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Out of Africa…. 

 

I was lucky enough that the 

Wildlife Trust BCN, who I 

work for, agreed I could take a 

month’s sabbatical to 

volunteer with Africa Bat 

Conservation (ABC) in 

Malawi. ABC is an 

organisation conducting 

applied research, conservation 

and education to conserve bat 

populations in Africa. Because 

of my workload I could only 

take the time over the winter 

months, which coincides with 

Malawi’s rainy season, when 

fieldwork is restricted to the 

Urban Wildlife Project. Luckily 

the Lilongwe base camp is 

situated on the edge of the city 

and doesn’t feel very 

urban at all, which 

was perfect for me. 

Whilst the survey 

methods used are 

basically the same as 

here, there are a lot 

more bats to be 

caught with at least 

64 species from eight 

families compared 

with our 18 from two 

families. After a few 

false starts when 

trapping nights were 

rained off I finally 

got to handle some 

bats! We set up some 

harp traps outside an 

to catch the 

Sundevall’s and Noack's leaf-

nosed bat (Hipposideros caffer & 

H. ruber) which roost 

inside. On a previous 

evening we had done an 

emergence survey and I 

had counted 799 coming 

out so even though these 

little bats are experts at 

avoiding the nets we were 

hopeful that we’d manage 

to catch some. In spite of 

watching many of them fly 

over, around or even 

through the harp trap we 

caught several. Besides the 

usual data collected wing 

tracings and photos were 

taken, as well as a sonogram 

recorded when the bat was 

released, for detailed analysis 

in a student project. These two 

species are very similar, with 

grey and orange forms of both, 

however in glancing over the 

photos the wing tips look 

different and I am eagerly 

awaiting the results of the 

analysis.  

Over the month I helped with 

many surveys, further 

trapping surveys at various 

different sites using harp 

traps, mist nets and hand nets, 

and also bat box checks, roost 

visits and weekly counts of the 

straw-coloured fruit bats 

(Eidolon helvum) roosting in the 

trees by a church in Lilongwe.  

These straw-coloured fruit 

bats are an amazing species, 

that migrate around sub-

Saharan Africa in massive 

colonies. Every year up to 10 

million straw-coloured fruit 

bats congregate in Kasanka 

National Park, Zambia. This is 

the largest mammal migration 

in the world! Whilst I only got 

to see these large fruit bats at a 

distance, I handled several of 
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the smaller little epauletted 

fruit bats (Epomophorus 

labiatus) and a Peters’ 

epauletted fruit bat 

(Epomophorus crypturus) - . see 

above. Such lovely bats to 

work with! 

Between surveys there was 

lots of work to be done back at 

camp, helping with mending 

mist nets, restringing harp 

traps, patching a broken harp 

trap bag and updating the 

interpretation trail at the 

Lilongwe Wildlife Centre. We 

had a few training session on 

various techniques including 

ringing, fur clipping and 

taking wing punctures for 

DNA analysis. On top of this 

were general camp chores 

including cooking and  

 

cleaning which were 

shared out on a rota 

system. We were also 

given some basic 

Chichewa lessons so we 

were able to greet and 

thank people in their own 

local language. 

Despite several 

evenings of 

torrential rain 

and life-threatening 

lightning storms – 

during which I 

became very adept at 

taking down traps 

quickly! – I was lucky 

enough to see around 

a fifth of the species 

recorded from 

Malawi (14 species) 

from six different 

families: 

Pteropodidae (fruit 

bats), Hipposideridae 

(leaf-nosed bats), 

Rhinolophidae  

(horseshoe bats), 

Molossidae (free-

tailed bats), 

Emballonuridae (tomb bats) 

and Vespertilionidae (vesper 

bats).  

Everyone was so welcoming 

and easy to get on with which 

was a real blessing when you 

have to live and work closely 

with the same people 24/7. It 

was a great opportunity to 

work with some very 

experienced bat workers and 

amazing to see and handle so 

many new bat species of 

several families as well as  

 

picking up new techniques 

which will stand me in good 

stead in the future. 

 

For more information on ABC: 

http//www.africanbatconserva

tion.org/ (or follow them on 

facebook/twitter), There latest 

newsletter is also available 

here: 

https://shoutout.wix.com/so/4

dN71LtU8#/main (with sign 

up for future newsletters at 

bottom) 

 

https://www.travelblog.org/Bl

oggers/Dr-Gwen/Trips/34440  

https://www.flickr.com/photos

/24620701@N03/albums/721577

13473067482
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