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Abstract: Ecological intensification (EI) of agriculture through the improvement of ecosystem service
delivery has recently emerged as the alternative to the conventional intensification of agriculture that
is widely considered unsustainable and has negative impacts on the environment. Although tropical
agricultural landscapes are still heterogeneous, they are rapidly losing diversity due to agricultural
intensification. Restoration of natural or semi-natural habitats, habitat diversity, and provision of
multiple benefits have been identified as important targets for the transition to EI. Choosing the right
plant mixes for the restoration of habitats that can offer multiple ecosystem service benefits is therefore
crucial. The selection of candidate species for plant mixes is generally informed by studies focusing
on a specific ecosystem service (e.g., pollination) and not based on the whole arthropod—non-crop
plant interactions matrix. In this study, we try to identify non-crop plant mixes that would provide
habitat for pollinators, act as refugia for natural pest predators, and also as a trap crop for potential
crop pests by studying non-crop plants—arthropod interaction network. We have identified the
non-crop plant species mixes by first identifying the connector species based on their centrality in the
network and then by studying how their sequential exclusions affect the stability of the network.

Keywords: habitat restoration; sustainable agriculture; semi-natural habitat; tropical agricultural
landscape; connector species; ecological network

1. Introduction

Although high external input (HEI) driven intensification of agriculture or the “Green
Revolution agriculture” has been able to address the growing global demand for food
by improving productivity, the unsustainability of this production system is now well
established [1,2]. Among various negative impacts, agricultural intensification has emerged
as one of the largest drivers of global biodiversity loss and threatens 86% of species facing
extinction [3]. This massive loss of biodiversity also led to a degeneration of critical
ecosystem services that underpin the agroecosystems [4,5].

An alternative food production paradigm that will be able to cater to our long-term
food demand sustainably while keeping the ecological externalities at a minimum is
an urgent challenge. Among the various alternatives that have been developed over
the last few decades [6], ecological intensification (EI) has recently emerged as a major
alternative [7,8]. EI minimises negative environmental impacts on the agroecosystem while
matching the yield levels of conventional intensive farms by integrating and improving the
ecosystem service delivery through the restoration of biodiversity in agricultural landscapes
that was conventionally intensified before [6,9].
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Garibaldi et al. [8] has suggested ten major policy targets to facilitate the transition from
conventional to ecological intensification. Apart from the policy target of synthetic input
reduction, some of the defining targets include enhancement of above and below-ground
diversity, maintenance and restoration of natural or semi-natural habitats, enhancement
of habitat diversity, and the provision of multiple services. While an overall increase in
non-crop wild plant diversity in the landscape will be the key to achieving these targets,
the provision of multiple ecosystem services through such restoration is a key considera-
tion. Restoration strategies must identify and choose candidate species that can provide
multiple ecosystem services, including the regulating services, e.g., pollination and natural
pest control.

The creation of wilderness areas and floral strips to support pollinators and pollination
service has been part of the agricultural management policy in the Western temperate
countries where the landscape had become more homogeneous [6,10,11]. The impacts of
such habitat management on pollination service delivery are also well-reviewed [12–14].
However, there are various gaps in our understanding about how landscape and farm
management can impact natural pest regulation [7], and literature on the impacts of natural
habitat restoration for natural pest predators is still emerging [12–15].

In most parts of the tropics, the landscape is typically heterogeneous and still supports
habitats for key regulatory service providers, like pollinators and natural enemies [16].
However, such landscapes are fast disappearing due to pressure on land and the move
towards conventional agricultural intensification [17,18]. Moreover, despite growing aware-
ness, habitat creation is not part of the agricultural land management strategy in the
tropics [19,20]. Small fragmented landholdings are a major obstacle to sparing land for
habitat creation and pose additional hindrances [21,22]. Selection of candidate non-crop
plant species for habitat creation that will provide multiple ecosystem service benefits in
limited available space is therefore crucial for the tropics.

If the purpose of restoration is multiple ecosystem services, such restored habitats
should not only attract pollinators and natural enemies but should be able to act as a sink
or ‘trap’ for crop pests and thereby regulate their raiding the crop fields [23]. The principle
of trap cropping has been in use in traditional subsistence tropical agriculture; however, its
potential is largely under utilised [24,25]. We argue that in the multiple ecosystem service
context, the stability of interactions with pollinators, natural enemies, and pests should
be a determining criterion for selecting non-crop plant species. The candidate non-crop
plant species should enhance the stability of the plant—pollinator and plant—natural pest
regulator network and also the plant—pest network.

