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BENNINGTON -- The U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Department has released a 
draft plan to address a disease that 
is decimating bats in the Northeast, 
including Vermont.

The mysterious white-nose syndrome has 
wiped out an estimated 1.5 million bats 
so far, and has drastically reduced the 
bat population in some areas. Offi cials 
say the disease has rapidly spread from 
caves in the Albany, N.Y., area, where 
it was fi rst noticed in late 2006. Bats in 
a total of nine states in the region have 
been affected and offi cials believe it will 
spread to other states in the Northeast, 
Midwest and South soon.

Researchers have associated the 
syndrome with a fungus that thrives 
in the cold and humid conditions 
characteristic of caves and mines used 
by bats. The fungus could be responsible 
for the bat deaths.

Scott Darling, a bat biologist with the 
Vermont Fish and Wildlife Department, 
said the disease is showing no signs of 
easing up and is not likely to go away 
on its own. Aeolus Cave in Dorset, the 
largest hibernation site for bats in New 
England, is among the caves that have 
been heavily impacted, Darling said.

“I suspect that this winter we will begin 
to observe the effects of white-nose 
syndrome on the remaining hibernating 
bats,” he said.
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Darling is a member of the steering 
committee that has drafted a framework 
plan through the U.S. Department of 
Fish and Wildlife to respond to white-
nose syndrome. The plan details critical 
elements to investigating and managing 
the disease.

“It’s important that we have a document 
that establishes a road map for how 
to deal with white-nose syndrome,” 
Darling said.

The plan has several priorities, 
including:

* Making scientific information 
accessible to all parties dealing with 
the syndrome.

* Creating uniform standards for data 
collection.

* Developing reliable tests for rapid 
diagnosis.

* Preventing the spread of the disease 
to new areas.

* Describing best practices for the 
recovery of bat populations.

Agency offi cials are hoping to complete 
the plan this fall, according to Darling.

Mollie Matteson, from the Center for 
Biological Diversity in Richmond, 
said the group, along with dozens of 
other conservation organizations, have 
been pushing for faster action. She said 
quicker action is needed because some 
scientists believe the disease could cause 

the extinction of several bat species 
within a few years.

“White-nose syndrome is like a house 
on fi re,” Matteson said. “People have 
been throwing buckets of water on it, 
and calling 911, but it’s taken a long 
time for the fi re trucks to get there. We’re 
grateful, but we hope it’s not too late.”

Matteson said any plan will be in 
insuffi cient if state and federal offi cials 
do not have the money to implement 
it. She said the response to the disease 
has been slowed by a lack of funding. 
She said some members of Congress 
hosted hearings on the syndrome 
over the summer, but the U.S. House 
approved no additional funding, and 
the Senate appropriated only $500,000 
for monitoring. Some biologists have 
suggested addressing the problem will 
require a minimum of $5 million.

Darling said the draft plan released 
earlier this month is still in need of a 
funding mechanism to support the plan’s 
goals.

“As one can well imagine, states and the 
federal government are not in a position 
to implement all of those,” he said.

Meanwhile, Darling said Vermont Fish 
and Wildlife offi cials are “embarking 
on very important research” on the 
transmission of the disease. He said the 
goal is to determine if the disease can 
be transmitted from caves and mines 
to bats.


