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2009 project summary 
 

Intro duction to project 

 

The Bechsteinôs bat survey project is a four year funded project which aims to map the UK 

distribution of the elusive Bechsteinôs bat. Selected woodlands in southern England and south 

Wales are being surveyed to gather more information about this speciesô known range, its 

habitat associations and to identify conservation hotspots.  

 

Surveys in 2009 

 

In 2009 six local bat groups took part in the project; Cornwall, Devon, Dorset, Kent, 

Oxfordshire and Surrey.  

 

Between May and September, 96 target woodlands were surveyed in which 363 bats of 12 

species were caught (and released). This included 14 Bechsteinôs bats (12 caught in Dorset, 

one in Kent and one in Surrey) which add to the three individuals caught in Surrey during the 

2008 survey.  

 

Results 

 

By combining the Bechsteinôs bat records for Dorset in 2009 with those previously held by 

the group an interesting distribution pattern is beginning to emerge which strongly suggests 

that Dorset is an important area for Bechsteinôs bats. 

 

According to bat group records the female recorded in Kent is the first confirmed summer 

record of a female in the county, giving it local importance. This record and the individuals 

identified in Surrey were all located near to the Sussex border where further records for this 

species (collected during the pilot study) are present. The project is therefore increasing our 

understanding of this species across this south east area. 

 

The project methodology also offers an opportunity to collect data on other bat species 

present in the woodlands being surveyed. Species recorded include barbastelle, Brandtôs bat, 

Leislerôs and serotine bat. Many of the woodlands targeted in this project had not been 

previously surveyed ï over half of the woodlands had no previous records. The project is 

therefore a great opportunity to increase our local bat knowledge and forge relationships 

between local landowners, bat groups and BCT.      

 

Plan for 2010 

 

In 2010 four new bat groups are joining the project; Gloucestershire, North Buckinghamshire, 

Somerset and Worcestershire. These groups will join Devon, Dorset and Kent Bat Groups 

who are due to complete their surveying in May and June of 2010. By surveying across the 

entire range (with the exception of Hampshire and Wiltshire that were not able to be a part of 

the project) a better understanding of Bechsteinôs bat and its UK distribution will hopefully be 

achieved. 
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This is an annual progress report to update funding partners on the second year of the Bat 

Conservation Trustôs (BCT) Bechsteinôs bat survey project (October 2008 ï October 2009). 

Additional background detail and information about the first year of the project can be found 

in the First Year Report (Bat Conservation Trust, 2009). This interim report provides results 

from the 2009 surveys, and puts them into context with the findings from 2008. Interpretation 

of the data and statistical analysis will be addressed in the full report which will be produced 

on completion of the project in September 2011. 

 

1. Introduction 
 

1.1 The Bechsteinôs bat 

 

The Bechsteinôs bat (Myotis Bechsteinii) is a very elusive woodland specialist and a UK 

Biodiversity Action Plan priority species. It is thought to favour tree roosts all year round, and 

is most frequently associated with woodpecker holes in ancient broadleaf woodlands. 

 

Until recently very little information has existed about this species, as it is notoriously 

difficul t to survey for using standard monitoring techniques. This Myotis species rarely leaves 

the cover of its roosting site until after dark, tending to forage high up in the canopy, where its 

low intensity echolocation calls make it difficult to detect using standard ultrasonic detectors. 

Additionally Bechsteinôs bats tend to avoid both harp traps and mist nets making capture for 

identification in the hand very challenging. 

 

Found in southern England, this species is thought to be on the northern edge of its European 

range. Until the last few years only a small number of records existed, predominantly of 

isolated individuals, providing very little understanding of Bechsteinôs bat distribution, its use 

of maternity and hibernation roosts, or its habitat association, which are important for species 

conservation. 

 

© Surrey Bat Group 
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1.2 The Bechsteinôs bat project 

 

The BCT Bechsteinôs bat project is a 4-year funded project that aims to establish baseline 

distribution data for this species. Part of the National Bat Monitoring Programme (NBMP), 

the project will build on the Hill and Greenaway pilot study (Hill & Greenaway, 2006), using 

the same survey technique established during their work. David Hill and Frank Greenaway 

will act as advisors throughout the duration of the project.   