Network analyses can inform system-level understanding of various mutual and
trophic interactions, roles, and nature of the association between participating species and
can also predict the future vulnerability of the system [26]. Higher nestedness of a network
signifies more resilience and stability of the system and indicates a greater number of
interactions between specialist species with the species that form a subset of the generalist
ones [27]. Different network metrics express different properties of the network, including
the contribution and role of individual partner species (node) and therefore their relative
importance in providing network stability. The more central the location of a species within
a network, the more is its influence over other species at the periphery and therefore have
control over the persistence of a network [28]. Centrality measures of species are indicative
of such roles and, therefore, should be considered while selecting key species for habitat
restoration. The inclusion of central plants as floral candidates in designed habitats would
attract more arthropods towards the system, thereby contributing to facilitating ecosystem
service delivery. We used this approach to identify the centrally important non-crop plant
species that act as connectors and, therefore, connect many functional guilds/modules to
the greater generalist core of the network. Among different centrality indices, betweenness
centrality (BC) measures the importance of a species or node in linking different isolated
hubs or modules or guilds of the networks [29]. Extinction of a connector species may cause
secondary extinction of several specialised species due to their isolation from the generalist
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core and, therefore, affect whole network integrity. Hence, the fitness of central species is
critical for the maintenance of the whole system and needs specific conservation efforts.

In this study, we tried to identify a suite of candidate non-crop plant species by iden-
tifying central non-crop plant species in the non-crop—arthropod network that connects
pollinators, natural enemies, and pests, and thereby can strengthen the delivery of multiple
ecosystem services by being a stable host for pollinators, natural enemies and also for pests
(as ‘trap’).

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Sites

The study area was located within semi-natural habitats surrounding an agricultural
landscape (from 21◦34’45.79” N, 86◦36’4.42” E to 21◦21’17.06” N, 86◦48’35.34” E covering
an area of about 728 km2) in the district of Balasore in an eastern Indian state of Odisha.
The area was about 30 km away from the coastal zone of the state and situated within
a mosaic of agricultural lands, homestead clusters, and other anthropogenic structures.
This region had semi-evergreen and dry deciduous vegetation cover with typical tropical
climatic conditions having an average annual temperature of 32 ◦C and about 1300 mm
average annual rainfall [30].

We selected a total of 20 semi-natural habitat plots or study sites of 50 m × 50 m area.
In each site, 50 m × 50 m area was divided into notional 10 m × 10 m grids; from which
three 10 m × 10 m plots were selected randomly for survey [31]. Within each of the three
10 m × 10 m plots, three permanent 1 m × 1 m quadrats (i.e., nine quadrats (3 (1 m2) × 3)
in each study site) were established randomly [31] and these 1 m2 were used for focal
observation of arthropods and plants throughout the study period. The average distance
between the sites was 10.68 ± 0.39 km and all the sites were similar with respect to altitude
(74.3 ± 6.06 m above sea level). Our study sites were situated adjacent to the crop fields
where different types of crops, such as vegetables (e.g., eggplant, Solanum melongena; chilli,
Capsicum frutescens; cucumber, Cucumis sativus; tomato, Solanum lycopersicum; bitter gourd,
Momordica charantia; mustard, Brassica juncea; pumpkin, Cucurbita maxima; pointed gourd,
Trichosanthes dioica; okra, Abelmoschus esculentus, etc.), as well as cereals (e.g., rice paddy,
Oryza sativa; maize, Zea mays, etc.), were cultivated throughout the year. Besides crop fields,
there were human habitations and man-made structures existing within the landscape.
Non-crop plant species within the study sites grew completely naturally, but to some extent
were exposed to disturbance by human activities. The study was conducted during the
peak blooming period of the non-crops (August 2014 to January 2015) with the expectation
of encountering frequent interactions of arthropods with flowering plants.

