
 

Why we shouldn't be so quick to demonise
bats
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Australian health authorities regularly issue public reminders not to
touch bats because they can host Australian Bat Lyssavirus (ABLV).
This type of health education is necessary because it reduces human
exposure to bat-borne diseases. However, subsequent sensationalist
media reporting risks demonising bats, which increases human-wildlife
conflict and poses barriers to conservation.
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http://www.health.nsw.gov.au/news/Pages/20171106_00.aspx
https://tenplay.com.au/channel-ten/the-project/extra/season-9/bitten-by-bats
https://tenplay.com.au/channel-ten/the-project/extra/season-9/bitten-by-bats
http://www.geelongadvertiser.com.au/news/geelong/bats-shot-and-strung-up-on-fence-near-winchelsea/news-story/dcc6f74cb83539a1096d8c0b6e6b7516
http://www.publish.csiro.au/WR/WR16061


 

Bats are remarkable native creatures of key ecological and economic
importance. We urgently need more matter-of-fact style reporting
around the risks of bat-borne diseases to avoid vilification and 
persecution of these unappreciated mammals.

Australia's weird and wonderful bats

Australia has 81 bat species, from nine families. They comprise the
second-largest group of mammals after marsupials (159 species). They
range in size from the little-known northern pipistrelle that weighs less
than three grams and ranks amongst the smallest bats in the world, to the 
black flying-fox that can weigh more than a kilogram and is among the
world's largest.

Bats play many different roles in Australian ecosystems. The southern
myotis or "fishing bat", for example, has long toes that it uses to rake up
small fish and invertebrates from rivers, lakes and ponds. The golden-
tipped bat delicately plucks spiders from their webs, while the ghost bat
feeds on large insects, rodents, birds, and even other bats. These are
examples of "microbats"—species that use echolocation to find their
way in darkness and detect prey.
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http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-5157637/Charters-Towers-Queensland-terrorised-bats.html
http://www.maitlandmercury.com.au/story/3921612/somebody-has-tried-to-burn-the-bats-photos-video-poll/
http://ausbats.org.au/species-list/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Northern_pipistrelle
https://phys.org/tags/bats/
http://www.iucnredlist.org/details/18715/0
http://bie.ala.org.au/species/urn:lsid:biodiversity.org.au:afd.taxon:df5d47f0-2353-4c8f-aacf-f134b16f261d#overview
http://bie.ala.org.au/species/urn:lsid:biodiversity.org.au:afd.taxon:df5d47f0-2353-4c8f-aacf-f134b16f261d#overview
http://bie.ala.org.au/species/urn:lsid:biodiversity.org.au:afd.taxon:ba541de4-bf0d-470d-a9dc-d7897315678f
http://bie.ala.org.au/species/urn:lsid:biodiversity.org.au:afd.taxon:ba541de4-bf0d-470d-a9dc-d7897315678f
https://bie.ala.org.au/species/urn:lsid:biodiversity.org.au:afd.taxon:cfde8627-a67c-451d-8835-ac65f6d16ac6
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Microbat
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Animal_echolocation


 

  

Face of an eastern tube-nosed fruit bat (or ‘Shrek bat’), a solitary bat with long
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tubular nostrils that are thought to prevent fruit juices from running up its nose.
Credit: Justin Welbergen

Australia is also home to nine "megabats"—species that rely on large
eyes and a keen sense of smell to find pollen, nectar, or fruit. The 
common blossom bat, for example, is a mouse-sized fruit bat with a very
long tongue for feeding on nectar; the eastern tube-nosed fruit bat is a
solitary bat with long tubular nostrils that are thought to prevent fruit
juices from running up its nose; and the little red flying fox is adapted
for long-distance flight, travelling thousands of kilometres across the
Australian landscape in search of food.

Bats are largely nocturnal and inconspicuous, except for those flying-
foxes that sometimes appear in large numbers in urban environments
where they can be cause for much frustration and conflict.

All bats are vulnerable to a range of human threats, including the
clearing of foraging areas and the loss or disturbance of roosts. Thirteen
of Australia's bat species are now listed as "threatened" under our
national conservation legislation. Australia's most recent extinction was a
bat: the Christmas Island pipistrelle winked out of existence forever in
2009 following a sluggish federal government response to calls for
urgent conservation action.

Why are bats important?

Bats are important in two ways. First, each species has its own value as a
part of Australia's natural and cultural heritage. They are fragile
creatures, but tough enough to survive and thrive in the harsh Australian
bush—if they are given the chance.
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http://bie.ala.org.au/species/urn:lsid:biodiversity.org.au:afd.taxon:25eecbc3-df68-422f-aa30-3c8a3f988488
http://bie.ala.org.au/species/urn:lsid:biodiversity.org.au:afd.taxon:106ad138-3cbb-4a4e-b23a-c6a728729b62
http://www.iucnredlist.org/details/18758/0
https://www.9news.com.au/national/2017/12/11/12/36/charters-towers-fruit-bat-flying-fox
https://phys.org/tags/bat+species/
https://www.newscientist.com/article/2147477-christmas-islands-only-echolocating-bat-has-gone-extinct/
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1755-263X.2012.00239.x/full
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1617138117300742


 

  
 

  

A selection of Australia’s bat diversity (Top row from left: grey-headed flying-
fox; orange leaf-nosed bat; common blossom bat; southern myotis; Bottom row:
golden-tipped bat; eastern horseshoe bat; common sheath-tailed bat; ghost bat).
Credit: Justin Welbergen (grey-headed flying-fox, eastern horseshoe bat); Nicola
Hanrahan (ghost bat); Bruce Thomson (golden-tipped bat); Steve Parish & Les
Hall for remainder of species

Second, microbats provide valuable ecosystem services because many
are voracious predators of insects, including many agricultural and
forestry pests. Megabats, meanwhile, provide long-distance pollination
and seed-dispersal services, helping to maintain the integrity of
Australia's increasingly fragmented natural ecosystems.