 

BCT aimed to engage 12-14 bat groups over the four years of the project. Selected individuals 

from these groups would be trained in the technique and loaned the necessary equipment for 

the survey period. Each group would aim to survey their county or designated area for this 

rare species, contributing to our knowledge of Bechsteinôs bat UK distribution. 

 

The project provides an opportunity to gather baseline data about the location of Bechsteinôs 

bat colonies in woodlands, and improve the map of species distribution across its range. It is 

our intention that surveys be comparable and repeatable to enable assessment of whether the 

species distribution changes over time.  

 

1.2.1 The first year of the project 

 

In the first year of the project (September 2007 ï September 2008) individuals from five 

bat groups took part; Carmarthenshire, Cornwall, Dyfed, Oxfordshire and Surrey. These 

groups surveyed 47 target woodlands, in which 139 bats of 11 species were captured. This 

included three Bechstein's bats, all of which (two males and one female) were recorded in 

Surrey. 

 

Long-term monitoring of Bechsteinôs bat populations in the southeast suggested that there had 

been a reduction in the breeding success of this species over the summer of 2008. This was 

thought to be in response to the unfavourable weather conditions of the summers of 2007 and 

2008. The effectiveness of the Autobat acoustic lure for Bechstein's bat females (see 2.3.2 

below) relies on a territorial response from individual breeding individuals, thus the reduced 

breeding success also directly affected the data collected for the project in 2008 (Bat 

Conservation Trust, 2009). A decision was taken to re-survey three of the 2008 areas 

(Cornwall, Oxfordshire and Surrey), between May and September, to ensure that data 

collected as part of the project gives a consistent picture of Bechsteinôs bat distribution in 

these counties.  

 

As well as the re-survey of the three 2008 groups, it was agreed that a further three groups 

would be trained up to take part.  

 

1.3 Aims of the project 

 

The overall aims of the project are: 

¶ To deliver systematically acquired baseline distribution data for Bechsteinôs bat 
across its entire range in England and Wales. 

 

¶ To better delineate the speciesô range and hotspots for conservation action. 

 

¶ To better understand the habitat associations of the species across its range in the UK. 

 

¶ To provide conservation management guidelines for landowners and managers of 

sites where Bechsteinôs bats are present. 

 

¶ To provide a baseline against which ongoing presence of the species in 10km squares 
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can be monitored for future Biodiversity Action Plan reporting and conservation status 

assessments. (Note that the survey is about mapping the distribution of core breeding 

maternity colonies, male only presence and inference of likely absence of a breeding 

maternity colony during the survey event - a much more detailed result than just a 

snapshot of presence/absence). 

 

In addition, the project aim for wider woodland bat communities is: 

 

¶ To provide preliminary data on the distribution of other woodland bat species in 

relation to woodland quality by recording all other species caught during the surveys. 

This will provide a valuable foundation for a comprehensive study of the relationship 

between woodland quality and the structure and diversity of bat communities. 

1.4 Engaging bat groups 

 

This project relies on the support and involvement of local bat groups. Using a protocol 

devised during the pilot study, the project aims to work closely with local groups, providing 

training and equipment. 

 

1.4.1 New groups 

 

Three new bat groups took part in the second year of the project: 

¶ Devon 

¶ Dorset 

¶ Kent 

 

These groups joined the 2008 re-survey groups Cornwall, Oxfordshire and Surrey, to survey 

their respective counties or areas during the 2009 survey season.  
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1.5. Training  
 

1.5.1 Woodland selection training course 

 

A one-day course on woodland selection which aimed to train attendees in the assessment and 

selection of woodlands according to the habitat model discussed in section 2.1 was held in 

May. Following the course, attendees were able to select woodlands that exhibited the most 

potential for Bechsteinôs bats in their respective counties. The course was tutored by Frank 

Greenaway and consisted of a number of visits to woodlands in the Sussex area to highlight 

different characteristics of the model. 