2.2. Focal Observations of Plant—Arthropod Interactions

Observations of bees, arthropod natural enemies, and potential insect pests were
carried out in all 1 m2 quadrats at each study site. Observation in each study site was
replicated three times, with an interval of 22 days. In each site, a 10 min observation
session was conducted in each of the nine 1 m2 quadrats from 0700 h to 1500 h (i.e., total
24 h (8 h × 3-day replicates) of observation/quadrat/site, and a total of 480 h for all the
20 study sites). Between two consecutive 10 min observation sessions, a 15 min interval
was taken. Bees were recorded only when they touched the floral reproductive parts of
non-crops present within the quadrats. Natural enemies were recorded when they were
found searching for, capturing, or parasitizing prey species on non-crop plants. Pests
were counted only when they were found actively feeding within the focal quadrats. In
all the cases, respective non-crop plant species were also recorded for further analyses of
specific interactions.

Unidentified arthropods were captured with a sweep net or forceps or vials and stored
in 70% alcohol for further identification [32]. All the arthropods were identified at the
finest taxonomic resolution possible using keys [33,34], otherwise, they were differentiated
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based on morpho-taxonomy. Unidentified non-crop plant species were photographed and
collected as herbarium specimens for further identification.

2.3. Data Analyses

We pooled all the interactions between non-crops and arthropods across all the study
sites. Interaction frequency of each bee, natural enemy, and pest species was calculated
by averaging all the visits it made per non-crop plant species per 1 m2 throughout the
total observation time spent for each of the non-crops. Most of the natural enemy and pest
species could only be identified up to family or genus level and therefore, were assigned
to distinct morphospecies based on morphological differences. The same method was
applied to unidentified bee species. These morphospecies were considered as distinct
species throughout our analyses.

An interaction network was formed separately between non-crop plants and three
arthropod groups, as well as another ‘combined’ network was formed by combining all
the interactions together. Constructions of all the networks and analyses of its respective
metrics were performed in R software (version 4.0.3) [35] using the ‘Bipartite’ [36] and
‘Vegan’ [37] packages, and the graphical representation of multi-trophic ‘combined’ network
was constructed using the Cytoscape 3.9.0 application (https://cytoscape.org/; accessed on
10 December 2021) which is an open-source software based on java. Interaction frequencies
between non-crop plants and arthropods were used to calculate network metrics and to
construct three separate network visualisations.

Network level nestedness analysis was carried out by NODF metric (with the help
of ‘nestednodf’ function in R) that uses an algorithm based on the overlap and decreasing
fill and corrects for the limitations such as the dependencies on size and shape of species
interaction matrix [38]. NODF value varies between 0 (indicating perfectly non-nested
network) to 100 (indicating complete nestedness). Network level specialisation (H2’) (by
‘H2fun’ function) and robustness to secondary species extinction (R) (by ‘second.extinct’
function) metrics were also calculated. H2’ is an index describing the level of ‘complemen-
tarity specialisation’ of an entire bipartite network [39]. The value of H2’ ranges from 0
(no specialisation) to 1 (perfectly specialised) [36]. Robustness to secondary extinction [40]
describes the tolerance of a system to the species loss events. It ranges from 0 (most fragile
system) to 1 (a stable system that would withstand species extinction events for a longer
time) [41].

Further, a species level metric—the betweenness centrality (BC) index—was also
calculated for the non-crop plant community in the ‘combined’ network. Betweenness
centrality indicates the number of the shortest paths going through a particular species
within a network. Species with BC > 0 indicates ‘connector species’ being linked to several
less connected (or otherwise isolated) parts or hubs of the total network [29]. Connector
species are important for maintaining the cohesiveness of the network [29]. As all the
constructed matrices were weighted by interaction frequencies of arthropods, we recorded
the value of weighted BC of each non-crop plant from the ‘combined’ network.

