
Abstract
We studied the short- and longer-term colonization of newly planted alfalfa fields in 
Nagykovácsi, Hungary, applying suction sampling as the means of collecting spiders. In 
the short-term experiment spider colonization was monitored over a season on 20 sam-
pling occasions at 4 different distances (5–120 m) from the field edge, adjacent to a ma-
ture alfalfa field. The cumulative build-up of species richness showed equal rates every-
where on the field as the season progressed, suggesting that the edge and the middle of 
the field received an equal “propagule” load of species. However, spatio-temporal pat-
terns – records of spiders at given positions and dates – indicated that close to the field 
edge the yearly catch of spiders was twice as many as in the middle of the field, with a 
smooth gradient observable between these end-points, and that per date species richness 
was also higher at the edge. Longer-term succession was studied in a different experiment, 
also starting from newly planted alfalfa. Lasting for 6 years, we monitored spiders by col-
lecting them on six comparable occasions in each year, except for year 5. During this suc-
cessional process we observed a maximum curve of both species and specimen numbers. 
In this hump-shaped time-series the spider population increased in species number and 
population density during the first 3 years, but showed a weak but pronounced decline 
afterwards. This tendency was also reflected in the trajectory the spider community fol-
lowed in the ordination space and could not be attributed to yearly weather. We might 
speculate that ageing alfalfa is becoming less suitable for agrobionts over time, while this 
early stage of oldfield succession might not provide a suitable habitat for most natural 
spider species. In conclusion, while early steps of the succession are fast, the highest dens-
ity and most typical agricultural community needs 3–4 years to build up. Perennial fields 
are therefore important elements of an agricultural landscape, because with time they 
become richer source habitats for the colonization of annual or newly planted perennial 
fields.
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Fig. 1. Total number of spider individuals caught over the season in the newly planted “short-
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Fig. 2. Cumulative number of spiders (a) and of species (b) caught over the season at different 
distances from field edge. 



Fig. 3. Yearly changes of the spider assemblage in the alfalfa field of the “longer-term” experi-
ment. a)  number of spider individuals caught; b) number of spider species caught; c) The ratio of 
Linyphiidae within the Linyphiidae + Lycosidae complex; d) The ratio of individuals belonging to 
agrobiont species within the whole spider assemblage.
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Fig. 4. Bray-Curtis Ordination of the spider community in the given years of the “longer-term” 
study. The in the ordination analysis done by PC-Ord 4.0 (McCune & Mefford 1999) the relative 
Sorensen distance measure was used. The 1st axis represented 81.17%, the 2nd axis  8.92% of the 
variance.
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