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Helping with academic research

Meet Orly Razgour  
 

Climate change is a great concern at the moment as biologists try to predict 

what will happen to our flora and fauna. This is especially for the rarer species 

important for animals with a lower population density. 

She now has post doc fellowship at the University of Southampton.” My 

research sits at the interface between ecology, conservation and molecular 

biology. My main research aims are to examine evolutionary and ecological 

responses to global change, and to understand how environmental 

heterogeneity at different spatial and temporal scales affects geographical 

distribution, genetic composition and ecological interactions. I carry out 

multidisciplinary research, combining novel genetic and genomic tools with 

ecological research and spatial, ecological and mathematical modelling. My 

research is applied in nature, aiming to provide the evidence base for 

managing our environment and conserving biodiversity.”

 

 

 

 

 
Genes and gene expression. 
 
In a nutshell, genes are lengths of 

DNA that code for a specific protein. 

These are often enzymes which 

control the characteristics of an 

organism. This is done in bats by 

taking a wing punch. These are tiny 

circles of wing flesh, about the size of 

the hole made by a paper punch, 

which is taken avoiding blood 

vessels. All the equipment used is 

surface sterilised before and after 

use. Back in the lab the complete 

genome for the animal is sequenced. 

 However, carrying a particular gene 

does not mean you will actually use 

it. Melanin is a protein produced if 

you are exposed to ultra violet light, 

but if you never go where it is sunny 

that gene is not activated and you 

don’t get a tan  This means that as 

conditions change, the genes which 

are turned on vary. 

So how we find out what is going 

on? There is no point analysing the 

DNA. Instead you look at RNA. This 

is involved in the synthesis of 

proteins. If the RNA for a given gene 

is sequenced then that tells you 

which genes are being expressed. 

Needless to say this, this is incredibly 

difficult to do even with modern 

technology. The problem with RNA 

is that it is very easily destroyed and 

is masked by all the DNA in the cell. 

One solution is to look at red blood 

cells which have no nucleus and 

therefore no DNA. Sounds easy but 

isn’t. RNA breaks down very quickly 

so the blood that is collected has to 

be quickly frozen in liquid nitrogen. 

Back in the lab the RNA is analysed, 

telling the researcher which genes 

are active. (NB This description is 

very CSI - you know, the blood goes 

into a machine and the results appear 

in seconds and the blonde bimbo 

with the perfect make up simpers)  

 

 
This is a highly skilled job. Orly is a 

very experienced researcher and 

could sample both wings in 

just a few seconds. 
 
 
 
 
The 
research 
 Orly wanted to collect 5-13 bats take 

blood (! % of their body weight) and 

3mm wing biopsies from bats with a 

wide but diffuse population. She 

chose chance European bat Myotis 

escalerai an Iberian endemic and the 

barbastelle. 

So we were delighted when she 

contacted us and said did we by any 

chance have any barbs about out 
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person 

Swineshead seemed an ideal site as 

the known maternity roosts are in a 

small area and a number of the bat 

group volunteered to help. We 

originally planned three nights but 

we caught enough bats on the first 

two .We caught 76 bats over the two 

nights, 13 of which were barbastelles. 

An additional treat was bought to 

the processing point by Chantal and 

Nicky who approached with such 

insouciance it was obvious this catch 

was a goody – which is as – yet 

another whiskered, the first we had 

caught at Swineshead. We also 

caught our first Daubenton’s at the 

site.We set up four harp traps each 

night 3 with lures and 6 or 7 nets and 

were kept busy checking nets and 

processing. 

 
 

Taking blood from bats 

 
 
This is something no bat group 

member would ever do. Orly’s 

project had to be approved by 

Southampton’s Ethics committee and 

she had to get a Home Office Licence 

and to be trained to a high level in 

extracting blood, Her licence also 

meant we couldn’t take photographs, 

but I did get a chance to take a close 

look 

The amount of blood that can be 

removed is very strictly controlled. 

The bat is weighed and only a few 

drops are taken (up to 1% of body 

weight) 

When the bat is ready for processing 

all the surfaces are sterilised while 

the bat in its holding bag is warmed 

up by being placed close to the chest 

of a human hot water bottle. 

Once it is warmed it is swathed in a 

small piece of cotton cloth, so that it’s 

completely covered. Orly takes the 

blood from the leg and one at a time 

a leg is gently removed (still firmly 

attached to the bat) The leg is ever so 

gently moved to encourage 

circulation and a tiny needle is used 

to get  few drops of blood which are 

collected in a micropipette. Orly told 

me that bats’ blood clots quickly. If 

the bat produced no blood she went 

onto the other leg. The blood is 

quickly transferred into a small 

Eppendorf tube which is then 

plunged into liquid nitrogen. She is 

using this to test for RNA which is 

notoriously unstable, hence the 

freezing. The second leg is then 

sampled the same way. On the night 

I was there only one bat was not a 

bleeder. 

Before it is let go a 3mm wing punch 

is taken. I was amazed at the speed at 

which she did this and the bat 

seemed totally unphased.  These 

holes repair in 2-4 weeks (Bats are 

used in studies on healing of wounds 

and we often finds bats in the wild 

with small wing tears- and even 

large one)s. These punches are again 

stored in an Eppendorf tube but 

these do not need freezing and are 

just put n alcohol. 

Once the process is complete the bat 

is returned to its bag and to a human 

hot water bottle until it is warm and 

moving about in the bag. It is then 

set free and all the bats flew off 

strongly into the night. 

 

So for those of you who were 

expecting a gruesome story as befits 

the Halloween month you are so out 

of luck- but I did publish this back in 

October 2015 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Something from the 
archival crypt. 

 

 

 
101 uses for a dead bat No 
32 
 
 To save souls  
It was once believed that 
damaged souls came back as 
bats, which might explain the 
following grotesque Christian 
ritual. Take a bat and let it 
bleed to death over a piece silk. 
Each drop of blood you count is 
one soul saved from hell 

 

A request 
 

 
 
 
If anyone is willing to write an article for 
the January 2017 newsletter (deadline Dec 
12th) or if you don’t want to write 
something but are interested in a specific 

areas, please feel free to get in touch. 

 Tee Hee No –one 

is getting my 

blood, I’m a 

whiskered 


