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The lockdown was not good 

for bat work ,if we thought  

it was bad, spare a thought 

for Rachel Bates . .  

 

An Unexpected 
Journey 

Life often has a habit of 

throwing a spanner in the 

works, ideas and ambitions 

not turning out as planned 

but leading to a journey of 

discovery nonetheless. In 

autumn 2019 I had all my 

paperwork complete and 

permits in place to carry 

out my fieldwork for my 

master’s research project; 

three weeks in Vietnam 

looking at bat species diversity 

and abundance in different 

forest habitats, ranging from 

primary rainforest through to 

clear-fell.  

“But something happened then 

the Ring did not intend.”  

You know what. 

The hope of heading out to do 

my fieldwork in April 2020 got 

smaller by the day, until by 

mid-February it had fizzled 

out all together and I had to 

quickly come up with another 

project so I could still meet my 

August hand-in date. I briefly 

toyed with the idea of carrying 

out a similar study here in the 

UK but unfortunately there’s 

just not a high enough 

diversity of bats in any one 

area to enable robust statistical 

analysis, let alone forest 

habitats of a decent size. 

About this time, I was playing 

with some morphometric data 

from Common Pipistrelles in 

Cambridgeshire and noticed 

that on average females had 

considerably longer forearms 

than males. Whilst looking 

into dimorphism I came across 

an interesting paper where 

sexual size dimorphism was 

tested for in 45 species of 

horseshoe bats across Indo-

China. Interestingly, the 

authors then separated species 

into those that were associated 

with forest habitats and those 

more commonly associated 

with open habitats, and then 

compared differences in the 

extent of dimorphism between 

the two habitat types. 

What if I could do the same 

with English bats? Would our 

species also display 

statistically significant 

differences in size between the 

sexes? Especially as the sexes 

of temperate bats can be 

difficult to distinguish without 

looking at their bits, unlike 

tropical species (Figure 1). 

And would a comparison 

between forest-associated and 

open habitat-associated 

species work, given that the 

UK has such a mosaic of 

habitats across relatively small 

areas? 

This is what I set out to 

discover. I planned to focus on 

the south-west where the 

majority of species occur, with 

a geographical extension to 

include Alcathoe. I got in 

touch with local bat groups 

and planned the collection of 

field data to supplement 

existing data.  

And then, well. You know 

what happened next. 

Suddenly I was faced with a 

desk-based research project. 

Everyone I’d been in touch 

with were so kind and 

generous with their time in 

sharing bat group data, that by 

the end of May I had sorted 

through all my data and had 

enough to statistically analyse 

16 species in total – Leisler's 

Figure 1:  Colouration in Round-leaf bat Hipposideros larvatus allows for identification 

of the sexes at a glance (Authors photo). 
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Figure 2: Visualisation of Rensch’s rule, with the 

dotted line representing an equal isometrical 

relationship as body size increases (Webb and 

Freckleton, 2007).  FBSSD  and  MSSD stands for 

female-biased sexual size dimorphism and male-

biased sexual size dimorphism. Female-biased 

means females are larger than males. Male- biased 

means males are larger. Dotted line shows line of 

best Fit Females are on the whole bigger than males. 

 

 

was exempt because it seems 

this species just doesn’t like to 

be caught. 

Throughout June I carried out 

statistical analysis and put my 

limited introductory learning 

of R statistics into practice to 

create some pretty box plots 

and regression lines that I was 

quite proud of, which left 

writing up the whole thing for 

July. That was a very intense 

month. Particularly as an 

added extra to my project was 

testing for Rensch’s rule in 

bats. Rensch’s rule describes 

the relationship of size 

dimorphism between the sexes 

across species. Where females 

are larger than males, the 

difference in size dimorphism 

decreases as body size 

increases, in comparison to a 

line of isometry representing 

an equal relationship (Figure 

2). 

 

So, what did I find?  

Of the 16 species in my study, 

females in 14 species were 

statistically larger than males  

(using forearm length). The 

other two species showed a 

tendency for larger females, 

but the small sample size is a 

possible reason for the lack of 

a statistical difference. There 

was no difference whatsoever 

in the extent of size 

dimorphism between forest 

and open-habitat species, and 

English bats do not follow 

Rensch’s rule as the 

relationship between size 

differences was not different to 

the line of isometry.  

Whilst not the project I 

originally envisaged, and I’m 

not entirely sure of the use of 

this newly discovered 

information, I thoroughly 

enjoyed learning all about this 

so I guess I should thank 

corona virus in some way. 

Rachel Bates 

Editor - Rachel 

obtained a 

distinction on her 

Masters and is in the 

process of producing 

a paper which will be 

published on PLOS. 

Well give you details 

once we have them 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  Renewal             

Just to remind you again - renewal of Bat Group 

Membership is due in January but because of Covid 19, we 

are extending all 2020 subs until January 2022.  Happy 

New Year 


