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Batmen of Bankhead forest

Wildlife biologiststake out their netsto survey population of flyingmammals

By Nancy Glasscock
Staff Writer

MOULTON N A team of biologists
had almost finished stretching a
net across a portion of Brushy
Lake in Bankhead National Forest
when they heard the call of a
screech owl.

(He@® out for bats, too,0Osaid one
of them.

Tim Carter, a biology professor at
Ball State University in Muncie,
Ind., led the group into the forest
Wednesday on the third and final
night of the annual Bat Blitz.

Daily phot o by Jonathan Palmer

Tim Carter, right, a biology professor at Ball State Univer sity,
releases a big brown bat caught at Wedn esday nigh t@ Bat Blit z

at Bankhead Nation al Forest. At left is another Blit z participa nt, Biologists, students and

Jeff Magniez of the U.S. Forestry Service. Some 394 bats volunteers from across the
representing six species were netted during the three-night eastern United States Converged
event. at Camp McDowell in Nauvoo to

study bats.

They split into 12 groups of four
to eight and drove to separate

locations in Bankhead to collect
information on different species.

Teams caught 394 bats and
identified six species, including
two that are endangered, said
Tom Counts, district wildlife
biologist at Bankhead.

: Researchers found a gray bat and
Daily photoby JonathanPalmer — gn |ndiana bat, both endangered.

A captured red bat, a species common to Alabama, during i

Wedn esday nigh t@ Bat Blit z in Bankhead. -ergs?tye?rllsgi g)?sli?glIreesdgl"'](?lgvte“;']ci)xvgns’

bats, Counts said.
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It was the first time the blitz
was held in Alabama.

QNe were ecstatic over it,0
Counts said. OVe had a
wonderful time.O

Carter@ group sloshed through
water, setting 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 until after

k- midnight, then met at Camp
Daily phot o by Jonathan Palmer McDowell around 2 or 3 a.m.
Smells like bat spirit? April Crawley, left , and Jeff Magniez smell ~ fOr @ meal.

the odor produced by an evening bat. Bankhead Nation al Forest

was the site of Bat Blit z on Wednesday. Various wildlife agencies  The group was most |ike|y to
spon sored the event, which brought wildlife biologist s, students catch bats jUSt after sunset,

and enthusiasts out to study the mammals. Tim Carter, right, .
explained bat habit s to participa nts. researchers said.

Qt® about that time,OCarter said, minutes before the group finished installing
the net.

About 20 minutes later, a bat flew into the net, and someone placed a wiggling
brown paper bag on a table in front of Carter and other researchers. Carter
removed what he said was a photogenic juvenile brown bat from the bag. The
bat flapped its 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.

O'hese are the lions of the insect world, the top predators,Ohe said. Qf you
captured a lion, a lion wouldn® be very scared of you, he would be very mad at
you.O

Few predatory threats

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

Carter said he® not worried about bites because the way he holds a bat usually
prevents injury. While a misconception is that people take a great risk of
contracting rabies by handling bats, researchers say that less than half of 1
percent of bats have the disease.

Bats mate in the fall before hibernation but don® give birth until the summer,
Carter said. They are too hungry after hibernation to spend much time looking
for a mate, so fall provides a better opportunity.

In fall, male and female bats spend days or weeks lingering near the outside of
caves eating and waiting to hibernate. A female bat stores sperm in her
reproductive tract and ovulates in spring, he said.

Biologists recorded details including the species, gender, age, weight, time of
catch, reproductive conditions and measurements.
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Tim Sichmeller, a graduate student at Ball State, said the Bat Blitz is an
opportunity to obtain a quick survey of species in the area.

QVe can hit 12 sites in a night, so we can survey a ton of different areas with
experienced people,Ohe said.

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

(Right after dusk is when the bats are coming out,Oshe said. Orhey tend to
feed right as they come out. They®e hungry because they®e been roosting in
trees or wherever they were roosting all day.O

Stevenson is in a training program at Wheeler National Wildlife Refuge in
Decatur. She said she is concerned that the Rafinesque® big-eared bat and the
southeastern myotis could be losing habitat because of urbanization and
agriculture.

The speciesOhabitat is used for agricultural purposes because it is
exceptionally fertile, she said.

Orhere is a supposed decline in their population ...Oshe said. Orhey are usually
associated with roosting in bottomland hardwood and here in the Southeast,
weQ@e had about a 70 percent decline of bottomland hardwood.O

Information that researchers gain from surveys help land managers know
about what species are in the forest and could uncover an endangered species,
Stevenson said.

Researchers are monitoring a malady that killed tens of thousands of
hibernating bats in the Northeast last winter, said Nikki Castleberry, biologist
with the Georgia Department of Natural Resources. The condition, white nose
syndrome, causes the bats to acquire a white fungus on their muzzles.

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

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

QVhen they find the bats, they®e starved to death, so they don® know if
there® something that® going on that® causing them to lose body fat, or if it®
something with the illness,Oshe said. (Right now there® a lot more questlons
than answers.O

Carter said researchers did not attach 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 five years. Biologists don® like to use bands unless they have
a specific purpose because of concerns about the affects of attaching a foreign
object to an animal, he said.
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