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The 2017 Nietoperek Bat 
Census 
Bob Cornes 
 
Somewhere over eastern Germany 

the dull grey landscape below turned 

to white and pale grey. From the 

relative comfort of the aircraft cabin 

the thought “it must be cold down 

there” had little impact. It felt more 

real when we landed at Schonefeld 

Airport, Berlin. The frozen roads and 

icy wind became apparent as our 

minibus, loaded with British bat 

workers and their rucksacks, headed 

east towards the Polish border in the 

growing gloom. 

Some three hours later, we entered 

an apparently deserted village. There 

clearly were people around because 

there were parked cars, the only 

visible signs of the edges of the 

snow-covered roads, and the 

occasional light was visible in a 

window. But no-one was crazy 

enough to be out in the frozen winter 

night. This was Wysoka  – a village  

in western Poland. The area was in 

Germany until the end of World War 

II when the border of Germany and 

Poland was redrawn further west 

and Poles settled here. 

 The reason for our visit was the 

enormous system of military tunnels 

nearby, constructed in the 1930s and 

1940s, and now the most important 

bat hibernaculum in Europe. 

 

Well before dawn the next morning 

we grabbed a hasty breakfast and 

collected the packed lunches that had 

been prepared for us (most of us 

discarding the tins of mackerel). A 

half-hour’s drive away was the main 

entrance to the tunnel system – now 

a museum. A freezing walk across an 

exposed slope took us to the entrance 

where we descended into the 

tunnels. For my group, there was a 6 

km walk through the tunnels until 

we reached our allocated section and 

began to search for bats. 

They weren’t hard to find. The 

concrete tunnel walls had few 

crevices and most bats were clearly 

visible on the surface – often in large 

clusters. There were Daubenton’s, 

Natterer’s, Brown Long-Eared and 

the occasional Whiskered, Brandt’s, 

Bechstein’s and Barbastelle. In a 

vertical pipe there was a little 

group of Pond Bats and, most 

dramatically of all, there were 

lots and lots of Greater Mouse-

Eared Bats, sometimes on their 

own, but often in large 

clusters. The largest cluster 

our group found was 122 bats, 

but this is by no means the 

record for the site.  
The Greater Mouse-Eared Bat, 

Myotis myotis, is the largest 

member of the Myotis group of 

bats. It is abundant in parts of 

Europe, but was declared 

extinct in Britain in 1991. One 

awkward individual refuses to 

recognise this and turns up each 

winter in a hibernation site in Sussex, 

but in general it’s not a species we 

can see in Britain. Quite a few of 

them were not fully torpid. Later in 

the day when other groups of 

surveyors were returning to the 

entrance, having 

completed the surveys 

of their sections, we 

could tell when they 

were approaching us 

because Greater 

Mouse-Eareds (see 

photos on next age)  

flew along the tunnels 

ahead of them and 

circled around our 

heads. Our group 
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leader, Fons Bongers, was 

particularly keen and took on an 

extra section of the system after we 

had completed our allocation, which 

meant that our group was the last to 

finish, spending more than ten hours 

underground. It was too much for 

my feet – walking many kilometres 

of concrete tunnel in wellies became 

very painful by mid afternoon. I 

negotiated a lift with one of the 

passing groups of surveyors and left 

early. 

The tallying 

revealed that our 

group had found 

4,657 bats during 

the day, of which 

3,546 were 

Greater Mouse-

Eareds. The 

whole census, 

involving 10 

groups of 

surveyors, found 

over 25,000 bats. 

These bats travel 

considerable 

distances in order 

to hibernate in 

the Nietoperek 

tunnels, making 

the site important 

on a continental 

scale, as well as being very 

spectacular to see 

 

 The bat workers travelled 

considerable distances as well, with 

participants from Belgium, Germany, 

Finland, the Netherlands, Norway, 

Poland, Slovakia, Spain, Sweden and 

the UK. This makes the bat census a 

significant opportunity for bat 

workers from across Europe to meet.  

After a relaxing evening in the bar 

and a very good night’s sleep, many 

of the surveyors went out next day to 

search for bats in various 

underground bunkers in the area. A 

few of us took the lazy option and 

went to the local bunker in the 

village and pottered around the lake 

looking for signs of beavers. 

 

Bats in a Pickle 

We have said before that many 

researchers are taking too many bats 

from the wild. We have heard first 

hand of researcher taking all the 

members of a rare bat species from a 

roost.. Now Daniel Russso et al have 

done a literature review, which 

shows just how bad the problem is.# 

The work of zoologists worldwide is 

often an important asset for 

biodiversity protection, but a new 

article notes that scientists kill many 

bats -- even of threatened species -- 

to study them. 

In the last 20 years, 222 studies 

mentioned the collection of 7482 bats 

of 376 species, mostly from South 

America and Asia (India, China, and 

Southeast Asia). Researchers mostly 

aimed to compile checklists or 

establish geographic ranges. 

Bats are long-lived, slowly 

reproducing creatures, and the 

potential effects of collection on their 

already dwindling populations are 

not always known. Although in 

some cases collecting specimens for 

science is essential, the use of 

modern technology -- such as 

photography, X-ray, sound 

recording, and state-of-art DNA 

analysis -- could often avoid killing 

bats. 

"We are aware that museum 

collections are vital to science, but 

there are strong ethical reasons to 

avoid unnecessary collection. We 

urge that appropriate ethical 

protocols are developed to strongly 

limit voucher collection to cases 

when this is strictly necessary," said 

Dr. Danilova Russo, lead author of 

the Mammal Review article.- 


