
 

 
Common toad, Staffhurst Wood, 5/6/16, DS 
 
This summer Surrey Bat Group is taking part in two harp trapping surveys. The national Nathusius’ 
pipistrelle survey is continuing and a woodland bat survey is being carried out in some counties to try 
to find out more about the distribution of the Alcathoe bat, Myotis alcathoe. The cold start to the 
spring/summer has hampered things to some extent and trapping surveys stop anyway over the 
birthing period as it is important not to catch bats which are heavily pregnant or are suckling very 
young babies. My reports below give a general view of the surveys so far rather than a complete record 
of results. 
 
Nathusius’ Pipistrelle Survey 
One of the first surveys this year was on 14 May at Claremont Landscape Garden, near Esher, where 
we have often found Nathusius’ pipistrelles on public bat walks and when harp trapping. Some of us 
led a walk while others set up and manned the traps. The walk was scheduled to start rather early and it 
was a long while before it was dark enough for bats to appear. It was also rather cold but after a slow 
start common and soprano pipistrelles were seen and Daubenton’s bats foraged low over the lake but 
rather distantly. At the end of the walk at least two Nathusius’ pipistrelles provided a great finale, 
flying back and forth in front of us allowing all participants to see them and hear their echolocation 
calls on the bat detectors. The only bats caught in the harp traps by this time were two common 
pipistrelles but the walk participants were delighted to have the opportunity to see a bat in the hand. 
The harp trapping continued after the walk but the temperature was dropping steadily. When it got to 
6.6°C it was clearly time to pack up, no Nathusius’ having been caught.  
 
Trapping at Molesey Reservoirs a week later was much better with plenty of bats caught including 
three Nathusius’ pipistrelles.     
 
Woodland Bat Survey 
The main focus of this survey is the Alcathoe bat, Myotis alcathoe. Daniel Whitby is overseeing the 
project with Gareth Jones of Bristol University. Like Brandt’s bat, Alcathoe is a whiskered bat look-
alike and the three species are so similar to each other that they require very close examination to 
distinguish them, hence the fact that it remained unrecognised as a species for so long. It was first 
discovered in Greece in 2001(and named after a character in a Greek myth, who was turned into a bat 
by Dionysus after she refused to join him in drunken revels). Subsequently it was found to be present 
in other European countries including Britain. The first British records were from Sussex and 
Yorkshire during surveys at swarming sites. 
 
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. The swarming sites included one 
at Rydale in Yorkshire and two, 3 km apart, in Sussex. The DNA was obtained from 3mm diameter 
membrane discs from wing punches. (Such holes in the wing membrane heal over quickly.)  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. 
 
It seemed reasonable to assume that if there were Alcathoe in Sussex and Yorkshire then they would 
be found everywhere in between but in the 2013 Woodland Bat Survey the only Alcathoe found were 
in Surrey and Sussex. In that survey, as in the current one, droppings were collected by keeping the 
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bats in cloth bags for a time. The droppings bear cells from the bat’s gut wall from which DNA can be 
extracted to confirm the identification of these three similar species (collectively known as “small 
Myotis” or “WABs” – Whiskered/Alcathoe/Brandt’s). The 2013 survey was carried out in many 
counties but the current one is just taking place mainly in the south east but also Durham (being close 
to Yorkshire). The need for DNA analysis to confirm identification was highlighted by Lene Berger in 
2006. In her short paper, available on Warwickshire Bat Group’s website 
(http://www.warksbats.co.uk/pdf/whiskeredBrandtsID.pdf ), she listed criteria used to distinguish 
whiskered and Brandt’s bats and found that none gave correct identification 100% of the time. 
 
So far this year in Surrey we have surveyed several woods over the county. I have only attended three, 
the first of these being at Fir Tree Copse. We didn’t get any Alcathoe in the harp traps there but we did 
get single Bechstein’s, Natterer’s and brown long eared bats along with a small number of soprano and 
common pipistrelles. For me though the highlight wasn’t a bat but a bird.  
 
