
 

 

 

White-nose syndrome:  
disease that could push  
many species of bats to  
extinction  
By Seattle Environmental Policy Examiner, Jean  
Williams
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Bats have been dying by the millions over  
the past two years from a mysterious fungus  
scientists are calling white-nose syndrome,  
due to the whitish markings the disease  
causes on the bat’s face and wings. Bats are  
ecologically critical in the battle to keep  
insects like mosquitoes and crop-destroying   

pests in check. They play a vital role in nature’ 
s ecosystem, but the US Fish and Wildlife   
has yet to implement a plan to help protect  
the bats during the coming winter, when the  
disease is most virulent.  
  

White-nose syndrome first showed up in the  
winter of 2006 in Northeast bat caves and it  
has been compared to a colony collapse  
disorder, similar to the sudden disappearance  
of honey bees. The white-nose syndrome has  
all the same characteristics, because very little  
is known about the cause.

Biologist Craig Stiher, from the West Virginia 
Division of Natural Resources, found a cave  
in West Virginia populated with uninfected  
bats—for now.

The condition has been found in over 25 
caves and mines in the northeastern  
United States ranging from New York, to  
Pennsylvania and West Virginia. Scientists  
have little doubt that the malady will continue  
spreading across the country if drastic  
measures are not put in place by the USFW to  
stop it.

Deaths of eastern pipistrelles, northern long- 
eared myotis and little brown bats have also  
been attributed to the condition. The biggest  
threat is to the endangered Indiana bat and 
big-earred bat, that could easily become  
extinct, since the condition has a 90%  
mortality rate.

Center for Biological Diversity is calling on the  
USFW to provide more resources and expert  
personnell and to put the appropriate urgency  
called for by this dire situation at the top of  

8/30/2009http://www.examiner.com/x-5266-Seattle-Environmental-Policy-Examiner~y2009m8d25-...



 

Copyright © 2009 Clarity Digital Group LLC d/b/a Examiner.com. All Rights reserved.

the list. The conservation group has sent a  
letter to Sam Hamilton, the agencie’s new  
director, asking him to prioritize the need for  
better planning, communication, and service  
leadership—in order to prevent a  
catastrophe.  
  
The Center estimates that a million and a  
half bats have already perished over the past  
two winters and millions more could die during  
the winter season of 2009 if dramatic  
preventative measures are not taken more  
seriously by USFW—an agency that already has  
an unflattering reputation of species   
mismanagement.  
  
Biologists do know that the fungus that is  
present on the nose, ears, and wings, is a  
member of the Geomyces genus, but they  
don’t know if the fungus is the cause of death  
or an opportunistic infection that is secondary  
to an unrelated cause. There are a variaty of  
contributing factors to be considered--such as  
losing fat stores during the hibernation period,  
changing temperatures; warmer and colder,  
depending on location, pesticide applications  
to protect against the West Vile Virus or other  
toxins, and the possible involement of  
parasites or some other invasive pathogen. Or  
a comination of factors.  
  
So what good are bats anyway and why 
should we care about them?   
  

 

First of all, bats have a bad reputation and  
are seen by most people as ugly, scary, rabies- 
carrying pests. But the truth is, bats are  
incredibly important for the Earth’s ecosystem.  
Most species of bats eat volumous amounts of  
insects. A single mouse-eared bat can eat as  
much as 600 mosquitoes in one hour!

In Texas, one huge colony of Mexican free- 
tailed bats reportedly can eat a quarter million  
pounds of insects each night. That many  
insects weigh as much as 125 cars!

Many of the crop-pest insects that bats eat 
can cause enormous agricultural damage. Bats  
eat corn borer moths, cucumber beetles, and  
other adult insects. If bats didn't eat the  
adults, there would be more young born to  
infest the farmer’s crops.

Nector drinking bats are important pollinators  
and fruit eating bats disperse seeds across  
their habitat at night in their droppings.

Furthermore, the danger of many bat species  
becoming extinct in the evolutionary blink of 
an eye, is a very real possibility, if urgent  
measures are not taken to protect them from  
the rapidly spreading white-nose syndrome--
and the consequences would be  
ecologically catestrophic. 

How you can help
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Related articles:  
  
Nosey bats finally figured out  
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