
10. WILDLIFE: Baffling bat disease spreads in Northeast (01/23/2009) 

Patrick Reis, E&E reporter 

A mysterious disease linked to the deaths of hundreds of thousands of bats is spreading. 

The Pennsylvania Game Commission today announced the state's first confirmed outbreak of "white-nose syndrome," named for pale 
fungal infections that build on sick bats' noses and wings during winter hibernation. Once the infection surfaces in a cave, mortality 
rates typically reach 90 percent and can wipe out colonies. 

Because the disease affects bats in remote hibernation caves, exact counts of the dead are difficult, but scientists estimate the 
disease has claimed hundreds of thousands since it was discovered in January 2007 in a cave near Albany, N.Y. The disease has 
spread to Vermont, Massachusetts, Connecticut and New Jersey, in addition to Pennsylvania. 

Scientists don't know what causes the syndrome. They have observed that hibernating bats that contract fungal infections prematurely 
emerge from hibernation when there is no food available and starve to death. But researchers don't know if the fungus is the cause of 
the disease or a symptom. There is speculation the disease spreads when bats travel hundreds of miles to cluster in preparation for 
hibernation. 

Other theories about the cause of the disease include infections from a previously unknown pathogen or a change in bats' diets as 
climate change redistributes insect populations, said DeeAnn Reeder, a bat expert and assistant professor of biology at Bucknell 
University in Lewisburg, Pa. Different diets could cause bats to burn through winter fat stores at a higher rate, she said. 

Biologists have no idea if or how the virus could be contained. "We're just scrambling to figure out what [white-nose syndrome] is 
doing to these animals, and we're hoping that in doing research there are some light bulbs that go off," Reeder said. "Right now, it 
looks pretty bleak." 

Reeder added that because brown bats, the species most affected by the syndrome, produce only one offspring per year, any 
recovery would take decades. She said she hopes bats will develop a natural resistance. 

Bats eat up to 100 percent of their body weight every night in insects, and if the syndrome wipes them out in large numbers, insect 
populations will rise dramatically, along with associated diseases and agricultural problems, Reeder said. 

White-nose syndrome underscores the need to protect bat populations from threats such as logging of their forest habitats or 
disturbance during hibernation by spelunkers, according to Mollie Matteson, a conservation advocate with the Center for Biological 
Diversity. 

The center has urged the Fish and Wildlife Service to screen projects on federal land for potential harm to bats, and in April filed a 
notice of intent to sue if the agency failed to do so. Matteson said the center is waiting to see how the Obama administration 
approaches the issue before making any new moves. 
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