
The Summer 2013 Woodland Bat Survey
Alcathoe bat, Myotis alcathoe, was newly discovered in Greece in 2001. Since then it has been found to be
present in other European countries including Britain. Here the first discoveries were in Sussex and Yorkshire.
Like Brandt’s bat it is a whiskered bat look-alike and all three are so similar to each other that they require very
close examination to distinguish them. The Alcathoe bats found in Yorkshire and especially Sussex formed a
large proportion of small Myotis found (see box page 3) and because of that and the fact that the two sites are
so far apart, it is considered safe to assume that the species has been present here “all these years,” overlooked
as whiskered or Brandt’s.
All this raises lots of questions: What is the distribution of Alcathoe in the UK or indeed the distribution of all
three species? Do the species have different habitat or other ecological preferences? What is the relative
abundance of the three species?
(A more trivial question is what do we call this group of three species? “Small Myotis” and “Whiskered
group” have been used and the acronym “WABs” - whiskered, Alcathoe, Brandt’s - has put in an appearance.
Personally I’m not keen on acronyms but it has the advantage of being fairly unambiguous and may well stick!)

Daniel Whitby has built up more
experience of Alcathoe in Britain than
most. (Some of you will remember
his talk on the species in December
2011.) In 2012 he continued trapping
small Myotis, collected droppings
to send for DNA analysis and worked
out the methodology for the survey.
He shared this with Professor Gareth
Jones of Bristol University and it went
on to become the MSc project of one
of his students, Philip Brown. Philip
gave his talk on the project to us at
our January 2014 meeting.

The survey in Surrey
The survey itself was similar to the Bat
Conservation Trust’s Bechstein’s
project in that harp traps were set up
in woodland and a sonic lure used to
attract bats to them. Obviously any
species caught were of interest but any
small Myotis were held in a bag until they had produced droppings. The bats were then released and the
droppings retained so that the bats’ DNA could be tested for a definitive identification. Because the droppings
were an important part of the survey the start time was later than that of the Bechstein’s survey to allow time
for some feeding to have taken place before bats were caught. The winter of 2012/13 was not a hard winter,
despite what the press loved to claim at the time, but it was long. March averaged as cold as the previous three
months and many will remember that it felt as though spring would never come. This late spring contributed to
the start of the survey being later than anticipated and the theft of a sonic lure didn’t help, so the end of the
survey went on to reduce time for some autumn bat box checks.

The trapping sessions in various Surrey woods were, as you would expect, quite varied. Some nights few
bats of any sort were caught while others produced a good selection of species. When we caught small
Myotis we did, of course, have a stab at identifying them but “patiently” waited for confirmation from the
DNA analysis. (As it turned out all were correct!)

On one night, 14th July, we got a Brandt’s bat and a whiskered bat and in both cases when it was time for
their release they didn’t immediately fly off but groomed their wings first. (I have previously found, on the
few occasions I have had a whiskered bat in care, that they spend a lot of time grooming giving me good
opportunities to photograph the activity.)

Contd…….

Star bat of the survey in Surrey, an Alcathoe caught 3/8/13, id
confirmed by DNA analysis, photo Ross Baker
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bats of any sort were caught while others produced a good selection of species. When we caught small
Myotis we did, of course, have a stab at identifying them but “patiently” waited for confirmation from the
DNA analysis. (As it turned out all were correct!)

On one night, 14th July, we got a Brandt’s bat and a whiskered bat and in both cases when it was time for
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Whiskered bat grooming wings before flying off ……… Brandt’s bat, 14/7/13, photos Derek Smith

The best night for the number of species caught, 3rd August, was also the only night during which an
Alcathoe was identified. (For some reason, which I don’t want to think about, I did not attend that night.)
The total catch for the night was three brown long eared bats and one each of noctule, serotine, Daubenton’s,
Natterer’s and Alcathoe.

Contd…….
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National Results
Philip Brown’s talk, “Habitat use, resource partitioning and distribution of three cryptic species of bats,” was,
as mentioned above, given to us at our January 2014 meeting and he gave us an update of DNA results at the
end of the February meeting.

In total he has data from 70 sites across the country. Surrey Bat Group covered 8 sites while Somerset Bat
Group covered 11. Much of the trapping in the Midlands was done by Philip himself. The total number of
bats caught using the survey methodology was 395, of which 39 were small Myotis. Droppings were also
made available from other small Myotis found throughout the country (for example from bat rescues, roost
visits etc). There were 113 results from small Myotis altogether the totals for the three species being as
follows:

98 were whiskered bats widely distributed over England.
10 were Brandt’s bats similarly distributed.
Only 5 were Alcathoe bat and all were from Surrey and Sussex.

Bechstein’s bat was a good catch on 21st September,
here being neatly weighed (8.67g) in a plastic tumbler
on Martyn Cooke’s hi-tech scales.

As always more questions are raised: Are there really no Alcathoe between Surrey/Sussex and Yorkshire?
Absence of evidence isn’t evidence of absence! No doubt more investigations will follow.

Derek Smith

The first confirmation of Alcathoe in Britain

The paper “Myotis alcathoe in the UK,” by Camille
Jan, Kattie Frith, Anita M Glover, Roger K Butlin,
Chris D Scott, Frank Greenaway, Manuel Ruedi
and John D Altringham, published in 2010,
confirmed the presence of the species following
DNA analysis of small Myotis. These were mainly
from captures at swarming sites: one at Rydale in
Yorkshire and two, 3 km apart, in Sussex.

The DNA was obtained from 3mm diameter
membrane discs from wing punches. In a sample of
small Myotis from Sussex, 3 were whiskered, 3
Brandt’s and a remarkable 14 Alcathoe! In a
sample from Rydale the proportion of Alcathoe
was smaller with 3 Alcathoe, 2 Brandt’s and 6
whiskered. Interestingly one of the Rydale
Alcathoes had been caught and ringed in 2003 but
identified at the time as Brandt’s.