To understand the contribution of each connector non-crop species (of the ‘combined’
network) to the nestedness of each of the three individual networks (i.e., bees, natural
enemies, and pests), we performed simulations of consecutive species’ extinction events.
At first, each connector non-crop plant species was individually removed from each of the
three networks, then the new nestedness (NODF) value was recorded and that particular
plant species was reinserted within the network before the removal of the next connector
plant species. We then calculated the change in the NODF value for the removal of each
connector non-crop species from each of the three networks by subtracting the intact NODF
value from the new NODF value. Therefore, if the result was negative, it would indicate
the reduction in NODF after the removal of a particular connector non-crop and positive
results would indicate the increase.

https://cytoscape.org/


Sustainability 2022, 14, 1903 5 of 13

3. Results

During our study period, across all study sites, a total of 70 arthropod species (20 bee
species, 33 natural enemies, and 17 potential crop pests) were observed interacting with
38 non-crop plant species (Table S1) from 32 genera under 19 families. Fabaceae was the
most speciose family (7 species) followed by Lamiaceae (5 species), Acanthaceae (4 species),
and Euphorbiaceae (3 species). Asteraceae, Malvaceae, Plantaginaceae, and Rubiaceae
had two species each. The remaining families were represented by a single species each.
Of the 38 non-crops, only 25 species were visited by bees, and 27 species were found in
association with natural enemies; whereas pests were found only on 18 non-crop species.
We encountered 20 bee species belonging to 3 families (Table S2), 33 species of arthropod
natural enemies belonging to 20 families from 7 orders (Table S3), and 17 species of potential
pests belonging to 12 families (excluding 4 unknown families) from 5 orders (Table S4).

3.1. Comparison among Three Arthropod Communities Interacting with Non-Crop
Plant Community

The natural enemy network was most nested (NODF = 10.572) followed by the bee
(NODF = 6.838). The pest network was least nested (NODF = 5.029) (Figures 1–4). The
pest community exhibited a higher degree of specialisation (H2’ = 0.766) than the bee
community (H2’ = 0.657) followed by natural enemies (H2’ = 0.587). The pest network
also showed a lower level of robustness to secondary species extinction (R = 0.301) after
random exclusion of plant species. On the other hand, bees (R = 0.462) and natural enemies
(R = 0.507) exhibited higher robustness to secondary species loss.

Figure 1. Multi-trophic ‘combined’ non-crop plant–arthropod network found in the study area.
Each circle/rectangular box represents each node, i.e., each interacting species (orange = bees,
blue = arthropod natural enemies, red = potential herbivorous insect pests, and green = non-crop
plants). The size of circular nodes represents the degree, i.e., the number of connected links to each
node. Each link represents the presence of interaction. Each of the three networks was further
displayed separately as bee vs. non-crop (top), natural enemy vs. non-crop (2nd from the top), and
the potential pest vs. non-crop network (bottom). In these three separate networks, the width of links
as well as the width of rectangular nodes represent the interaction frequencies between respective
arthropod and plant species.
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Figure 2. Visualisation of bipartite network graph between bee species (upper orange boxes or
nodes) and non-crop plant species (lower green boxes or nodes). Connection links are representing
the specific interactions between bees and corresponding non-crops. Thickness of the links rep-
resents the frequency of interaction between respective bee and plant species. AMEsp = Amegilla
(Zonamegilla) sp., APIdor = Apis dorsata, BRAsp = Braunsapis sp., CERsp = Ceratina (Pithitis) sp.,
COEsp = Coelioxys sp., CURsp = Nomia (Curvinomia) sp., HALsp1 = Halictus sp.1, HALsp2 = Halictus
sp. 2, HERsp = Heriades sp., HOMsp = Lasioglossum (Homalictus) sp., LASsp2 = Lasioglossum (Ctenono-
mia) sp. 2, LASsp5 = Lasioglossum (Ctenonomia) sp. 5, MEGbic = Megachile bicolor, MEGsp = Megachile
sp., PSEsp = Pseudapis sp., STEsp = Steganomus sp., TETsp = Tetragonula sp., THYsp = Thyreus sp.,
XYLsp1 = Xylocopa sp. 1, XYLsp2 = Xylocopa sp.

