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BARBASTELLE RADIOTRACKING IN 2005 
by Bob Cornes 

 

As part of the Bedfordshire Bat Group’s long-running project to investigate the 

Barbastelle, Barbastella barbastellus, we began to look at the area around Woburn 

and Heath and Reach in May 2005. The area is of interest because it has extensive 

and well-linked areas of woodland, and records of a grounded female Barbastelle in 

Aspley Heath in 19911 and a hibernating Barbastelle in Woburn Rockery in both 

19942 and 20033. Bat detector surveys were carried out in Buttermilk Wood (10th 

May) and King’s Wood NNR, Heath and Reach (17th May). There were no Barbastelle 

calls recorded in Buttermilk Wood, but King’s Wood had widespread Barbastelle 

activity, beginning early in the evening. Several follow-up surveys showed a similar 

pattern of activity. In Hangman’s Spinney, Old Warden in 20034, and Highlands 

Ashes, Northill in 20045, this type of Barbastelle activity was associated with the 

presence of roosts in the wood. Mist netting was carried out in King’s Wood on 17th 

May, 1st August and 7th September, and gave records of 5 species of bat (see Table 

1), including Bedfordshire’s first confirmed record of Brandt’s Bat (Myotis brandtii). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

On the mist netting session in King’s Wood on 1st August two Barbastelles were 

caught. The first, caught just after sunset, was an adult male, and was released after 

examination. The second, caught just before midnight, was an adult female (A) 

weighing 10g., which was radio-tagged and released. It was tracked for 8 nights, 

enabling us to identify a number of foraging areas and commuting routes. During 

this time it used only one roost, under loose bark in a dead oak tree. The roost was 

not in King’s Wood, but in a woodland some distance to the north. 

 

On 13th September, mist-netting was carried out along a hedgerow near the 

Barbastelle roost located in August. This hedgerow had been identified as a 

commuting route for Barbastelles (and other bat species) during the earlier radio-

tracking work. Three nets were erected, and each caught a Barbastelle. One of the 

nets also caught a Natterer’s Bat (Myotis nattereri) and a Daubenton’s Bat (Myotis 

daubentonii). Two of the Barbastelles were adult females, weighing 8g. and 10g. The 

third was an 8g. adult male with enlarged epididymides, indicating breeding 

condition. Radio tags were attached to the male (B) and the heavier female (C), and 

all three bats were released. The bats were successfully tracked over a 10 night 

period. We identified foraging areas for both bats, and 7 further roost trees, 2 for the 

female and 5 for the male. The male changed roosts very frequently, and for 2 days 

we were unable to locate the roost, although the bat was found in its foraging areas 

at night. It is therefore very likely that there was at least one additional roost, 

possibly some distance away from the others. None of the roosts was in King’s 

Wood, despite the early indications that Barbastelles might be roosting there. 

Table 1.   Bat species recorded in King’s Wood NNR in 2005 

Species Scientific name How recorded 

Soprano Pipistrelle Pipistrellus pygmaeus Bat detector 

Common Pipistrelle Pipistrellus pipistrellus Mist net  

Barbastelle Barbastella barbastellus Mist net 

Natterer’s Bat Myotis nattereri Mist net 

Brandt’s Bat Myotis brandtii Mist net 

Noctule Nyctalus noctula Bat detector 

Brown Long-Eared Bat Plecotus auritus Mist net 
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Roosts 

All the Barbastelle summer roosts found in Bedfordshire have been in oak trees, of 

which 83% were living (see Table 2). This is very similar to the roosting habits of the 

Barbastelles in Wimpole, Cambridgeshire, except for those used by a single 

Barbastelle at Wimpole in 2005 which used Horse Chestnut, Beech, Willow and Field 

Maple6. By contrast, Greenaway7 reported preferential use of dead trees (accounting 

for more than 70% of roosts) at Ebernoe, West Sussex, with Oak, Ash and Beech as 

the species used. All of the Bedfordshire roosts were under loose bark or in splits in 

branches. Unlike several other bat species Barbastelles do not use woodpecker 

holes7, in Bedfordshire or elsewhere. 

 

Table 2.  Barbastelle roost trees in Bedfordshire 
All roosts are in living oak trees except where shown 

Colony 
Roost 

number 
Used by 

Max no. 
of bats 

Month Location of roost 

Old 

Warden4,5 

M1 Male 1 June †Loose bark ? 

F1 Female 10 

June 

Split branch 

F2 Female 16 Loose bark 

F3 Female ? †Loose bark/ split branch ? 

Woburn 

1 Female 2 August Loose bark on dead oak tree 

2 Female 1 

September 

†Loose bark/ split branch ? 

3 Male 1 †Loose bark/ split branch ? 

  4* Female 1 †Loose bark ? 

5 Male 1 Crack in dead stump of oak tree 

  6* Male 2 Loose bark 

7 Male 1 Split branch 

8 Male ? †Loose bark/ split branch ? 

* These 2 roosts were just across the county boundary in Milton Keynes. 

† In these cases the exact roosting place was not identified, and the range of possibilities is shown. 

