
Celebrating Bats In The Okanagan  

(or Going Batty In The Okanagan) 

Each year, during the last week of October, people in over 30 countries celebrate International 
Bat Week.  Bats are amazing creatures that are vital to the health of our natural world and 
economy. Although we may not always see them, bats are hard at work all around the world 
each night - eating tons of insects, pollinating flowers, and spreading seeds that grow new 
plants and trees. 

Here in the Okanagan, the BC Community Bat Program is excited to introduce our 15 different 
species of bats in this five-article series.  Owing to the warm summers, extensive lakes and 
wetlands, natural grasslands, forests, and rocky cliffs, the Okanagan wins the prize for having 
the highest diversity of bats in Canada! 

Unfortunately, bats are all too often regarded as blood-sucking, parasite-ridden, disease- car-
rying vermin; all of which are false.  Perhaps we can thank Thomas Edison for the invention of 
the light bulb in the late 1800s. For since then, humans have been able to cast light upon the 
night-time world and learn some of the secrets of its creatures.  

It turns out that bats, including the ones in the Okanagan, are “keystone” species – species 
that play key roles in shaping the ecosystems of which we are a part of.   

Okanagan bats eat insects – in fact thousands and thousands of insects are consumed every 
night during spring, summer, and fall.   We do not have vampire bats, nor do we have fruit-
eating bats.  In a laboratory setting, a Little Brown Bat ate 600 mosquitoes in an hour!  The 
bats in the Okanagan eat more than just mosquitoes, they also devour agricultural and forest-
ry pests such as beetles, moths, and leafhoppers thus providing millions of dollars in natural 
pest control services. 

Researchers believe that bats play an important role in nutrient cycling because of the move-
ment of nitrogen from aquatic systems (where they eat insects) to       upland forest communi-
ties (where they deposit guano or excrement).  Bats may also serve as indicators of the health 
of a system due to their sensitivity to pollution and pesticides. 

Visit www.beepspeachland.com or www.bcbats.com for more information. 

 

 



Bats On The Radar  

(or Amazing Adaptations Of Okanagan Bats) 

Bats are not ‘flying mice’ and are not related to                
rodents.   Genetically, they are more closely related to 
shrews, whales, and carnivores than to rodents.  Bats 
cannot chew wood like rodents can, as they do not have the typical two front teeth of a        
rodent.   The bats that live in the Okanagan have tiny sharp teeth adapted to crush the hard 
bodies of insects like beetles or moths.   

Bats belong to the Order Chiroptera, which means ‘hand-wing’.   They are the only mammals 
that can fly!.  In the Okanagan, some naturalists call them the swallows of the night,              
specializing in hunting night-time insects.  These bats can fly exceptionally fast, turn on a dime, 
and even hover while in pursuit of dinner. 

To be able to hunt and fly at night, all 15 species of bats that live in the Okanagan, use a trait 
called echolocation.  Like sonar, echolocation is the use of reflected sound, in this case echoes, 
to locate objects or to navigate in the dark.  Bats produce sound through their mouth or nose, 
and then listen for the echo with their gigantic ears.  By using echolocation, a bat can capture 
flying insects (called aerial hawking) or sweep up a moth that is resting on a leaf or the ground 
(called gleaning).  Echolocation calls are usually ultrasonic, which means they are typically 
above our hearing range.  

The only bat in the Okanagan whose echolocation calls we can hear, is the Spotted Bat.  Some 
people with keen ears can hear its calls that sound like a series of clicks. These black and white 
bats specialize in hunting a type of moth that can hear bats echo locating and are thus very 
good at evading bats. 

At this time of year, most Okanagan bats are on the move heading to their hibernacula for the 
winter.   They prefer caves, mines, and deep cracks in rock cliffs where the temperatures re-
main stable and above freezing temperatures in winter.  Two species, the Hoary Bat and the 
Western Red Bat migrate south to warmer climates where flying insects are abundant in win-
ter.  Hibernating bats must put on a substantial amount of weight before going into                
hibernation, or they will starve to death.  During hibernation, bats lower their heart rate and 
body temperature to save energy and survive the winter without eating.  



The Real Bat Cave  

(or Where Do Bats Live In The Okanagan?) 

 

Bats are found throughout the Okanagan.  They are amongst the most common wildlife in 
towns and cities, especially along the lakeshores and river valleys where there is water and 
large trees that provide roosts.   

Roosts are sites where bats rest when they are not active.  Biologists generally divide them into 
either day roosts or nights roosts, depending on when they are used.  Maternity roosts are lo-
cations where female bats give birth and raise their pups (baby bats) and are often used as 
both day and night roosts.  Hibernacula are roosts used during the winter to hibernate. 

Most of the bats in the Okanagan prefer to roost in tree cavities, sloughing bark on old trees, 
rock crevices along cliffs and rocky outcrops.  Natural areas along rivers, lakes, and shoreline 
are very important to bats as they can find many natural roosting sites.  However, as people 
build along shorelines and destroy habitat, bats turn to buildings for shelter. 

Four out of our 15 bat species in the Okanagan commonly use buildings to roost: Little Brown 
Myotis, Yuma Myotis, Big Brown Bats, and Townsend’s Big-eared Bats.  They do not build nests, 
chew holes, or otherwise modify a structure to make it a roost.  If they use a building, they are 
either only on the outside of the building or they are using gaps and cracks that are already 
there due to disrepair or building design.  

