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Going Bats!

Does the thought of bats send you all aquiver? Does it conjure up visions of large furry creatures with blood dripping from their mouths and surrounded by corpses?  This is most definitely NOT what our Creator God intended when he created these incredibly beautiful and fascinating little (and sometimes, bigger) creatures!

The 977 species of bats in the world make up 25% of all mammal species, and are found throughout the world except for the most extreme desert and polar regions. 75 Species occur in Southern Africa, of which 56 occur in South Africa and at least 19 are known to occur in Gauteng and many more in the Northern Region area. They form an important component of our biodiversity. Sadly, of the 75 species found in the sub region of southern Africa, 20 species of insectivorous bats and 2 species of fruit-eating bats are listed as Threatened in the IUCN Red List of threatened Animals. Of these, 9 are listed as either Critically Endangered, Endangered or Vulnerable, meaning that they face a high risk of extinction in the wild.
Let us allay some of the scary bat tales with truth. Although bats make use of sonar during flight, they are not blind. Bats are highly unlikely to get tangled in your hair as they are effective at avoiding objects whilst in flight. Bats do not attack people and only very infrequently carry diseases such as rabies. Interestingly, bats are of great importance in South Africa's ecosystems. In fact they benefit mankind by eating insects and pollinating plants, making them a farmer's friend.  Records state that a bat colony at De Hoop Cave in the Western Cape numbering about 300 000 individuals eat some 100 tons of insects per annum!
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Bats are separated into two distinct groups: Megachiroptera (fruit-eaters) and Microchiroptera (insect-eaters). Fruit eating bats feed on ripe fruits and play a role in plant pollination.  Insect eating bats keep us free of mosquitoes and other insects.  Of all the mammals, bats are the only order capable of flight. The thin wing membrane extends over the bats elongated forelimb fingers, along the side and to the ankles. Bats chiefly make use of their well-developed sense of hearing.  Echolocation is used by Microchiroptera whilst hunting for insects. Whilst flying insectivorous bats will emit sound waves of a high frequency from their nostrils or mouth. This can sometimes be heard by humans as clicks. The sound waves are reflected off of solid objects and sent back to the bat's well-developed ears. They are then able to locate food and avoid obstacles. 

Most insectivorous bats hibernate, thus enabling them to ‘switch-off’ their body’s energy-expensive heating mechanism, thus allowing them to survive cold winters when insects (i.e. fuel reserves) are not available. That is why you don’t see many bats around in winter.  Prior to hibernation, bats build up their fat reserves, which may account for a third of their body weight, and may have to last up to six month. Disturbing hibernating bats may have tragic consequence because bats budget their fat reserves very precisely and undue arousal of bats from hibernation costs large amounts of energy reserves and may result in the bat waking up before winter is finished and, consequently, starving.
Although some may have odd-looking faces, many are truly pretty and cute!  Keep in mind that bats are equipped with incredible anatomical and physiological adaptations for survival. The diverse and elaborate facial features and ears of many insectivorous bats are associated with echolocation.  Trust us - the more you see them and learn about their amazing abilities, the more appreciation and approval one develops for their features!
Bats are really good neighbours to have around. They are a great natural pest controller, so why not consider installing a bat house in your garden - you will not only encourage bats into your area, but you will be helping to eradicate nocturnal insects such as mosquitoes from your environment.  Visit http://www.batsgauteng.org.za for details.
The Endangered Wildlife Trust of South Africa has a Bat Conservation Group which engages in research and conservation of bats. They take time to educate the public and create awareness. As such, bats are less feared and seen as a valuable entity in the environment. So next time you see a bat darting overhead, don't cringe, rather thank them for the excellent job they are doing.
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Egyptian Fruit Bat with is cute dog-like face
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Cape Serotine bat which weighs in at a whopping 4gm! – less than a spoon of sugar