Figure 3. Visualisation of bipartite network graph between natural enemy species (upper blue
boxes or nodes) and non-crop plant species (lower green boxes or nodes). Connection links
are representing the specific interactions between natural enemies and corresponding non-crops.
Thickness of the links represents the frequency of interaction between respective natural enemy
and plant species. Unidentified natural enemy species were designated by their respective fam-
ilies. ACIpal = Aciagrion pallidum, AGRlac = Agriocnemis lacteola, AGRpyg = Agriocnemis pyg-
maea, Asilid = Asilidae sp., BEMsp = Bembix sp., BRACsp = Brachymeria sp., CERcor = Ceriagrion
coromandelianum, CHEsex = Cheilomenes sexmaculata, CHRsp = Chrysosoma sp., Chrysidid = Chry-
sididae sp., CoGrub = Coccinellidae grub, DELpyr = Delta pyriforme, DIPtri = Diplacodes trivialis,
Evaniid = Evaniidae sp., Ichneu = Ichneumonidae sp., ISCrub = Ischnura rubilio, LESvir = Lestes viridulus,
Lycosid = Lycosidae sp., MYRsp = Myrmarachne sp., NEUint = Neurothemis intermedia, ODOsp = Odon-
tomantis sp., ORTpru = Orthetrum pruinosum, ORTsab = Orthetrum sabina, PEUvir = Peucetia viridans,
PHIMsp = Phimenes sp., PHIvit = Phintella vittata, POLsp1 = Polistes sp. 1, POLsp2 = Polistes sp. 2,
Pompilid = Pompilidae sp., SCEsp = Sceliphron sp., Sphecid = Sphecidae sp., SYCcol = Sycanus collaris,
Tachinid = Tachinidae sp.
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Figure 4. Visualisation of bipartite network graph between pest species (upper red
boxes or nodes) and non-crop plant species (lower green boxes or nodes). Connec-
tion links are representing the specific interactions between pests and corresponding non-
crops. The thickness of the links represents the frequency of interaction between respec-
tive pest and plant species. APHsp = Aphis sp., ATRsp = Atractomorpha sp., AULsp = Aula-
cophora sp., CHRYSCsp = Chrysocoris sp., Cicadellid = Cicadellidae sp., DYSsp = Dysdercus sp.,
ErebidCat = Erebidae caterpillar, EYSsp = Eysarcoris sp., Gryllid = Gryllidae sp., Membracid = Mem-
bracidae sp., MothCat1 = Moth caterpillar sp. 1, MothCat2 = Moth caterpillar sp. 2, MothCat3 = Moth
caterpillar sp. 3, MothCat4 = Moth caterpillar sp. 4, RIPsp = Riptortus sp., Tettigonid = Tettigonidae sp.
(Unidentified pests were designated by their respective families. Families for moth caterpillars (sp. 1
to sp. 4) and thrips could not be identified.).

3.2. Contribution of Connector Non-Crop Species to the Nestedness of Networks

In the combined arthropod–non-crop network, a total of 12 non-crop species had
positive weighted betweenness centrality (i.e., BC > 0) and hence, were considered as
connector species. All the 38 non-crops and their respective BC values are listed in Table S5.
Figure 5 shows the changes in the NODF values following the removal of each of the
connector species sequentially from the network.

Consecutive removal of Ocimum americanum, Tephrosia purpurea, and Chromolaena
odorata reduced the NODF of all the three (bee, natural enemy, and pest) networks. The
exclusion of Dactyloctenium aegyptium from the system greatly decreased the NODF of the
natural enemy network. This maximum drop in natural enemy’s NODF was observed
after removal of C. odorata, O. americanum, Senna alata, and T. purpurea. The maximum drop
in bee’s NODF was observed after the exclusion of T. purpurea which was followed by
O. americanum, Crotalaria pallida, Ocimum basilicum, and C. odorata. Among the elimination
of these five non-crops that caused bee’s NODF to decline, two of them, C. pallida and
O. basilicum, had opposite effects on the NODF of the natural enemy and pest, causing
these to increase to a lesser extent. Similarly, while the removal of D. aegyptium and S. alata
caused a decrease in NODF of the natural enemy network, it increased the same for the
bee network. For the pest network, the maximum drop in NODF was observed after the
removal of C. odorata which was followed by D. aegyptium, T. purpurea, Glycosmis pentaphylla,
and O. americanum. There were only two non-crops, Grona triflora, and Phyllanthus rheedei,
whose virtual omission caused the NODF of the three arthropod groups to increase. On the
other hand, the omission of Coleus strobilifer increased the pest NODF but had negligible
influence on the other two groups, and the omission of Senna occidentalis increased both
bee and natural enemy NODFs but had negligible influence on pests. Overall, the extent of
positive increments in NODF following exclusion of a species was much lower.
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Figure 5. Effects of removal of 12 connector species on NODF values of each of the three networks.
The 12 non-crop plant species that acted as connectors in the ‘combined’ network were virtually
removed from each of the three networks, consecutively. After removal of each of the 12 non-crops,
changes in NODF values are shown in the diagram. Only the positive or negative changes in NODF
are shown for each of the three networks (denoted by three different colours) along the horizontal
axis following the removal of each of the 12 non-crops species.