 

In addition to individuals from Devon, Dorset and Kent Bat Groups who were new to the 

project for year two, this course was attended by volunteers from Somerset and Gwent. 

Somerset is to be surveyed as part of the final year (2010-2011) of the project. Attending this 

course a year in advance has allowed Somerset additional time in which to undertake the 

woodland selection stage of the project.  

 

Individuals from Gwent Bat Group were interested in comparing their woodlands to the 

projectôs habitat model. Due to the limited number of places available to groups on the project 

it will not be possible to survey Gwentôs woodlands. However, the woodland selection data 

will be incorporated into the final report. 

 

1.5.2 Main training course 

 

On 1-4 May 2009 two coordinators from Dorset and three coordinators from both Devon and 

Kent Bat Groups attended a training course held at Juniper Hall Field Studies Centre in 

Surrey.  

 

The course was tutored by the projectôs expert advisors, Frank Greenaway and David Hill, 

and aimed to cover all aspects of the survey project in both classroom sessions and practical 

evening site visits.  

 

All of those that participated agreed that the course had been extremely worthwhile and had 

provided them with all of the skills that they required to undertake surveying on behalf of the 

project in their respective counties: 

 

Devon Bat Group attendee: ñA thousand thanks to you, Frank and David for such an 

enjoyable and fascinating few days.ò  

 

Dorset Bat Group attendee: ñJust a quick note to say thank you so very much for a fantastic 

weekend course, I learnt so much in the three days that I cannot believe it, it was simply great 

fun and very helpful.ò   

 

Kent Bat Group attendee: ñMany thanks for a superb weekend.ò  

 

©BCT, Shirley Thompson 
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1.6 Approach to surveying 

 

The project officer worked closely with each group taking part, to consider any relevant 

issues that could affect survey effort. Where possible, options were suggested to give groups 

the best possible chance of fully completing their survey areas without compromising the 

projectôs protocol and outputs. The options adopted for year two of the survey are set out 

below: 

 

1.6.1 Extended survey period 

 

To maximise the time available, new groups (unable to start surveying until they have 

completed training in mid May) were given an additional two months (May and June 2010) in 

which to complete surveying. It was agreed that the 2008 re-survey groups, having already 

attended training, would not require this additional survey time. See section 1.8 Timeline of 

Project for further detail. 

 

1.6.2 Concentrated survey area 

 

Devon and Cornwall are large survey areas with approximately 90 and 50 10km squares 

respectively (the project surveys one woodland in each 10km square). This was felt to be too 

large an area to successfully cover in the time period available. A decision was taken to 

reduce the survey area for these groups and concentrate on the southern half of Devon and the 

eastern part of Cornwall. This aimed to encourage full coverage of a more manageable area. 

The areas selected still provide survey connectivity across the southwest and meet the 

projectôs overall aim to survey across the known distribution range.  

 

1.6.3 Additional coordinators/equipment 

 

BCT agreed to train an additional coordinator in Kent so that the survey effort could be shared 

between the group here. As a large county, the Devon group were also given an additional 

coordinator, along with a further set of equipment, to aid their effort this summer. 

 

1.7 Licensing 

 

The equipment used in the Bechsteinôs bat project survey (the Sussex Autobat and a harp 

trap) is potentially very intrusive, allowing volunteers to lure and trap wild animals. It was 

essential to ensure that all necessary measures were taken to aid in the responsible use of the 

equipment.  

 

BCT applied to Natural England for a project licence to undertake this work. The licence was 

held by Frank Greenaway, with trained coordinators from each survey group listed as 

accredited agents. BCT will report back to the licensing departments as per the conditions of 

the licence, giving details of surveys carried out and data gathered. 

 

The licence allowed each group to undertake surveying between May and October 2009, and 

specified the county or area in which individuals would be licensed to survey. The project 

licence will be renewed on an annual basis ensuring that appropriate groups for each survey 

year are included. 
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1.8 Timeline of project 


