
the response of FFG in grassland ecosystems might be not as linear and predictable as
LQVWUHDPHQYLURQPHQWV±DQGSUHGLFWDELOLW\LVDNH\UHTXLUHPHQWLQUDSLGDVVHVVPHQW
programs.
Lastly, the authors argue that they did not test biodiversity surrogacy but taxonomic
surrogacy (Buschke & Seaman 2011). It is probably better to invest in biodiversity
surrogacy, whereby limited resources are spent on better understanding the dynamics
of a selected few taxa, and then to use that information to make inferences about community-wide dynamics. The concept of FFG is relatively new in grassland ecosystems,
and it will be many years before it can be applied reliably. Instead, focusing on a few
VHOHFWHG WD[D JXDUDQWHHV WKDW RQH FDQ EH UHODWLYHO\ FRQ¿GHQW DERXW VRPHWKLQJ HJ
focal taxa), whereas when using taxonomic surrogacy everything is speculative. My
conviction is also supported by Kaiser et al. (2009), who tested the use of FFG in assessing South African grassland ecosystems and recommended focusing on selected
taxa rather than the whole community. Incidentally, my view and that of Kaiser et al.
(2009) are in line with the conclusions of other arthropod assessment studies from
other terrestrial systems in the country (Uys et al. 2010; McGeoch et al. 2011).
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