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What do bats eat? Around the world there are bats which feed on fruit, nectar, insects, 
fish, other animals and blood. Only insect-eating bats occur in Britain. 

Are there fruit bats in Britain? No. Of the 21 families of bats, only two occur in Britain and they feed 
only on insects. Fruit bats occur only in the tropics where fruit is 
available all year round. 

What do bats do in winter when there 
are no insects around? 

Hibernate. They find a sheltered location with a cool temperature (1-
5°C) and high humidity (e.g. a cave, inaccessible part of a building or 
deep within a tree) and let their body temperature drop to the ambient 
temperature in order to save energy. 

When and where do bats hibernate? Typically, from mid-November to late March. They revive periodically 
and may go out to feed if it’s warm enough for insects to be active. In 
Bedfordshire, bats hibernate in trees, buildings and underground 
structures (tunnels, ice houses and cellars – we don’t have natural 
caves) 

How many bat species occur in Britain? 17 species are known to live and breed in Britain. There are occasional 
records of 4 or 5 others. Worldwide, about a quarter of all mammal 
species are bats and this is true of Britain as well. The 17 British species 
are all native. All the British species are also found in Europe, along with 
another 27 species. 

Which bat species are found in 
Bedfordshire? 

Twelve species: Common Pipistrelle, Soprano Pipistrelle, Nathusius’ 
Pipistrelle, Noctule, Leisler’s Bat, Serotine, Brown Long-Eared Bat, 
Barbastelle, Natterer’s Bat, Daubenton’s Bat, Whiskered Bat and 
Brandt’s Bat. 

Where do bats roost? In trees, buildings (including houses, churches and barns), caves, 
tunnels, cellars. There are no caves in Bedfordshire, but bats can be 
found in winter in tunnels, cellars and other underground structures. 

What is the difference between a roost 
and a nest? 

Animals construct nests from materials they collect (e.g. twigs, leaves, 
moss). A roost is a place where an animal rests or sleeps without 
building a nest. Bats do not make nests – they select places to roost 
which are already suitable for their needs. 

Are there such things as vampire bats? Yes. There are 3 species of vampire bat, all found only in South and 
Central America and the Caribbean. They feed on the blood of living 
animals without killing them or harming them seriously (unless they 
carry the rabies virus). Two species feed mostly on the blood of birds 
and the third (the Common Vampire) feeds mostly on the blood of 
cattle and other domesticated animals. They occasionally bite people. 
There are no vampire bats in Britain or Europe. 

Do bats carry rabies? Some bats carry the rabies virus, which can be transmitted though a 
bite. The disease is fatal if untreated, but some protection is provided 
by vaccination. In Europe, some bats carry a related virus, different 
from rabies but still fatal. It is not advisable to touch a bat without 
wearing suitable gloves. Bat workers are routinely vaccinated against 
rabies and take precautions to avoid being bitten. 
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How long do bats live? A surprisingly long time for such small animals. Pipistrelles live for 10 
years or so and some bats live much longer. A Brandt’s Bat was found in 
Eastern Europe with a ring. It had been ringed (as an adult) 41 years 
before. 

Are bats legally protected? Bats and their roosts are protected by both UK and European law. It is 
illegal to kill them, to cause disturbance at or exclude them from their 
roosts, to destroy roosts even if unoccupied at the time, or to take bats 
from the wild. Natural England can issue licences to allow these 
activities if a need can be demonstrated, and for the purposes of study 
and conservation. Such licences are strictly controlled and are issued 
with conditions to ensure that populations of bats are not adversely 
affected. 

Will the legal protection change when the 
UK leaves the EU? 

This is a complex subject, but the short answer is no. UK laws will not be 
changed by the UK leaving the EU, and they cover all the areas of 
protection covered by the EU Habitat Regulations, though they are not 
always expressed in the same terms. The UK Parliament can, of course, 
make future changes to UK laws. 

What should I do if I have bats in my 
house? 

In general, you need not do anything. Bats are harmless and will not 
damage your house. Occasionally problems arise from urine staining or 
because a bat finds its way into the living space. You may also need 
advice in order to avoid inadvertently breaking the law if you need to 
carry out repair work or modification of your house. There is a free 
advice service available through the National Bat Helpline on 0345 1300 
228. Information and advice can be found on the web site of the Bat 
Conservation Trust ( www.bats.org.uk ) and, locally, the Bedfordshire 
Bat Group ( www.bedsbatgroup.org.uk ). Beware of web sites based in 
the USA or other parts of the world where both the legal situation and 
issues arising from bats are different. 

