
9. WILDLIFE: Bat syndrome warrants stronger federal response -- letter (08/27/2009) 

Daniel Cusick, E&E reporter 

Environmentalists this week pleaded with the new director of the Fish and Wildlife Service to make solving a mysterious disease that 
is killing millions of cave-dwelling bats his top priority. 

In a letter to FWS Director Sam Hamilton, Center for Biological Diversity Executive Director Kierán Suckling called the condition, 
known as white-nose syndrome, "a wildlife emergency of the highest order" and urged Hamilton to take immediate steps to address 
the malady, which has killed an estimated 500,000 to 1 million bats in the East, according to FWS. 

Diana Weaver, a spokeswoman for FWS's Northeast regional office, which is coordinating much of the agency's response to white-
nose syndrome, said the epidemic is a high priority, adding that regulators "are very aware of what's going on and are very concerned" 
that the fungus will spread to caves in the South and West over the coming winter, resulting in far more bat mortalities. 

While much remains unknown about white-nose syndrome, scientists believe it is linked to a 
fungus that gathers around the bats' muzzles. It was first documented in a cave in Albany, N.Y., 
two winters ago, and since has spread throughout nine states, from New England to the 
Appalachian mountains as far as the Virginia-North Carolina-Tennessee border region, 
according to FWS. 

CBD's letter follows preliminary reports from recent bat surveys that show affected populations 
in New England and New York have shrunk by 90 percent. The letter also points to the severe 
lack of funding for research and the absence of a nationwide plan for addressing white-nose 
syndrome. 

"Scientists are saying this disease could be on the West Coast in two to three years at the rate it 
is spreading," Mollie Matteson, a Vermont-based wildlife biologist and CBD conservation 
advocate, said in a statement. 

"Some scientists are even warning that under a worst-case scenario, we may lose all bats in 
North America," Matteson added. "Such a tragedy could have disastrous consequences for 
agriculture and ecosystems because of the role of bats in insect control and pollination." 

The letter called on FWS to create a national white-nose syndrome plan that includes research 
priorities, a system for coordination with other federal and state agencies, a budget, and a plan 
for protecting bats already affected as well as populations not yet affected by the syndrome. 

The Fish and Wildlife Service expects to spend about $2.5 million this year to address white-
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Center for Biological Diversity. nose syndrome, more than twice as much as the agency spent last year on the problem (E&E 

Daily, July 9). And the Senate has passed a bill providing $500,000 for continued monitoring of 
white-nose syndrome. 

But critics say that amount falls far short of what is necessary to successfully address the condition. Some biologists have said the 
agency should spend as much as $17 million over four years to support research into the disease. 

Weaver acknowledged that the agency faces financial constraints in trying to get a handle on the syndrome. 

"I don't think anybody involved in this project -- whether it's states, researchers, universities or agencies -- believes there is enough 
funding to do the work that needs to be done," Weaver said. 

At a Senate hearing on invasive species last month, Sen. Frank Lautenberg (D-N.J.) expressed concern about the mysterious 
condition's rampant spread, noting that bats' demise could have serious consequences for human and environmental health, since 
bats prey on insects such as mosquitoes, moths and beetles. "Bats are on the front line of defense in protecting the public's health and 
our crops," Lautenberg said. 

Other federal agencies and some states where white-nose syndrome has been most prevalent are already taking steps to at least 
contain the disease. 

In April, the Forest Service issued an emergency closure of caves and abandoned mines across its Eastern Region in an attempt to 
slow the spread of the fungus (Land Letter, April 30). Texas is considering similar measures, citing bats' critical importance to the 
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state's agricultural economy as both pollinators and natural insect controls. 

In June, the Pennsylvania Game Commission ordered that all bats rescued by wildlife workers -- regardless of whether they are 
affected by the disease -- be euthanized (Greenwire, June 8). Pennsylvania confirmed its first case of white-nose syndrome only in 
January. 
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