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A Bat group member 
abroad. 

 

In February this year Toby Thorne 

was back briefly in England 

offered to do a talk for the bat 

group. This was very interesting 

and he kindly agreed to write an 

article for those of you who were 

hibernating in February. 

 
After finishing my undergraduate 

degree I was keen to see more of the 

world. Rather than just travelling I 

wanted to experience a different 

culture for an extended period. Thus 

I found myself, at the close of 2012, 

arriving in the city of London, 

London Ontario, in Canada. I was 

there due to a general, inexplicable 

affection for the uncultured mass 

that is North America and more 

specifically because I’d been taken on 

as a master’s student 

by Professor Brock Fenton - an 

internationally renowned bat 

researcher. I spent much of my first 

year adjusting to Canadian life, 

trying new things, making friends 

and learning that an English accent is 

instantly charming to almost any 

North American. However, I 

eventually settled down to work, 

studying bat migration across the 

Great Lakes. 

 

Despite the mobility that comes from 

flight, migration is an uncommon 

trait in bats and fewer than 3% of 

species worldwide have been 

observed to regularly travel more 

than 50km. When migration does 

occur, it is typically undertaken by 

temperate species responding to 

seasonal changes in the environment. 

Some species migrate relatively short 

distances to find suitable hibernation 

sites in caves. Others prefer to 

overwinter in trees and foliage, and 

may travel hundreds or even 

thousands of kilometres south to  

 

regions where it is warm enough to 

do so.  

 

This outline of migration is fairly 

well accepted. However, we 

actually know very little of the 

details, even by the standard of bats, 

about which we often know very 

little in general. This is due to the 

difficulty of monitoring bats over the 

large distances they can cover during 

migration. Ideally we would track 

individuals during migration, but to 

date this has not been possible in all 

but the largest tropical bat species. 

Instead we have to work out where 

bats have been from secondary 

evidence, using data from recaptures 

of banded bats or isotopic analysis of 

fur. We can also look at patterns of 

bat activity or the seasonal presence 

and absence of species and try and 

guess what they’re up to. I did the 

latter.  

 

I collected data on bat activity on two 

islands in the Great Lakes, Amherst 

Island in Lake Ontario, and Pelee 

Island in Lake Eirie.( see map) 

Although bats do cross large areas of 

water they often appear to avoid or 

minimise time spent doing so. If you 

are not familiar with the Great Lakes 

you can take my word for it that they 

are very large -getting to Pelee in the 

middle of Lake Erie takes more than 

an hour by ferry. I hypothesised that 

the islands might be attractive routes 

or rest stops for bats crossing a lake 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Map modified from Open Map by Bob 

Cornes 

 

, and so it might be a good place to 

detect them.  

 

I monitored the number of calls 

recorded per night at a specific 

location as a proxy for activity - a 

widely used measure and quite 

useful as long as one is aware of the 

limitations. I recorded this data using 

automated detectors programmed to 

record throughout the night and 

make full spectrum recordings of any 

potential bat sounds. I then filtered 

and identified bat calls using 

automated analyses developed by 

past students in our lab - identifying 

target species with approximately 80-

90% accuracy. I focussed on the 

activity of eastern red and hoary 

bats, which are widely considered to 

migrate long distances, and tri-

coloured bats, which were 

previously thought to migrate only 

short distances but may in fact travel 

further. I could not identify other 

species with sufficient accuracy and 

was not able to include them.  

Activity of all species varied thought 

the year. My most promising results 

were from Amherst Island in 2013, 

when activity of eastern red and 

especially tri-coloured bats increased 

notably during August and 

September 
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. The later part of the season is when 

we would expect these bats to be 

travelling south, and the increase in 

activity occurred too late to fit with 

alternative explanations such as the 

young of the year taking 

flight. Unfortunately I did not record 

the same strong pattern on Amhest 

in 2014. I did record some migratory 

activity of tri-coloured bats on Pelee 

Island in 2014. 

 

Overall I ended with more questions 

than I had started with, 

which is frustrating but common for 

ecology. With so many factors 

involved it is rarely possible to 

account for them all and draw firm 

conclusions. However, although 

more information would be useful I 

have nonetheless learned some 

useful things. In particular, activity 

patterns on Amherst Island in 2013 

suggest that this could be an 

important area for bats travelling 

around the eastern end of Lake 

Ontario. This is an important 

consideration given the development 

of wind power in the region - more 

than thirty towers are proposed on 

Amherst Island and a similar 

number are already in action on 

neighbouring Wolf Island, with little 

information available on the 

resulting mortality of bats. In 

addition, the migratory activity of 

tri-coloured bats that I observed 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

around the lakes supports, although 

does not prove, the possibility that 

this species might migrate over 

longer distances than was previously 

thought. Happily there are some 

further projects in the works to look 

at bats crossing the lakes in more 

details, and I think it will be very 

interesting to follow the results from 

these 

 

 

 

Photo of Eastern Red Bat. Courtesy of 

Prof. Brock Fenton 

 

You can read a review of Brock Fenton’s 

new book on page...... 

 

.  

 

Annual Bun fest at the 
Adams’ roost at Haynes 
27th May 8.30 pm, or 16th June at 

20.40pm 

 
Regular readers will know that we 

try to visit this roost every year. This 

roost has been observed for nigh on 

30 years. It is a luxurious way to 

watch bats emerge, sitting in a lovely 

garden, drinking tea and eating too 

much cake. Bob will try to catch a bat 

so you can see one in the hand. 

 This is an ideal event or both 

beginners and cake lovers, There 

may be an opportunity for roost 

visitor trainees to hand net a bat. 

The bats vary in their arrival time so 

we have booked 2 dates. If they are 

not at home the first date we will try 

again on the second. 

Please contact Jude at least a week 

before the first event so that 

sufficient cake can be prepared, 

 
Photo of one of the Adams common 

pipistrelles Bob Cornes 


