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Luton Hoo 
 

One of the hidden gems in Bedfordshire is the 

hibernaculum at Luton Hoo. We have mentioned it in 

passing in the April  2009 issue but it really does 

deserve a higher profile. We met Nick Tardivel (who 

designed it) at the National Bat Conference and he 

and his family were genuinely excited when we told 

him it had bats in it; as too were Natural England 

Bob Cornes tells you the tale. 

Picture of Luton Hoo published in 1855. From A History of Luton by 

Frederick Davis, via Wikipedia. 

 

Eight years ago the once grand mansion of Luton Hoo 

lay deserted and derelict, with its extensive parkland, 

woods and lake little disturbed by human activity. Its 

bat fauna was largely unknown, with only a single 

small-scale survey successfully negotiated by the 

Bedfordshire Natural History Society in 1994. The bats 

were there, we now know, in considerable numbers 

and a good range of species. When plans were made to 

develop the Hoo as a luxury hotel, Lloyd Bore Ecology 

were contracted to carry out ecological surveys and put 

forward appropriate mitigation measures as required. 

They found bats using the buildings for both 

hibernation and summer roosts, with foraging taking 

place throughout the Park. The cellars of the mansion 

were to become unavailable for bat hibernation when 

the development took place, and an artificial 

hibernaculum was built to provide them with an 

alternative. The development was carried out and the 

hotel opened in 2007.  

 

The hibernaculum was designed by Nick Tardivel 

from Lloyd Bore, who is an experienced bat worker. It 

is an impressive structure, located under a belt of trees 

close to the mansion. In the series of linked rooms 

inside are bat bricks and wooden boxes to provide 

niches for hibernating bats. 

 

     
The hibernaculum nestles in the grounds of Luton Hoo 

 

 

    
Inside view of a very des res. Note the bat bricks and boxes 

 

In 2008 Martin O’Connor, new and enthusiastic 

member of the Bat Group, asked what bat surveys 

could be arranged near Luton. On being told that 

Luton Hoo was probably the best bat site in the area, 

he contacted the hotel and negotiated for summer bat 

activity surveys and hibernaculum surveys to be 

carried out by the Bat Group. The three summer 

surveys in 2008 proved very worthwhile, with 

Common Pips feeding in the parkland, Sopranos, 

Noctules and Daubenton’s over the lake and a Serotine 

passing near the Lower Luton Road. The first 

hibernation survey, in December, revealed a 

Daubenton’s Bat in the hibernaculum, lavishly 

equipped with bat bricks and wooden hibernation 

structures. In January it was joined by five more bats 

(Natterer’s and a Brown Long-Eared), and it was clear 

that Luton Hoo was a rare example of a new structure 

which was built as mitigation being used successfully 

by bats of several species.   

 

Two summer surveys in 2009 proved equally 

interesting, despite attempts to mist net bats catching 
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nothing but pipistrelles. Soprano Pip and Noctule 

activity was much less noticeable than in the previous 

year, but more Serotines were encountered, and varied   

 

 
 

A Natterer’s bat in one of the box at the hibernaculum 

 

Myotis calls were heard in the woodland, suggesting 

up to three species of Myotis bats.  Checks of bat boxes 

put up during the hotel development revealed no signs 

of bat use, but with no shortage of suitable cavities in 

the parkland and woodland trees, this was not too 

surprising. Natural England showed interest in the 

success of the hibernaculum, and the idea of using an 

Anabat detector to monitor bat activity inside came up 

at a site meeting in November involving the Bat 

Group, Nick Tardivel and Judy Stroud from Natural 

England. Tony Mitchell-Jones arranged the loan of a 

Natural England Anabat, and Martin and I installed it, 

along with temperature and humidity data loggers. 

Natural England hope to use the hibernaculum as an 

example of a successful purpose-built structure in the 

new version of Bat Mitigation Guidelines.  (Our work 

was overseen by a Daubenton’s bat who had already 

taken up residence.) 

 

Further summer surveys are planned for next year, in 

addition to continued monitoring of the hibernaculum. 

Getting information about this important site has been 

made possible by help from Richard Biffen of Luton 

Hoo Hotel (who also gave permission for the surveys 

to take place), Judy Stroud and Tony Mitchell-Jones of 

Natural England, Nick Tardivel of Lloyd Bore Ecology, 

and the efforts of our own Martin O’Connor. 

 
Photos by Bob Cornes  

 

What is a Hoo? 
Apparently derived from an 

Anglo-Saxon word, a hoo means 

the spur of a hill. The word seems 

to occur only in East Anglia, with 

Sutton Hoo being the most famous 

example. We have Lilley Hoo in 

our area, as well as Luton Hoo.  
 

Monitoring mitigation 
One of the reasons for Natural England’s interest is 

that all too often there is no follow up work on whether 

mitigation has worked. A consultant’s work is often 

considered done once a new structure is in place, and 

monitoring is often not carried out. This is something 

Professor John Altringham raised at the National Bat 

Conference; he said that much of the discussion of the 

success of mitigation is purely anecdotal and lacks any 

scientific rigour. He cited Geoff Billington as one of the 

few people who had been doing any scientific work 

(Geoff assessed the effect of a bat bridge over a road) It 

is, said Altringham , not enough to say that 11 bats use 

the bridge, what needs to be looked at is what 

proportion of the bat population uses it. Billington’s 

work showed that the large majority of bats still flew 

over the road At present it seems Planning Authorities 

do not specify a need for follow up work of this type, 

so contractors don’t bother. What John suggested, 

admitting ruefully that he might be being a tad 

controversial, was that the planning bodies needed to 

grow some teeth and insist proper monitoring was 

done before and after a project. 

 

He also raised a second point which was to look at a 

project only a only a local scale was a mistake and the 

wider implications of habitat fragmentation caused, for 

example by road building also needed to be looked at. 

Controversial or not, this was one of the best received 

talks of the conference, Methinks he was preaching to 

the converted. 

 

A similar issue exists with bat boxes. All too often 

Local Authorities see putting up boxes as “job done” 

but without monitoring their use, as Danny is doing at 

Priory, there is no evidence that it is having any impact 

on the bat population. This is one of the reasons we 

favour the use of the Kent Bat boxes as they can be 

checked without disturbing the bats and so do not 

need a licensed bat worker to be present. (Shirley 

Thompson told us at the conference that Network Rail 

is now using these boxes on some of their lines and she 

is using the data from Priory to encourage others to use 

them (as is BCT).  