Because bats are considered wildlife, not pests, and they are protected under the BC Wildlife 
Act, it is illegal to physically remove bats from a building.  It is possible to safely co-exist with 
bats with knowledge about how to protect human living space and how to manage hazards for 
both bats and humans.  The US Centre for Disease Control states that “some bats live in build-
ing, and there’s no reason to evict them if there is little chance for contact with people.” 

Evicting bats is not permitted during the maternity season when the females are pregnant and 
giving birth to their pup (May 1 – September 1).  An assessment and careful procedures need 
to be followed if an exclusion from a building is planned, as you want to make sure you do not 
trap any bats inside the walls or attic.  Fall and winter are good times of the year to upkeep and 
seal up your home or buildings where bats may have been present. Learn more about bats and 
how to manage your building by visiting www.bcbats.ca. 

http://www.bcbats.ca/


Spooktacular Bats Are In Trouble 

Halloween is a time of the year where typically bats are portrayed as 
blood-sucking and spooky.   They are important to our culture 
whether portrayed as scary or the heroes. Dracula, the Count from 
Sesame Street, Mavis in Hotel Transylvania, and Edward Cullen from 
the Twilight Series are just a few of our favourite batty characters. 

In reality, there are only three vampire species in the world.  They 
live in the hot tropical regions around the Equator, and they don’t kill their hosts.  Vampire 
bats do not even bite the necks of their hosts – they often just make a small cut that bleeds 
and then they lick up the blood.  Their hosts are often cattle, goats, or chickens.  Furthermore, 
we have vampire bats to thank for the invention of anti-coagulant stroke medication, as scien-
tists discovered that the vampire bats’ saliva contained this life saving property. 

Unfortunately, our bat friends are in trouble.  Bats in British Columbia have low reproductive 
rates and face many threats to their existence.  Most bats in the Okanagan give birth to just 
one pup per year, and only about half of those young make it through their first winter.  To 
make up for this slow reproductive rate, they live long lives, potentially living for 20 to 40 
years.  Their slow reproductive rate means they are particularly vulnerable to habitat loss and 
other sources of mortality.  

Human development has brought new sources of mortality to the Okanagan such as the colli-
sions with wind turbines and vehicles, introduction of new predators (such as house cats), en-
trapment, and extermination.  About half of the 15 bat species that live in the Okanagan are 
experiencing population declines. 

The Little Brown Myotis is listed as Endangered in Canada because of white-nose syndrome, a 
fungal disease recently introduced to North America.  This disease is spreading across North 
America, and has already been confirmed in Washington, just south of the border.  Although it 
does not affect people or other animals, millions of hibernating bats in North America have 
died from white-nose syndrome. 

Bats in the Okanagan need three basic things to survive:  food, shelter, and water. Well man-
aged habitats in urban, rural, and wild areas can provide these key elements, and the diversity 
of habitat that are important for ensuring the success of our bats.  While buildings and bat 
houses may provide important shelter for bats, this is not sufficient to sustain our bat popula-
tions if they cannot access drinking water or food in the form of insects. 



Calling All Gardeners – Bat-Friendly Gardening 

The Okanagan has the highest diversity of bat species in 
Canada, with 15 different species living in the region. 

However, half of those species are experiencing             
population declines.  Knowing that bats need three basic 
things to survive (food, shelter, and water), we can all do 
a little to help. 

The bats in Canada do not eat any food other than bugs (mostly insects and spiders), and 
typically only those that are active at night.  A wide variety of bugs are eaten, including biting    
insects and pests of crops and forests.  Moths are likely the most important group for sustain-
ing bat populations.  Management decisions that reduce night-time insect abundance will 
harm bats.  If you can, eliminate the use of pesticides on your property.  Learn about organic 
gardening options. 

To help bats find food, you can plant a Bat-Friendly Garden.  Native plants that provide food 
for larvae or adult insects, especially moths, are important.  Try planting Evening-primrose, 
phlox, campion, Showy Milkweed, or goldenrod which are used by moths. Some ornamental 
plants like purple coneflower, salvias, crabapples, and aromatic herbs are also helpful. A com-
prehensive list is available under the Bat-Friendly Communities guidebook at www.bcbats.ca. 

If you live along the lakeshore, re-vegetate a section to native riparian trees and shrubs such 
as cottonwoods, birch, and willows. Protecting and restoring wetlands and riparian areas is 
probably the most important thing one can do to help bats.  These areas provide high quality 
foraging habitat as well as shelter and water. 

In your garden, providing insects with shelter and locations to overwinter is helpful.  Butter-
flies and moths lay eggs and have caterpillars that hide under fallen plant matter such as 
dead leaves and stems. Use less hardscaping like gravel, decking or concrete features, and try 
to keep more fallen leaves on the ground.  Wait to do your garden clean-up until late spring 
to ensure insects have had a chance to develop and move on.  If you are doing a fall clean-up 
of dead plant materials, consider piling it in a back-border area. 

Reducing light pollution by keeping your backyard dark at night will also help foraging 
bats.  Install timers or motion sensor lighting to allow for dark periods.  Artificial lights attract 
a variety of nocturnal insects, including moths, that may be preyed upon by bats.  However, 
the effects of lights on bats are complex, and artificial lighting could disrupt ecosystems on 
which bats depend. 

http://www.bcbats.ca/


 

You can help by supporting organizations like 

BEEPS which provide educational programs,      

activities and research findings to help protect 

bats in the wild and in urban settings.   

Win-win, get apples, help bats! 


