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Agency plan tackles infection that’s killing the insect-eating mammals

Wildlife service attempts to save bats

The U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service has 
prepared the first plan of action to 
respond to white-nose syndrome, the 
fungal infection that has decimated bat 
populations in nine states, including 
Connecticut, and is threatening to 
spread to Midwestern and southern 
states where the nation’s largest bat 
populations are found.

A draft version of the plan, released 
Sept. 8, lays out how research, data 
collection, disease containment and 
detection, bat conservation and recovery 
efforts and other actions should be done 
and coordinated among state, federal 
and private groups.

It also would provide a framework 
for federal funding to support the 
work, which has been hampered by a 
lack of funding since the disease was 
fi rst identifi ed in a cave near Albany, 
N.Y., in 2006, said Mollie Matteson, 
conservation adviser for the Center 
for Biological Diversity, a nonprofi t 
group.

So far an estimated 1.5 million bats 
from the most common species in the 
Northeast have been wiped out by the 
syndrome, with populations in some 
areas reduced by 90 percent or more 
from historic levels.

”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 retrucks to get there. We’re grateful, 
but we hope it’s not too late.”

Matteson said because of the lack of 
funding and coordination, too much of 
the work done thus far has been focused 
on federally endangered bat species and 
not on more common ones like the little 
brown bat which have also been severely 
impacted.

The severe decline in bat populations 
could be harmful to the Northeast 
ecosystem, because bats eat large 
quantities of harmful insect pests.

Research thus far is pointing to the 
fungus found covering bats’ noses, 
wings and other areas to be causing 
the mass die-offs, but researchers are 
unsure exactly how it is killing them, 
Matteson said.

The fungus is a new strain not previously 
identifi ed in North America, she added.

It was believed to infect bats only 
during the winter months when they are 
hibernating in caves, but bats trapped 
and tested over the summer have been 
found with it, she said.

Fish and Wildlife offi cials working on 
white nose could not be reached for 

comment Thursday. The draft plan is 
expected to be finalized by late fall, 
in time for researchers to begin new 
surveys of hibernacula - the caves where 
bats spend the winter. The plan can be 
found at: www.fws.gov/northeast/white 
-nose.html.

Connecticut wildlife biologists have been 
monitoring the state’s few hibernacula 
and collecting data on summer bat 
populations, and would continue to do 
so under the plan, said Jenny Dickson, 
Department of Environmental Protection 
wildlife biologist. Federal funding to help 
the state continue the work is needed, she 
said. Data from roosting sites collected 
over the summer has not yet been fully 
compiled, she said, although preliminary 
information indicates that reproduction 
and survival rates have fallen sharply, 
and numbers of bats returning to historic 
roosting sites is down sharply.

Dickson noted that the plan proposes 
focusing new efforts and resources at 
preventing the spread of the disease into 
states where it hasn’t been found yet.

Connecticut wildlife biologists will 
visit the state’s hibernacula this winter, 
Dickson said, and are continuing to ask 
the public to report any bat roosting and 
hibernation sites and any unusual bat 
behavior by calling the DEP’s Wildlife 
Division, (860) 675-8130.
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