
                                                                                              

Thousands of hibernating bats are dying each winter  from White Nose Syndrome (WNS) . 
In and around caves and mines in 16 states and 4 Canadian provinces from New Brunswick to 
Oklahoma, biologists are finding sick, dying, and dead bats in unprecedented numbers. To 
date, over 5.7 million bats have died of WNS.  Mortality rates at hibernacula (where bats 
hibernate during winter) in New Hampshire have ranged from 79 to 100% since WNS was first 
documented in NH during the winter of 2008. 
 
Symptoms:  While bats are hibernating in caves and mines, the newly-
discovered white fungus Geomyces destructans grows on their muzzles, 
(hence the name "white-nose syndrome”) ears, wings and tails. The 
fungus may disrupt water and air exchange through the wings, causing 
dehydration and forcing the bats to emerge from hibernation more 
frequently than they normally do. Many bats infected with the fungus 
lack adequate body fat to survive until spring . These bats may move 
to colder parts of the hibernacula, fly during the day and into cold winter 
weather in a futile search for insect food, and exhibit other 
uncharacteristic behaviors. Each of the eight NH mines surveyed in 2010 
had bats infected with the fungus, and the mortality in 2011 was 
devastating. In four of the largest surveyed hibernacula, there were 16 
bats, with one mine completely empty.  In 2009 these same four mines 
housed 3230 bats. 
 
WNS was first documented in 2006 in New York. A treatment to help bats combat the fungus or 
stop fungal growth has not yet been found. What we do know is that the fungus thrives in the 
cold and humid conditions characteristic of bat hibernacula. The fungus is only visible on the 
bats while they are hibernating, but may continue to cause mortality after the bats leave their 
hibernacula in spring. 
 

Bats are an important part of our ecosystem.   Bats comprise 
20% of the world’s mammals, and together are the single greatest 
predator of night-flying insects . Five of the eight bat species 
found in New Hampshire are affected by WNS. Because females 
produce just one or two pups a year, the plunging number of bats—
as much 100% lost in some hibernacula—translates into a crisis in 
bat populations.  Due to their mobile nature, bats cross state lines 
and mingle with different bats when moving between their summer 
colony and winter hibernacula.  In the summer, bats eat about half 
their body weight or more in insects every night. We don’t know 
whether they are eating significant numbers of pest insects, but we 
will find out soon as our skies become devoid of bats and full of 
insects. We are likely witnessing an ecological disaster in the 
making. 
 
Little brown bats, previously the most numerous bats in the 
Northeast, are sustaining the largest number of deaths and are 
predicted to be extinct in the Northeast by the year 2026 if an 
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effective treatment is not found. Also dying in New Hampshire are small-footed bats (state-
endangered), northern long-eared bats, tricolored bats (also called eastern pipistrelles), and big 
brown bats. 
 
Biologists do not know how WNS is transmitted, but they believe that it spreads primarily by bat-
to-bat contact. In addition, people may inadvertently contribute to the spread because the 
fungus can attach to clothes and gear and be carried into another cave. You can help  by 
staying out of caves and mines in affected states.  If you cave in unaffected states, do not 
use clothing or gear that has been used in a state with WNS, and disinfect your gear after every 
cave visit. Do not place geocaches or letterboxes in caves or mines. See the USFWS website 
below for details on affected states and decontamination. 
 
In summer, people are reporting dead and dying little and big brown bats at their summer roosts 
in attics, barns and other outbuildings in many states. An unusually high number of pups are 
reported as abandoned or dying. Historic maternity colonies are now empty of bats. If you have 
a summer roost, see our website for how to count yo ur bats and report your population 
to us.   
 
State and federal agencies, universities, private labs and conservation organizations are 
concerned and are exploring the possible cause of the disease including raising funds to assist 

in the research. National and regional caving organizations are 
coordinating with state biologists to help assess the situation, and 
providing the most current information to the caving community regarding 
cave closures and gear use.  
 
If you have multiple dead or dying bats in your are a, report them 
online through the NHFG website at www.wildNH.com o r send 
information  to us at  wildlife@wildlife.nh.gov  or 271-2461. 
  

What can you do to help? 
 

Observe Cave closures, cave advisories and decontam ination procedures. 
 
Donate to help us solve white-nose syndrome. 
 
Steward the bats you have on your property. 
�  Don’t exclude bats from your barn or attic unless you really have to. 

Find other solutions to the problems the bats are causing – such as 
putting plastic underneath bat roosts to catch falling droppings. 

�  If you must remove a bat colony, do not do so between mid-May and 
August.  Doing so will cause baby bats to starve. 

�  Replace your colony space with a large bat house. There are many 
free plans available on the internet, or you can buy pre-made ones.  
Small bat houses are rarely used for raising pups. 

 

Online bat information: 
 

NH Fish and Game:  http://wildlife.state.nh.us/Wildlife/Nongame/bats.html  
 

US Fish & Wildlife Service information on White Nos e Syndrome and decontamination:  
http://www.fws.gov/WhiteNoseSyndrome/  
   

Bat Conservation International—bat info, bat houses , and bat problems   www.batcon.org  
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