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White nose syndrome,. 

A. glimmering of hope for 
American Bats? 

 Ever since white-nose syndrome (WNS) 

began ravaging certain species of 

hibernating bats in north eastern North 

America in 2006, there’s been a long 

stream of bad news and devastating 

prognoses for the insect-devouring 

predators. WNS is a cold-loving fungus 

originating in Eurasia, where bats 

evolved to develop immunity to it. In the 

United States, where it arrived only 

recently, WNS disrupts bats’ winter 

sleep, causing them to expend too much 

energy as the snow-hued fungus grows 

over their noses and wings. To date, an 

estimated 6-plus million bats have 

succumbed to the disease—caused by a 

fungus called Pseudogymnoascus 

destructans (Pd)—as it’s moved across 

the United States and Canada, so far 

infecting 15 species in North America. 

Some species are experiencing near total 

collapse: Little brown bat populations 

have been decimated by about 90 

percent, while tricolored and northern 

long-eared bats are suffering losses of 

around 97 percent. Ecologists thought 

WNS might halt at the Rockies, but in 

2016 news broke that it had made its way 

to Washington State. One of the most 

precipitous declines in wild mammals 

conceivably had no end. 

A slew of new research into hibernating 

bats and the disease, however, offers 

some glimmers of hope. It’s the product 

of a national plan developed by the U.S. 

Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) 

beginning 10 years ago, which pulled 

together biologists, ecologists, 

mycologists, biochemists, and other 

scientists working in universities, NGOs, 

and state, federal, and tribal agencies to 

identify, and hopefully eradicate, Pd.

 

 

Pseudogymnoacsus 
destructans in Bedfordshire 

 

You will have heard of the fungal 

disease called White Nose Syndrome 

which has been devastating some bat 

populations in North America in recent 

years. The causative agent was identified 

several years ago as the fungus 

Pseudogymnoascus destructans 

(formerly known as Geomyces 

destructans). 

 

 It was found that the fungus is present in 

Europe and some bats are infected, but 

the disease symptoms do not seem to 

develop in European bats. It 

seems likely that the fungus 

has been in Europe for a long 

time and the bats have 

resistance to it so that, if 

infected, they do not develop 

White Nose Syndrome. The 

fungus seems to be a recent 

invader in North America, 

probably introduced 

accidentally by human 

activity. 

 

P. destructans was found a 

few years ago in some British 

bats and hibernacula, showing 

that our situation is similar to 

Europe’s – we have the 

fungus but not, apparently, the 

disease. Early in 2017 Joe 

Hoyt, an American bat 

researcher at the  University 

of California (Santa Cruz), 

asked British bat workers to collect 

swabbed samples in British hibernacula.  

The swabs were to be taken from bats 

and from the nearby substratum in the 

hibernaculum. We offered to help at our 

largest hibernation site and sent off a 

number of samples for Joe to test. Joe’s 

work is yet to be published, but he has 

told us the following about the samples 

we collected: 

 

“Pseudogymnoascus 
destructans was detected in both 
early and later winter at low 
prevalence. On average around 
11% (range: 0-25%) of all the 
samples collected from 
environment tested positive 
for P. destructans DNA and only a 
single bat was positive for the 
fungus in early winter. However, 
25% of the samples taken 
adjacent to bats in January were 
positive suggesting that more 
bats may become infected later in 
hibernation. The low prevalence 
of the fungus and likely timing of 
infections means that P. 
destructans presents minimal risk 
to bats in [the site].” 

 Bob Cornes 
 The photo below is one of the bats 

sampled taken under u.v .light. For 

reasons unknown the ears and wings 

glowed light blue Photo Bob Cornes 

 

Joe Hoyt is giving a talk at this year's 

BCT National Conference 

 

http://www.bats.org.uk/pages/na
tional_bat_conference.html 

http://mbio.asm.org/content/8/6/e01941-17
https://www.whitenosesyndrome.org/sites/default/files/files/wns_mortality_2012_nr_final_0.pdf
https://www.usgs.gov/news/bat-white-nose-syndrome-confirmed-washington-state
https://www.usgs.gov/news/bat-white-nose-syndrome-confirmed-washington-state
https://www.usgs.gov/news/bat-white-nose-syndrome-confirmed-washington-state

