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sitting vertically on the shady side of a grass or other plant
stem in the middle of a hot afternoon. In sparse vegetation,
grasshoppers will climb any available plant to get away from
the hot ground and will then face the sun so that only their
head is exposed to the direct sunlight, minimizing exposure
of the rest of their body. Some species will also fly to cool
themselves off. On calm days they will mill around just
above the tops of the grasses, but on windy days these
flights, whether to cool off or to search for new feeding
areas, can add up to distances of several miles or more 
throughout a season.

Few people realize that grasshoppers have a variety of
ways to communicate with each other. First, like crickets,
they can make sounds by rubbing their hind legs against 
the side of their abdomen. In addition, they can rapidly flex
and snap their hind wings while flying, a process called
crepitation, which can make a loud, rattling sound. Each
species produces unique sounds and they can communicate a
number of messages this way. Finally, grasshoppers employ
a number of visual signals, including rubbing their legs
against their wings, tipping, shaking or stomping their legs,
and flashing their wings. In this way they can attract and 
recognize mates, ward off an unwanted suitor and defend
territories or food sources.

While grasshoppers have a poor reputation among many
people, only a small percentage of grasshopper species
actually cause us problems. In Nebraska, only 14 grasshopper
species are considered to be pests in rangeland and four

species in cropland. In reality, grasshoppers are a diverse 
and very important component of grassland ecosystems.
When they are abundant, they can play a major role in 
nutrient cycling, particularly in grasslands with no cattle or
other large vertebrate grazers. In addition, because of their
size and abundance, grasshoppers are a critical food source
for many grassland nesting birds, including popular game
species such as prairie chickens, bobwhite quail and 
ring-necked pheasants. They are also eaten by a diversity 
of other predators, everything from insects to mammals.  

Because grasshoppers eat the same plants we feed
ourselves and our livestock, there will probably always 
be conflicts of interest between us. On the other hand, they
are an essential part of native grasslands in our state. It’s
easy to simply lump all grasshoppers into the category of
pests, but as with any other stereotyping exercise, that 
whitewashes over the incredible diversity among the group.
Not all Texans wear ten-gallon hats,
and not all grasshoppers destroy fields
and pastures. In fact, some of each can
be downright interesting and worth
having around.  ■
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In Defense of
Grasshoppers
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Their diversity and complexity make them an
important component of grassland ecosystems.

Grasshoppers are a much maligned insect species.
Though a few species have adapted very well to
row crop agriculture and have become serious
pests, most are much less sinister and play
important roles in the functioning of grassland

ecosystems. Of the 400 known grasshopper species in the
western United States, only about 20 are considered pests.
While they can rival cattle and bison for the amount of

forage they eat on a per acre basis, if you see grasshoppers
only as eating machines and potential competition for other
animals (including cattle), you’re overlooking a much more
complex and fascinating story.

The story starts with eggs, of course. Grasshopper eggs 
are typically laid in clusters in shallow holes in the soil. 
The soil temperature determines whether the eggs hatch 
right away or stay dormant. Many grasshopper species 
overwinter as eggs and begin growing when soil temperatures
warm up in the spring. When the embryos hatch and make
their way to the surface, they then have to lie on their back
or side and squirm out of their embryonic membrane. During
this period they are extremely vulnerable to predation,
especially by ants. Once they shed the membrane, however,
the nymphs, as they are now called, can stand and hop. They
look just like tiny adult grasshoppers at this stage, but with
shorter antennae and no wings. Over the next couple of
months the nymphs will molt up to a half dozen times,
shedding their skin and emerging each time as larger, more
developed nymphs, until they finally reach adulthood and
have fully developed wings and sexual organs.

Regardless of their stage in life, grasshoppers are voracious
eaters. Every grasshopper species has unique feeding
preferences – some feed up high in the vegetation, while
others rarely leave the ground. Some species eat a wide
variety of plant types, while others are very selective. Either
way, grasshoppers have sensitive organs on the tips of their
antennae with which they can test a leaf before eating it to
decide whether it is the right species of plant or even if the
leaf is at the right growth stage to provide good nutrition.
Most tend to eat mainly young green leaves and avoid older
leaves, but some ground-dwelling grasshoppers will eat older
leaves, including those felled by other grasshoppers.

Besides eating, the other critical part of a grasshopper’s
daily life, as with other insects, is thermoregulation. Because
they are ectothermic (cold-blooded), grasshoppers have to
constantly regulate their body temperature by changing their
location. When the air temperature is cool, they find sunny
places to feed or rest. When the day grows very hot, they
have several strategies to keep cool. Sitting in the shade is
one obvious technique, and you can often see grasshoppers

For some farmers and ranchers, this is the face of destruction,
but the true role of grasshoppers is much less ominous.

The pallid-winged grasshopper (Trimerotropis pallidipennis) has pale, mottled coloration that causes them to blend in 
well with their habitat – such as this Platte River sandbar near Kearney.