Australian bat lyssavirus
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http://science.sciencemag.org/content/332/6025/41.summary?sid=dbe8e87b-5670-4848-96c6-94c9c5d17c8c
http://science.sciencemag.org/content/332/6025/41.summary?sid=dbe8e87b-5670-4848-96c6-94c9c5d17c8c
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1523-1739.1991.tb00352.x/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1523-1739.1991.tb00352.x/abstract


 

Some Australian bats are hosts for Australian bat lyssavirus (ABLV) that
can cause a rabies-like disease in humans and potentially pets. Since its
discovery in 1996, there have been three human deaths from ABLV in
Australia.

The virus is rare, and its prevalence among bats is thought to be less than
1%. But it is more common among sick, orphaned, or injured bats – that
are in turn more likely to end up in hands of the public.

A rabies vaccine has been around since the time of Louis Pasteur, and
when combined with proper wound management and prompt medical
care, is very effective in preventing the disease. Rabies vaccine that is
given after exposure to ABLV, but before a person becomes unwell, can
still prevent the disease. But once a person develops the disease there is
no effective treatment.

  
 

  

Bats such as the grey-headed flying-fox (left) and the Christmas Island flying-
fox (right) provide expensive pollination services for free. Credit: Justin
Welbergen (left); Carol de Jong (right)
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https://tinyurl.com/yav4dbw2
https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/neuroscience/lyssaviruses
http://www.pnas.org/content/111/34/12273.full#ref-1
http://www.who.int/wer/2010/wer8532.pdf?ua=1


 

"No touch, no risk"

As long as we do not touch bats we are not at risk. Yet despite this
simple message, many people still handle sick or injured bats, even
though this is the major cause of potential exposures to ABLV.

Humans are not exposed to ABLV when bats fly overhead or feed or
roost in gardens. Bat urine and faeces are not considered to be
infectious, and tank or surface water contaminated with these substances
is also not a threat.

The primary ABLV transmission route is through bites or scratches,
bringing infected bat saliva into direct contact with the eyes, nose or
mouth, or with an open wound. Therefore, the best protection by far is to
avoid handling bats.

If you do get scratched or bitten by a bat, the Australian Department of
Health recommends that you immediately wash the wound thoroughly
with soap and water for at least five minutes, apply an antiseptic with
antiviral action, and seek medical attention.
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https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3908316/
http://journals.plos.org/plosntds/article?id=10.1371/journal.pntd.0005227
http://www.health.gov.au/internet/main/publishing.nsf/content/ohp-rabies-consumer-info.htm
http://www.health.gov.au/internet/main/publishing.nsf/content/ohp-rabies-consumer-info.htm


 

  

Image of Australian bat lyssavirus. The finger-like projections are the virus, as it
is shown budding off from a cell. Credit: Electron Microscopy Unit, Australian
Animal Health Laboratory, CSIRO

Prevention is better than cure, so people should never handle bats (or
other wildlife) unless they are trained, vaccinated, and wearing
appropriate protective gear. If you find an injured or sick bat, the best
thing to do is to contact your local wildlife agency or veterinarian.

Reporting without the demonisation

Bats already have a dark reputation in folklore, myths, and modern
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https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1007%2F978-3-319-25220-9_18.pdf


 

culture. This is exacerbated by negative media attention following public
health warnings and health research.

We strongly encourage a more matter-of-fact style of reporting around
the risks from bat-borne diseases. You are much more likely to be killed
by lightning or by falling out of bed than by a bat.

Granted, the risks posed by bat-borne diseases are relatively new to most
of the public, but more nuanced framing can effectively support both
public health and wildlife conservation goals. So while you remember to 
slip-slop-slap, be croc-wise and snake aware, and wear gloves when
gardening, you should also add "don't touch bats" to your common-sense
repertoire.

This article was originally published on The Conversation. Read the 
original article.
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http://www.bioone.org/doi/abs/10.1071/WR16061
http://www.bioone.org/doi/abs/10.1071/WR16061
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/mam.12110/full
http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/DetailsPage/3303.02016?OpenDocument
http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/DetailsPage/3303.02016?OpenDocument
http://publications.rzsnsw.org.au/doi/abs/10.7882/AZ.2017.002?code=rzsw-site
https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=21&v=b7nocIenCYg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3DoAigtIkGI
https://www.facebook.com/ParksandWildlifeNT/photos/a.313195945407342.73560.271324366261167/958845904175673/?type=3
https://australianmuseum.net.au/spiders-in-the-house-and-garden
https://australianmuseum.net.au/spiders-in-the-house-and-garden
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