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Working in the dark – 
identifying bats in Zambia 

 
Trying to identify bats was a 

nightmare as Bob Cornes 

explains 

 
As someone who has been known to 

find occasional difficulty in 

identifying less common British bats 

(yes, I know, no need to say anything 

. . ), I have to say that African bats 

create problems on a scale far more 

daunting than anything we 

experience in this country. Zambia 

has about 70 species of bats from 

nine families – about the same as 

Trinidad – but there is far less 

information from field surveys, and 

the distribution and field 

identification features are not well 

studied.  

We went to Zambats armed with 

Monadjem et al’s large and 

apparently authoritative Bats of 

Southern Africa, but found it more 

difficult to use in the field than we 

had anticipated. This is not because 

the book is poor: it is very impressive 

in several respects, with good quality 

colour photographs, detailed 

distribution maps and even 

sonograms of many species. It is 

however, based largely on museum 

specimens, and therefore 

concentrates on features such as 

details of teeth or palatal ridges (see 

picture) which 

may be 

straightforward to 

examine on a dead 

specimen in a 

museum but are 

decidedly tricky 

when looking at a 

feisty animal in 

the hand in field 

conditions at night 

For other features, 

the descriptions 

could be vague or 

even contradictory 

between different 

paragraphs, tables 

and summaries. 

Close reading also 

revealed that the 

number of 

specimens on 

which the information was based 

was alarmingly small, with details of 

echolocation call parameters often 

derived from one or two recorded 

calls. 

Frustratingly, the difficulties seem to 

increase with familiarity. The worst 

group, we found, was the pipistrelle 

relatives among the Vespertilionids – 

a group that our European 

experience ought to make us best 

prepared for. Several other families 

were also very difficult. The 

horseshoe bats, the 

slit-faced bats and 

the Molossids (free-

tailed bats) were all 

troublesome. 

Ironically, the In fact, 

despite the fact that 

it won’t one family 

that should have 

been trouble-free, the 

Megadermatids 

(with only one 

species in Zambia as 

far as anyone knows) 

was the only family 

that we didn’t encounter on the trip. 

 

 

 

 

Palatal ridges of a fruit bat – 6 in all, 

with two post-dental (behind the tooth 

row). On this occasion the bat wasn’t 

trying to bite the hand that helped to 

identify it. Photo Lynn Whitfield. 

 

 

The bent, forward-pointing tragus 

makes the bat At the bottom of the 

last column Scotophilus, but deciding 

on the species involves measuring 

the forearm and deciding whether 

the fur on the belly is (a) white or 

cream or (b) light brown to medium 

or bright yellow. No one was really 

sure as these are very subjective 

descriptions 

Show us your teeth!  
Zambia’s bats has a propensity for 

small awkward to see teeth, which 

usually posed a major challenge 

If you look at the bat on the next 

page, it was a potential nightmare If 

this bat has 2 upper premolars (one 

of which is so small that it’s very 

difficult to see), it’s Pipistrellus (or 

possibly Hypsugo if it has a narrow. 

post-calcarial  lobe). If has 1 upper 

premolar, it’s Mimitellus, Laephotis, 

Eptesicus or Neoromicia (depending 

on wing shape, tragus shape and ear 

shape in relation to forearm length  

show its upper teeth, this bat’s 
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brilliant white belly fur 

makes it Pipistrellus 

rueppellii, but several of 

the remaining 12 

possible species are 

really tricky to sort out. 

As well as scrutinising 

and arguing about all of 

these features, we tried 

checking echolocation 

call parameters (using 

light-tagged bats in 

some cases so that we 

could be sure we were 

hearing the bat that had 

just been released) and wing biopsies 

were taken from a number of bats in 

the hope that DNA testing will 

resolve the matter (assuming that 

DNA samples are on record for the 

species in question, and that they 

were correctly identified 

themselves). Time will tell, perhaps. I 

shall never complain about our three 

pipistrelles species again (or maybe 

four if Kuhl’s Pipistrelle is really in 

Britain?). 

Bob Cornes 

. Other photos Bob Cornes and Jude 

Hirstwood

We are joined by Clare Mateke from Livingstone Museum who has done a lot of work on Zambian bats, more often 

than not from dead specimens and she was impressed by the group’s attention to the detail and the care we took over 

bat welfare. 

 

She was delighted when we found dead bats in the caves and gathered these very smelly specimens for closer 

examination once the trip was over. They gave her tent a pungent odour and no one was altogether sad when she sent 

them off to the museum 

 

 
Photo Daniel Hargreaves 

 

Just to finish off here is a photo of the whole Zambats group. Benjamin the gent on the far left did all the driving; 

Christopher who is crouching in the middle was the cook who produced endless varied food on on open fires and 

barbeques and their leader was the irrepressible Shepherd. All three of them worked incredibly hard. Jonathan is 

shown goat cuddling. This love we feel might not have been totally reciprocated by the goat, who hung around one of 

the camp sites, shelter in under the tarpaulin when the rainy season turned up a day or two early everything away 

compartments 