 

Unlike the Barbastelle roost trees in Ebernoe7, five of the 8 Woburn colony roosts 

were less than 30m. from the woodland edge, and one was several metres outside 

the edge of the woodland. This last roost tree had been in woodland until tree 

clearance was carried out no more than 7 or 8 years ago. One of the Old Warden 

roosts was also less than 30m. from the woodland edge. Proximity to the woodland 

edge is also a feature of many of the Wimpole Barbastelle roosts6, and it seems likely 

that West Sussex, with its very extensive woodlands, may not have patterns of use 

of roost trees by Barbastelles which are typical elsewhere. Whether using roost trees 

near the edge of woodland is a disadvantage to the bats is not clear. 

 

Foraging areas and commuting routes 

The foraging areas of the bats are shown by the minimum convex polygons in Map 1. 

There was some variation in the pattern of foraging on different nights during the 

tracking period, and there are therefore aspects of the use of the home range that 

are not shown by minimum convex polygons. Map 2 shows the approximate area 

used by the female A during one night’s activity. Map 3 shows a single night’s 

activity for both male B and female C. It is important to note that it was the same 

night for both individuals, and since it is very difficult to track 2 bats simultaneously, 

there were significant periods of time for which one or other of the bats could not be 

located during that night. 

 



Bedfordshire Naturalist no 60 part 1, 22-28 (2006) 

 
 

The two tagged female bats had their individual foraging areas, but they also had a 

significant amount of their foraging areas in common (Map 1). Radio-tracked 

Barbastelles at Wimpole have also shown a common foraging area in Eversden 

Wood6. The Woburn male B moved around extensively in the area common to the 

two females, and was also found on several occasions foraging near female C. This 

differs from the results obtained in Old Warden, where the male and the female had 

quite different home ranges with negligible overlap5. British bats are polygynous and 

it is an advantage to a male to mate with as many females as possible8.  The mating 

season is well under way by September and the Woburn male B, which was in 

breeding condition, may have been maximising its contact with females by using the 

females’ foraging areas and changing roosts frequently. On one evening male B 

emerged from its roost less than a minute after female C flew past it, and on another  
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occasion the male, which usually roosted alone, emerged from its roost shortly after 

another bat. The other bat appeared to be a Barbastelle, but we have no way of 

knowing whether or not it was a female. If it was a female, there is the possibility 

that the roost was a mating roost, but this can be no more than conjecture. 

 

 
 

As expected, the tagged bats made use of woodland and hedgerows for commuting, 

especially early in the evening and shortly before dawn when there was light in the 

sky. During full darkness, they also crossed more open areas. All three of the tagged 

bats frequently crossed the A5 trunk road. The main crossing place was dual 

carriageway on the same level as the surrounding land. It was unlit but had traffic all 

night, particularly heavy lorries which created considerable air turbulence as well as 

light and noise. We christened female A ‘A5 Annie’ because of her preference for 

foraging along the hedgerows and fields on both sides of the A5. Barbastelles are 

reported to need good quality commuting flightlines with cover provided by trees and 

hedgerows9. It is therefore surprising that the Woburn bats seem to cope so 

effectively with the major habitat barrier that is produced by the A5. Perhaps the 

explanation is that the antiquity of the road (which follows the line of the Roman 

Watling Street) has allowed the bats to adjust to the changes much better than 

would be possible with a sudden, more catastrophic habitat change. 

 

The foraging areas consisted of woodland, hedgerows and arable farmland. Female C 

also made use of the valley of the River Ouzel which contains both the river and the 

Grand Union Canal. The accuracy of radio tracking was not sufficient to determine 

whether the bat was feeding over water or using the fields beside the river and 

canal. The home range size and maximum distance from the roost are shown for the 

Woburn and Old Warden bats in Table 3. The mean maximum distance from the 

roost for all the Bedfordshire Barbastelles was 5.0 km., a little smaller than that for 

the first 20 bats radio tracked at Ebernoe by Greenaway7 (6.9 km.), but not 

dramatically so. 
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Table 3.  Comparative data for the 5 Barbastelles radio-tracked in Bedfordshire 

Colony Bat 
Sex and 

reproductive 
status 

Date 
Tracking 
period/ 
nights 

No. of 
roosts 
used 

Max days 
per roost 

Home range 
area/ 
km2 

Max distance 
from roost/ 

km 

4
Old 

Warden 
1 ♂ adult June 2003 10 1 9 7.8 4.9 

5
Old 

Warden 
2 ♀ pregnant June 2004 7 3 3 11.6 5.5 

Woburn A 
♀ post-

lactating 

August 
2005 

8 1 7 7.1 4.0 

Woburn C ♀ parous 
September 

2005 
9 2 5 17.5 6.3 

Woburn B 
♂ breeding 

condition 

September 
2005 

10 *5+ 2 6.2 4.1 

    Mean 10.0 5.0 

* There were 3 days during the tracking period when the bat could not be 

located, and in that time it probably used one or more additional roosts. 
Mean ♀ 12.1 5.3 

Mean ♂ 7.0 4.5 

 

The emerging picture of Barbastelles in Bedfordshire is part of the investigation of 

this species which is being carried out by in various parts of England and Wales by 

bat groups and professionals. Many aspects of the roosting and foraging behaviour in 

Bedfordshire seem to be typical of Barbastelles elsewhere, but with some variations 

arising from local circumstances. The project is also producing new information about 

other bat species in woodland, and there is much still to be done. 
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