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IBERNATING BATS AT Risk *

By David Kugler

There is a serious l'|'|i':!L_'I'I'Ii|,_' that

Is 1mpacting many bat species in
the eastern United States and ic will
likelv W hite
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The syndrome was first dis
in 2006,

and has rapidly spread. Since the dis-
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covery, the fungus has impacred bars
Mary
Massachuserts, Missouri, New
g, MNew New Yorl,
Oklahoma, Pennsylvania, Tennessee,
Wes
and the provinces of Ontario and
Quebec, Canada. On Jan 23, 2011,

the fungus was discovered on two

in Connecticut, Delaware,

land,
Hampshir lersey,

Vermont, Virginia, Virginia

Little Brown Baws in Indiana.
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cold loving tungus aptly named Geo
myces destructans. The name fore
shadows scientists anticipated impact
to bats, and describes the urgency of
the problem. Although the fungus
has also been found in European
Caves, -I| |_|t:u;_'-' (WAL ]L'.k'ltll in L'..lll'tﬁl'll.'.'lli
At the March 2010
"s[ii.|l'=.L_',.|ll Animal Damage Control
Association  (MADX ,"I.}
Dan O'Brian, MDNRE
ian surmised that the European bars
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all, there are many different species
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the effects of the fungus,

of Geomyces fungus and the Furo-
pean bats may have been exposed a
very long time ago. However, it is

still unclear if the tungus is the cause

of disease or an abnormal growth of

a naturally occurring fungus resule-
ing from infection with some other
[u.;[hnguz. One thing is clear, bats
with Geomyees destructans on the

nose or other skin membranes are

Maternity mk.rnp of Big browm bats.

experiencing 90% mortality — each
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I'he fungus thrives on hibernat-
g bats in cold ».l;mlp caves, Acoord-
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ing to the Survey

conditions that sup
port the tungus range in temperature
from 40 to 50 °F and have a humid-
ity level greater than 90%. The fun

s establishes iwself on the bats as



they lower their body temperature
d uring torpor. Bats use this semi-hi-
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when tood s not readily available.
Bv reducing their body temperature,
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!u::;_; periods by |L|:'il]1r_in.g| stored fat
reserves. In fact, during hibernation,
the immune system is suppressed,
which may provide the opportunicy
tor the disease to become established.
Unfortunately, the fungus appears to
cause stress on the animal resulting in
increased metabolism, which quickly
depletes fat reserves, Once the bar is
suthcienty impacted, it attempts to
fly out of the cave in search of food
that isn't readily available. One of the
fiest signs, to the public, that the bats
have been affected is observation of
large numbers of bats flying during
the daylight or near the mouth of a
cave or mine,

Bats reproduce slowly and many
only produce 1-2 offspring per year.
Prior to the introduction of White
Nose Syndrome, many species of
bats had life expectancies greater
than 10 years. In face, the longest re-
corded lifespan of a Lictle Brown Bar
was 34 years. For many bats, times
are changing rapidly. It appears thar
all bats, including the Lictle Brown
Bat, that over-winter in caves are at
risk.

There is some level of debate as
to wherher the Big Brown Bat will
be impacted in a similar fashion as
the Little Brown Bat. In some por-
tions of the country, the Big Brown
Bar has adapred 1o hibernate above
ground in homes - rather than caves.
Since homes are designed to be dry
and would not support a humidity
of greater than 90%, it is not an-
tcipated that Geomyees destructans
would grony and afﬁ.‘{.‘t the h'[bemat—
ing bats. To illustrate this point, the
Big Brown Bar is a common species

in Michigan. However, the largest
colony of Big Brown Bars found hi-
bernating in a Michigan cave, in the
last 40 years, included 178 members.
Residents of Michigan encounrer
Big Brown Bats fying inside their
home during the winter months,
which demonstraves thar they must
be hibernating in homes. Although
the behavior and habits of this spe-
cies may differ in other areas of the
country, this habit provides hope
that the species will not incur com-
plete decimation by the disease.

States are implementing  new
laws and guidelines to protect the
bats. For example, Michigan DNRE
is reaching out to wildlife opera-
tors in the State to report any signs
of the disease, The MDNRE in co-
ordination with the Michigan Ani-
mal Damage Control Association
(MADCA) has published a guidance
document to educate operators and
to help protect the bats in the State.
Additionally, the State has developed
a White Nose Syndrome response
plan. The State is hoping to slow the
spread of the disease by humans, but
does not expect to be able to stop
eventual impact of the disease. The
response plan is geared toward con-
serving the few remaining bats and
their habitat after the die off has oc-
curred.

The anticipates  plac-
ing many bats including the Little
Brown Bat on the endangered spe-
cies list, adding to the urgency of the
matter. Wildlife operators can help
bat populations by following recom-
mended decontamination measures
and by supporting state and federal
funding to slow or swop the spread
of White Nose Syndrome. Insrall-
ing bar houses will not provide al-
ternate hibernacula; however, it can
provide suitable sheleer for maternity
colonies during the summer months.
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This habitat may help the remaining
bats raise their young in a safe envi-
ronment; a crivical step in re-cstab-
lishing the future bat population,
Wildlife operators need to assess
their business and plan for ancici
pated impact. Those thar focus on
Little Brown Bats might be most ar
risk, Some OPErators are g‘[i!.-e['si!}-'ing
their services and expanding into ar-
eas such as pesticides ar guteer pro-
tection.  However, operators must
prepare for calls from the public. It
is important to educare the public
that the disease cannot be transmit
ted 1o humans. It is nor advisable 1o
handle sick bats, due to other risks
such as rabies. Homeowners that live
near the mouth of a cave or mine are
most at risk to observing their vard
littered with sick bars especially in
the middle of the winter, Wildlife
operators must be able to respond to
the customer and be knowledgeable
where to report the disease. Authori-
ties are looking for instances where:

*  Large numbers of sick or dead
bats  are observed near an
opening of a cave or mine

* Bats arc observed flying during
the day, in the middle of the winrer.

*  Batsare observed to have difficulty
Hying.

* Hibernating bats with white
fungus on the face or wings
observed during winter.

Resources:

US Fish and Wildlife: heep:! faww,
Fws.gov/WhiteNoseSyndrome/
MDNRE:heep://fwww.michi
gan.gov/e mergingdiscas
es/0,1607,7-186-56206--+,00.hum!
Organization for Bat Conservation:
heep:/fwww.batconservation org/ B
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