4. Discussion

Selection of candidate species for natural or semi-natural habitat restoration for eco-
logical intensification should be informed by how best the candidate species positively
contribute to the provision of multiple ecosystem services and contribute to the stability of
the overall arthropod (pollinator, natural enemies, and pest)–non-crop network. As our
analyses show, a suite of three non-crop species e.g., Chromolaena odorata, Ocimum ameri-
canum, and Tephrosia purpurea are the best multi-functional candidate species for habitat
restoration in our study area since they provide a stable association with pollinators, natural
enemies as well as pests (and thereby act as pest trap plants) (Figure 6). These three multi-
functional non-crop species provide a stable association with pollinators, natural enemies
as well as pests and thereby can act as a sink for all of them. This choice turns out optimal
since only one-third of the available non-crop species act as connector species and therefore,
the entire non-crop and arthropod network is vulnerable to species extinction [29,42].

There is a wealth of literature on the impact of pollinator-friendly non-crop plants
in sustaining a healthy pollinator population [13]. Although relatively lesser in num-
ber, there are emerging studies on the impact of field margin vegetation in sustaining
natural enemies [43–46] in an agricultural landscape. On the other hand, although the
potential of using ‘trap crop’ or companion plant in pest management has been suggested
earlier [24,47,48], much still remains to be understood regarding optimal choice of candi-
date species for managing diverse pest management situations [49]. As our study shows, a
habitat restored with the carefully selected candidate species using a network approach
can act as a stable sink for crop pests. Such a stable crop pest sink will also draw natural
enemy populations in such patches and therefore will lead to their overall increase in the
crop landscape. We argue that creating a sink for pest populations in the non-crop habitats
can be an effective strategy for strengthening natural enemy populations in the larger crop
landscape. Natural enemies move between different food sources when their target prey
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(pest) population is low [50]. Therefore, during the crop fallow period, when their prey
pest population is expected to be absent or lower, such habitats will provide resources for
sustaining natural enemies in the landscape.

Figure 6. Candidate non-crop plant mixes depending on their contributions to the stability of
pollinator, natural enemy, and pest arthropod populations in our study area.

Apart from the above three non-crop species, Dactyloctenium aegyptium turned out
as an important connector species for the natural enemy and pest networks in our study
region. Its exclusion led to the maximum reduction in nestedness of the natural enemy
network followed by the pest network, although it caused a slight improvement in the bee
network; as it appears the species acts as a generalist in natural enemy and pest networks.
Similarly, both Ocimum americanum and Tephrosia purpurea are important connectors for
all three arthropod communities. However, these two species had a higher influence
on bee communities than that on natural enemies and pests. Moreover, the omission of
Chromolaena odorata also destabilised three networks with higher influences on natural
enemy and pest communities. Comparing the effects, it could be said that C. odorata acts
more as a generalist species for the pest network than D. aegyptium. On the other hand,
the removal of Glycosmis pentaphylla improves the stability of both the beneficial groups,
however, weakens pest communities. Omission of Senna alata declined the stability of
natural enemy communities while improving the other two. Moreover, Crotalaria pallida
and Ocimum basilicum destabilised the bee community but stabilised the other two groups.
Therefore, these two plants also act as generalist species for the bees but with lesser
influence on the network than that of O. americanum and T. purpurea.