Do bats always use the same roosts? No. They are faithful to their roosts in that they tend to use them year 
after year, but they use different roost sites at different times of year. 
Summer roost in trees are often used for only short periods of time 
before the bats switch to another roost, but they will probably return to 
the roost later in the year or the following year. 

Why don’t bats fly during the day? They would be vulnerable to predators (birds of prey) and they would 
have to compete with birds for food. In places where there are few 
birds that pose a threat (e.g. the Azores), bats often fly and feed in the 
afternoon. And, of course, most mammals are nocturnal – it’s primates 
like us that are unusual. 

Are bats slimy, scaly or nasty in any way? Bats are mammals, and are therefore warm, furry and intelligent. Like 
any wild mammal, they may bite if they feel threatened. They should 
therefore not be handled without suitable protection, but they are not 
aggressive. 

How big are bats? Bats worldwide range from 2 grams to 1.5 Kg in weight, and 15 cm to 
1.5 metres in wingspan. British bats are towards the smaller end of the 
range. Pipistrelles weigh about 5 grams and have a wingspan of 20 cm 
or so. Noctules weigh about 30 grams and have a wingspan of up to 40 
cm. 
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Do bats do anything useful for people? Yes. They are of great importance worldwide as pollinators of important 
crop plants, as dispersers of fruit and by controlling insect pests. In 
Britain, our insectivorous bats consume large quantities of midges, flies 
and other insects. 
 Vampire bats produce an anti-blood clotting substance which is being 
synthesized and developed as a treatment for strokes and other 
medical conditions. It is more effective and less harmful than warfarin. 

Are bats blind? No. They have good eyesight. They can’t see colour, but the same is 
true of many mammals. In low light levels, their eyesight is at least as 
good as ours. 

Do bats get caught in your hair? No. This a myth, probably triggered by the sight of bats swooping low 
over heads to catch midges. They avoid making physical contact with 
people. 

What should I do if I find a grounded bat? Call the National Bat Helpline 0345 1300 228 who can give advice and 
arrange for a local bat carer to collect the bat if necessary. In the 
summer (when grounded or trapped bats) are most likely to be found, 
the Helpline offers an “out of hours” service so that advice is available 
in the evenings. If a bat appears unharmed and is in the living space of a 
house, the best things to do is to open windows wide, turn off the light 
and leave the room, closing the door behind you. A healthy bat will 
normally find its way out without difficulty. If the bat needs rescuing, do 
not handle it without gloves or something else (e.g. a cloth) to prevent 
the bat from being able to bite. Try to get the bat into a small container 
(shoe box or similar), ensuring that it is ventilated. In the unlikely event 
of being bitten, seek medical attention immediately. 

Why are bats associated with the 
supernatural? 

Long-standing superstitions in most parts of the world play on the 
association of bats with caves (“gateways to the underworld”) and with 
darkness and spooky places such as old castles. The fact that bats 
disappear almost completely in winter in temperate regions probably 
adds to this. They are widely seen as mysterious and their ability to fly 
in the dark has only recently been understood. In recent years, most of 
the blame lies with the Dracula story and with horror movies of the 
1930s and later. The vampyre legends of south-eastern Europe didn’t 
mention bats – Bram Stoker invented that detail. Nor could vampire 
bats in South America have contributed to the stories. Vampire bats 
were completely unknown to Europeans until recently, and it all seems 
to be down to story-telling. But, like all good story-telling, it taps into 
deep-rooted superstitions and things that we wish, or fear, could be 
true. 

Do bats migrate? In Europe and North America, some species do and some don’t. The 
pattern in Europe is for bats to fly south and west in autumn (for up to 
1000 km or more), and return in spring. Little is known about whether 
bats in Britain migrate, but a number of our species (e.g. Noctule) are 
among those that migrate in Europe. Recent study involving ringed bats 
has shown that some Nathusius’ Pipistrelles migrate from north-eastern 
Europe through southern Britain in autumn. 
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What preys on bats? Birds, particularly birds of prey. Most of these are active only in 
daylight, but there is a danger time around sunset and sunrise 
especially in mid-summer when birds of prey are active and bats have 
started to emerge or are still returning to the roost. Owls remain a 
threat all night, and will take bats when they can catch them. Owl 
pellets often contain some bat bones. But the biggest predator for bats 
that roost in houses is the domestic cat. 

What’s the story with bats and Ebola? The Ebola virus is found in some African bats, but it seems that the risk 
of transmission to people is linked with “bushmeat” – killing and eating 
bats (and a wide range of other wild animals). Bats can act as vectors of 
disease, but if they are not handled and not eaten, the risk is usually 
negligible. 

 

 


