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BARBASTELLE RADIO-TRACKING IN BEDFORDSHIRE 

by Tony Aldhous 

 

One or two Barbastelle bats hibernate in Old Warden Tunnel most years, so it was 

likely that these bats roost somewhere in Bedfordshire during the summer, although a 

summer roost has never been located. For the last couple of years, an intrepid band of 

Bat Group members, led by Bob Cornes, has been surveying many of the woodlands 

in Bedfordshire, looking for likely places where Barbastelle bats might roost during 

the summer. Eventually, the group found a promising site, as surveyors regularly 

heard Barbastelle bats on bat detectors there. 

 

On 22nd May 2003, the group set three mist nets in Tobaccopipe Spinney, a private 

woodland near Old Warden, where Barbastelle bats were known to fly. (This activity 

requires a scientific licence from English Nature, which is held by the author.) It was 

an overcast, humid night, with a temperature of 14˚C. In total  five bats were caught – 

three Soprano Pipistrelles, one Common Pipistrelle and one Barbastelle. 

 

All the Pipistrelles were released immediately. The Barbastelle was a male, though we 

had been hoping for a female which may have led us to a maternity roost. However, 

this was still a good opportunity for radio-tracking in order to find a summer roost. At 

7.3g, the bat could easily cope with the extra weight of the tag, which weighed less 

than 0.4g. A radio tag, frequency 173.396 MHz was glued it to the back of the bat 

using Saltaire Ostomy Adhesive Solution, a harmless medical skin glue that is ideal 

for this purpose. The bat was released as soon as the glue was dry, at 10:50pm.  

 

The bat made a couple of circuits and then flew off south, through Palmers Wood. It 

was tracked every night for the next eight nights, until the radio tag’s batteries ran out 

and it stopped transmitting on 30 May. Each night, the bat followed a very similar 

pattern, covering the hatched area shown on the map. 

 

Having spent the day roosting in an oak tree on the western side of the Hangman’s 

Spinney, the bat would emerge soon after sunset and fly to Warden Warren, 

sometimes via Palmers Wood. It would work his way east, ending up at the small 

woodland near The Hill House, where he would spend an hour or two, possibly 

hunting. One night, the bat spent some time at The Alcove. On most nights the bat 

would spend some time in Brickclamp Covert. Every night, on its way back to its 

roost, the bat would visit the Swiss Garden, where he would hang up in a tree between 

the lake and road for a few minutes and sometimes visit the a field over the road from 

the Swiss Garden, toward Ickwell. 

 

The bat was traced back to an oak tree where it roosted in the same tree every night, 

but, despite a careful search, the exact roosting place on this tree remained a mystery. 

 

Nearly every night, the group heard Noctules in Palmers Wood and it seemed clear 

that this species were roosting in the wood. 

 

The group made several additional attempts to catch a female Barbastelle in several 

woods around the area. Three further males were caught in Tobaccopipe Spinney, one 

on 28th July, another on 29th July and the last on 1st August, but as only one more 
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radio tag was available, the group decided not to tag the males, just in case a female 

turned up. 

 

Late in the summer, the group discovered that Barbastelle bats were present in 

Highlands Ashes, although the tracked individual did not go there. 

 

 
Map of Old Warden showing area used by radio-tagged Barbastelle 

 

It is difficult to draw any definitive conclusions from the study of a single bat, but it 

was surprising that this individual spent so much time in relatively small woodlands 

(Brickclamp Covert and the wood near The Hill House). Perhaps even small 

woodlands are very important to barbastelle conservation. The group will attempt to 

track more individuals in 2004. 

 

Thanks are due to the many people who helped track the bat while the tag was active, 

including Rebecca Barrett, Graham Bellamy, Phil Cannings, Bob Cornes, Peter 

Glenister, John Howell, Iain Hysom, Richard Lawrence, Mick McCarrick and Chris 

Vine. 