Our results indicate that the pest association with our studied semi-natural habitats
is most specialised and fragile and may disrupt easily due to any disturbance to their
host plant community. Most antagonistic networks show partner-specific interactions and
hence, are generally more specialised compared to the mutualistic networks [51–53]. This
is also reflected in our results where the bee network in our study area appears to be more
stable than the pests, but at the same time, more specialised compared to the natural enemy
network. Bee—non-crop network stands somewhere in the middle in all the aspects of
network ecology (e.g., stability, specialisation, and robustness); while the natural enemy
network holds the position of the comparatively more stable and robust system in our
studied landscape. Other studies also corroborate this dynamicity of network structural
integrity across different communities of arthropods [52,54]. Herbivorous insect pests
generally show highly specialised systems as mostly they rely on specific plant species
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for their food consumption [55]. On the other hand, parasitoids, such as wasps (e.g.,
members of family Ichneumonidae, Pompilidae, etc.), and flies (e.g., members of family
Tachinidae, Syrphidae, etc.) need specific hosts for ovipositing, but they also need to
forage on floral rewards to fulfil their nutritional requirements [56–59]. Some predatory
arthropods may also switch between dual resource types, such as insect prey or floral
rewards [58,60]. Hence, in general, arthropod natural enemies due to their versatility and
generalised resource utilisation (i.e., highly nested network architecture) mostly display a
highly stable and robust interaction matrix. To enhance biocontrol, habitat management
strategies generally focus on specific requirements of natural enemies with respect to the
availability of alternative food, alternative host, or prey, provisioning suitable shelter or
refugia, and the spatial characteristics of the landscape that provide these requirements [15].
However, these strategies are more species-specific and are not informed by community-
level species’ interaction networks. Studies comparing insect pollinator vs. non-crop plant
networks within semi-natural habitats are rare; however, plant-pollinator networks in
agricultural landscapes are commonly seen to be more specialised than nested [61,62].

As our results show only a smaller proportion, nearly one-third (31.58%), of the
observed non-crop species acted as connectors in the entire network. It signifies that there
were several nearly isolated hubs comprising a particular group of species that interacted
with the whole network system through these connector species, and which is, perhaps,
obvious as it was observed in other studies that the plant–pest antagonistic matrix exhibits
highly modular structure [63]. Apart from the pests, beneficials, too, may form modules
depending on their foraging habits [64,65].

To improve the stability of pollinator populations, Crotalaria pallida, and Ocimum
basilicum would be the recommended species and for natural enemy populations, Senna
alata would be the recommendation for our study area. Such species mixes can be taken up
for planting on- or off-farm for maximising pollination or pest regulation.

Identification of key species in large interaction networks using different centrality
indices can be an effective approach and has gained attention [28,29,66]. In a recent study,
increased pollinator assemblages have been documented after the inclusion of central plant
species in designed floral habitats [67]. Our results also corroborated the fact that centrally
important plant species can potentially regulate the system stability [67–69] and therefore,
are optimum candidates for habitat restoration. Network indices, such as nestedness
and robustness, are important properties that signify the resilience of the system against
environmental odds. Species’ roles in a network that helps encourage these properties
are crucial for the system and hence, may be conserved. In the case of our study, low
nestedness indicates the system vulnerability and probable higher number of specialised
interactions. Therefore, conservation of the key connector plants may help maintain the
dynamicity of interactions, thereby positively influencing the system stability [28,70].

5. Conclusions

Future studies need to assess various species-specific requirements of the partner
species that are influential and can potentially affect the structural integrity of the interacting
systems. Further, as our study shows, identification of suitable candidate non-crop plant
mixes that can offer multiple ecosystem services must be informed by predictive analyses
of the overall arthropod–wild non-crop network in a given agricultural landscape [71].
More such studies in diverse agroecological settings will further the understanding of the
right kind of heterogeneity and complexity of habitats in a degraded and conventionally
intensified agricultural landscape.

Supplementary Materials: The following supporting information can be downloaded at: https:
//www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/su14031903/s1, Table S1: List of non-crop plant species that
were observed interacting with arthropods during our study period in our study sites. Tick marks
(
√

) designate the presence of respective arthropod groups (bees, natural enemies and pests) on
corresponding non-crop species; Table S2: List of observed bee species and their respective families;
Table S3: List of observed natural enemy species with their respective orders and families; Table S4:

https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/su14031903/s1
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List of observed pest species with their respective orders and families; Table S5: Weighted between-
ness centrality (BC) values of all the non-crop plant species which were observed interacting with
pollinators, natural enemies and pests during our study period. The species with BC > 0 are termed
as ‘connector species’ and are marked with asterisk (*).
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