As we sat waiting for the time for the next trap check, John Dixon asked if anyone else could detect a 
nightingale just on the edge of hearing. We concentrated and there it was faint and distant. A little later 
it could be heard more clearly, having moved closer or just turned to face in our direction. Over the 
years I have gone out to seek the song in daylight and at dusk and have wondered at its sheer power 
and the celebrated, varied motifs – chuckling, croaking, pure musical phrases and the signature 
repeated single note crescendo. This was different, this was special: it felt like a central point of sound 
in a universe of darkness, which somehow seemed to give a deeper insight into the nightingale’s 
world. 
 

   
   Bechstein’s bat, Fir Tree Copse, photo DS                  Bechstein’s with paparazzi, photo DS 
 
The other two surveys I attended were both at Staffhurst Wood close to the Kent border. The first on 
23 May was pretty much rained off. Only one bat was caught and that was in the final check before 
packing up. It was a very welcome whiskered bat. The next attempt on 5 June was much better, 
starting with the toad on a log in the photo at the top of page 3. When we finally started to pack up at 
about 3.15 the sky was beginning to lighten (and the birds were singing as I drove home). Bats caught 
included 4 Alcathoe (3 female), 3 whiskered, several brown long eared and a few common and 
soprano pipistrelles. 
 
The first Alcathoe caught this year was actually at a Nathusius’ survey near Dorking on 8 May. The 
Alcathoe photographed by Martyn Cooke (below) was caught on 20 May.  
 
On 8 June there was a survey at Bookham Common during which a good total of 14 bats were caught 
though none was Alcathoe. This included 3 which were tentatively recorded as whiskered though two 
of them showed some features which suggested Brandt’s. They were large (forearm 35.1mm favouring 
Brandt’s), the second upper premolar was distinctly smaller than the first (favouring whiskered) and 
the third premolar bore a prominent protocone (favouring Brandt’s). Unfortunately only one of these 
obliged by leaving droppings but we await the DNA result from this one with interest.  
 



(For WAB dental details see the diagrams on page 185 in “Bats of Britain and Europe,” by Christian 
Dietz and Andreas Kiefer, or pages 142 and 143 in “Bats of Britain, Europe and Northwest Africa,” by 
Christian Dietz, Otto von Helversen and Dietmar Nill – same diagrams in both books. Note that the 
first, second and third premolars are P2, P3 and P4 respectively. Just as the single toe of a horse is digit 
3; digits 1, 2, 4 and 5 having been lost from the ancestors in the course of evolution; so in WABs there 
is no P1. P2 and P3 are small while P4 is about as large as the molars.) 
 

           
Alcathoe, Cucknell’s Wood, photo Martyn Cooke             Whiskered bat, Staffhurst Wood, photo DS 
 

  
  WAB, Bookham Common, photo Lynn Whitfield 
 
The arrow in the WAB photo above shows the protocone on P4, looking like that of a Brandt’s bat (ie 
extending beyond the tip of P3). Between it and the canine, P3 is obviously much smaller than P2, the 
expected situation in whiskered bat. You may just be able to see that in the lower jaw the situation is 
similar, the difference in size between the first two premolars supporting identification as whiskered.  
The shape of the tragus is another distinguishing feature – in Brandt’s the outer edge is convex (bat 
carer Jenny Clark refers to its “banana tragus”) while that of whiskered is straight (see my upper 
whiskered photo on this page). 

[Stop Press: 8/7/16 DNA results received – the WAB above is a Brandt’s bat.] 
                                                                                                                      Derek Smith 

 

 
Whiskered bat (dead) – note protocone on P4 not visible and 

relative size of P2 and P3, photo DS 

 
Brandt’s bat in Poland, photo John Haddow – note protocone 

on P4 (arrowed) and similar sized P2 and P3 


