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Montpelier, Vt. (AP) --

More than 60 environmental and 
other organizations from across 
the country are urging Congress to 
increase funding for research into 
a disease that is killing bats in the 
eastern United States.

Members of Congress from 13 
states have already urged the Obama 
administration to do more about so-
called “white nose syndrome.” Two 
subcommittees of the U.S. House 
Natural Resources Committee are 
planning to hold a hearing on the 
subject June 4.

Mollie Matteson, of the Richmond-
based Center for Biological Diversity, 
said the 61 groups signed on to the 
letter urging Congress to follow 
through as a way to let them know 
that people across the country feel the 
issue is critical and needs immediate 
attention.

“There’s kind of a snicker factor here. 
Bats, why does it matter?” Matteson 
said. “In the range of things that 
Congress is having to look at right 
now, there needs to be a concerted 
effort to make this rise up to be a 
priority.”

Bats eat millions of insects. One 
practical concern is the loss of bats 
could increase the need for pesticides 
to control insects.

The disease that has become known 
as white nose syndrome was first 
discovered in a New York cave in 
the winter of 2006. The following 
year biologists started noticing that 
bats were dying. Since then it has 
spread to nine other states, killing an 
estimated 500,000 bats.

In Vermont it’s killing up to 95 
percent of the bats from affected 
caves, said Scott Darling, a biologist 
with the Vermont Department of Fish 
and Wildlife.

“We are in a race against time on a 
national level,” Darling said.

The disease got its name because 
affected bats have white smudges 
on their noses and wings. Virginia 
was the most recent state in which 
the syndrome has been confirmed, 
said U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
spokeswoman Diana Weaver.

To date, the Fish and Wildlife Service 
has allocated just over $1 million to 
study white nose syndrome.

Scientists don’t know what causes the 
disease, but hibernating bats with the 
syndrome appear to run through their 
stores of winter fat before spring.

It does not affect humans.

In an effort to stop the spread of 
the syndrome, the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service has closed caves 
in 17 states from Maine to North 
Carolina to prevent its possible spread 
by cavers.

T h e  s c i e n t i s t s ,  f a r m e r s , 
environmentalists and others who 
signed on to the letter to Congress 
urging action on white nose syndrome 
came from states from Maine to 
California. Matteson said the 
syndrome is spreading rapidly.

“It could reach bat populations farther 
west in a matter of a few short years,” 
Matteson said.

She said scientists don’t know all the 
implications of white nose syndrome 
and the loss of potentially millions 
of bats.

“They are part of the web of life and 
there are things we may not understand 
fully, but if you remove enough 
elements of life its going to have an 
impact,” Matteson said. “For our own 
well being and self preservation we 
need to be concerned.”
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