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Tim  Carter , r igh t , a biology pr ofessor  at  Ball State Univer sit y,
relea ses a big br ow n bat  caugh t  at  Wedn esda y nigh tÕs Bat  Blit z
at  Bankh ead Nat ion al For est . At  left  is anot her  Blit z part icipa nt ,
Jeff Magn iez of t he U.S. For est ry Service.  Som e 394 bat s
repr esen t in g six  species w ere net t ed du r in g t he t hree- nigh t
even t .
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A capt ured red bat , a species com mon  to Ala bama, du r in g
Wedn esda y nigh tÕs Bat  Blit z in  Bankh ead.
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Batmen of Bankhead forest
Wildlife biologists take out their nets to survey population of flying mammals

By Nancy Glasscock
Staff Wr it er

MOULTON Ñ  A team of  biologists
had almost  f inished st retching a
net  across a port ion of  Brushy
Lake in Bankhead Nat ional Forest
when they heard the call of  a
screech owl.

ÒHeÕs out  for bats, too,Ó said one
of  them.

Tim Carter, a biology professor at
Ball State University in Muncie,
I nd., led the group into the forest
Wednesday on the third and f inal
night  of  the annual Bat  Blit z.

Biologists, students and
volunteers f rom across the
eastern United States converged
at  Camp McDowell in Nauvoo to
study bats.

They split  into 12 groups of  four
to eight  and drove to separate
locat ions in Bankhead to collect
informat ion on dif ferent  species.

Teams caught  394 bats and
ident if ied six species, including
two that  are endangered, said
Tom Counts, dist r ict  wildlife
biologist  at  Bankhead.

Researchers found a gray bat  and
an I ndiana bat , both endangered.
They also found reds, big browns,
eastern pipist relles and evening
bats, Counts said.
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Smells like ba t  spir it ? Apr il Craw ley,  left , and Jeff Magn iez smell
t he odor  pr odu ced by an even in g bat . Bankh ead Nat ion al For est
w as t he sit e of Bat  Blit z on  Wedn esda y.  Var iou s w ildlife agen cies
spon sor ed t he even t , w hich  br ou gh t  w ildlife biologist s, st uden t s
and en thusiast s ou t  t o st udy t he mammals.  Tim  Carter , r igh t ,
ex pla in ed bat  habit s t o part icipa nt s.

I t  was the f irst  t ime the blit z
was held in Alabama.

ÒWe were ecstat ic over it ,Ó
Counts said. ÒWe had a
wonderful t ime.Ó

CarterÕs group sloshed through
water, set t ing up what  looked
like larger versions of  volleyball
nets in hopes of  catching bats
to document  and release. They
entered the forest  near dusk
and remained unt il af ter
midnight , then met  at  Camp
McDowell around 2 or 3 a.m.
for a meal.

The group was most  likely to
catch bats just  af ter sunset ,
researchers said.

ÒI tÕs about  that  t ime,Ó Carter said, minutes before the group f inished installing
the net .

About  20 minutes later, a bat  f lew into the net , and someone placed a wiggling
brown paper bag on a table in f ront  of  Carter and other researchers. Carter
removed what  he said was a photogenic juvenile brown bat  f rom the bag. The
bat  f lapped it s wings and seemed to pose for photographers.

Later, an evening bat  bit  Carter. Because bats are predators, they are angry
rather than scared when captured, he said.

ÒThese are the lions of  the insect  world, the top predators,Ó he said. ÒI f  you
captured a lion, a lion wouldnÕt  be very scared of  you, he would be very mad at
you.Ó

Few  p r ed at o r y  t h r eat s

While bats face a minimal threat  f rom owls and snakes, they usually die of  old
age, which ranges f rom 10 to 40 years old, Carter said. Mice are the same size
and are lucky to survive for one year, he said.

Carter said heÕs not  worr ied about  bites because the way he holds a bat  usually
prevents injury. While a misconcept ion is that  people take a great  r isk of
cont ract ing rabies by handling bats, researchers say that  less than half  of  1
percent  of  bats have the disease.

Bats mate in the fall before hibernat ion but  donÕt  give bir th unt il the summer,
Carter said. They are too hungry af ter hibernat ion to spend much t ime looking
for a mate, so fall provides a bet ter opportunity.

I n fall,  male and female bats spend days or weeks lingering near the outside of
caves eat ing and wait ing to hibernate. A female bat  stores sperm in her
reproduct ive t ract  and ovulates in spring, he said.

Biologists recorded details including the species, gender, age, weight , t ime of
catch, reproduct ive condit ions and measurements.
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Tim Sichmeller, a graduate student  at  Ball State, said the Bat  Blit z is an
opportunity to obtain a quick survey of  species in the area.

ÒWe can hit  12 sites in a night , so we can survey a ton of  dif ferent  areas with
experienced people,Ó he said.

Candace Stevenson, a graduate student  at  Mississippi State University, said bat
t rapping slows in the late night  hours because bats feed earlier in the evening.

ÒRight  af ter dusk is when the bats are coming out ,Ó she said. ÒThey tend to
feed r ight  as they come out . TheyÕre hungry because theyÕve been roost ing in
t rees or wherever they were roost ing all day.Ó

Stevenson is in a t raining program at  Wheeler Nat ional Wildlife Refuge in
Decatur. She said she is concerned that  the Raf inesqueÕs big-eared bat  and the
southeastern myot is could be losing habitat  because of  urbanizat ion and
agriculture.

The speciesÕ habitat  is used for agricultural purposes because it  is
except ionally fert ile, she said.

ÒThere is a supposed decline in their  populat ion .. .Ó she said. ÒThey are usually
associated with roost ing in bot tomland hardwood and here in the Southeast ,
weÕve had about  a 70 percent  decline of  bot tomland hardwood.Ó

I nformat ion that  researchers gain f rom surveys help land managers know
about  what  species are in the forest  and could uncover an endangered species,
Stevenson said.

Researchers are monitor ing a malady that  kil led tens of  thousands of
hibernat ing bats in the Northeast  last  winter, said Nikki Cast leberry, biologist
with the Georgia Department  of  Natural Resources. The condit ion, white nose
syndrome, causes the bats to acquire a white fungus on their muzzles.

Because a bat  eats 50 to 70 percent  of  it s body weight  in insects, the
syndrome could cause an ecological cr isis, according to the U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service. No one is sure what  is making the bats sick, Cast leberry said.

The syndrome has been around about  two years and only af fects bats in
winter, she said.

ÒWhen they f ind the bats, theyÕve starved to death, so they donÕt  know if
thereÕs something thatÕs going on thatÕs causing them to lose body fat ,  or if  itÕs
something with the il lness,Ó she said. ÒRight  now thereÕs a lot  more quest ions
than answers.Ó

Carter said researchers did not  at tach forearm bands to the bats they caught
in Bankhead because they are not  likely to return to the forest  for a survey
during the next  f ive years. Biologists donÕt  like to use bands unless they have
a specif ic purpose because of  concerns about  the af fects of  at taching a foreign
object  to an animal, he said.
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