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Vwaza Marsh Project News
Hildebrandt’s Horseshoe Bat

can detect a grasshopper hiding on the
underside of a leaf.

The team caught an interesting and fairly
rare species of horseshoe bat this Month.
Hildebrandt’s horseshoe bat (Rhinolophus
hildebrandtii) (Figure 1). The horseshoe bats
(Rhinolophidae) are a family which are
naturally rare in the environment and have
an extremely specialised and advanced
method of echolocating.

Nycteris in the Long Drop
Whilst walking past an old pit latrine, A
member of the research team noticed a
couple of bats flying from the roof down,
through the hole, into the pit beneath.

Figure 1: Hildebrandt’s horseshoe bat Rhinolophus hildebrandtii

Unlike the majority of bats which continually
click through the mouth, listening to the
echoes bouncing back at them, the
horseshoe bats (and the leaf-nosed bats)
let out one long continual whistle, emitted
from and focused by the “horseshoe”
shaped appendages on the nose. As they
fly through this whistle, the doppler effect
enables them to form an image of their
surroundings. This method of echolocation
doesn't have the furthest range but forms a
very detailed image. Exactly what this
family requires to perform their preferred
feeding method, flying down and picking
insects up (known as “gleaning”). The
echolocation is so detailed that these bats

Figure 2: Nycteris hispida, The hairy slit-faced bat

Immediately, the team thought it could be
a Nycteris species as they are known to
roost in holes in old termite mounds. Similar
in structure to the hole in a pit latrine! That
evening, the team wrapped a small mist
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Vwaza Marsh Project News
net around the building and set up away
from the roost. Periodically checking the
net.

nets. In line with this theory, this individual
was captured in a harp trap.

The bat gets its name from its long woolly
The Nycteris, being highly manoeuvrable in coat. Each hair seems to be crimped.
flight, were leaving the hole, flying up to the Patches of its golden/grey hair extend
net and then turning 180 degrees, in flight, down the forearms. A truly unique looking
to avoid it. Despite their best efforts, a
bat.
couple eventually became tangled and
were extracted from the net.

Following the measuring and weighing of
the bats, it was decided that they are most
likely Nycteris hispida (Figure 2), the hairy slit
-faced bat (although identification cannot
be 100% confirmed until DNA analysis of the
wing biopsy is carried out). This species is
slightly more tolerant of light than other
Nycteris species, which are usually light
averse. This would fit with them roosting in
an open, fairly well lit building, only
retreating to the complete darkness of the
pit when disturbed.
This is an especially exciting find as this is not
only a first for Vwaza Marsh but is also the
first time ABC have ever caught this
species.

A New Species with Strange
Roosting Requirements

Figure 3: The lesser woolly bat (Kerivoula lanosa).

Photo credit: Merlin Tuttle

The research team had their most exciting
capture for a long time! A species which
had been pretty high on everyone’s list of
bats they hope to catch.

One of the strangest things about the lesser
woolly bat is that it seems to roost
predominantly in sunbird or weaver bird
nests. This assumption is drawn from the fact
The lesser woolly bat (Kerivoula lanosa)
that a number of specimens have been
(figure 3) is an extremely rare and poorly
understood species. Only 7 specimens have taken whilst roosting in these nests.
been captured since 1980! The lesser woolly A rare find! And one that the urban
bat may have been overlooked in some
research team had wished they were in the
habitats as it seems adept at avoiding mist park for!
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Urban Lilongwe Project News
Student Projects

morphometric data; ringing and taking
wing biopsies.

The students projects have been
progressing well this month and are now
truly underway. Twelve bats have
successfully been caught and tagged
(Figure 4) from two excluded roosts, and
tracked across the city as part of NTU
masters students, Angelena and Amelia’s
project.

Once tagged, bats were then tracked from
the roost to foraging grounds. This time,
ABC staff were able to learn some new skills
and had the opportunity to participate and
help out with the tracking with Angelena
and Amelia (Figure 6).

Figure 6. NTU student
Angelena radiotracking the bats once
they had left the roost
on an evening. Photo
credit: Amelia Reddish.

Both students have previous experience in
radio tracking bats in the UK with their local
bat groups.

Figure 4. Dr Stone shows students how to fit a radio tag
onto a bat. Photo credit: Amanda Harwood.

The first roost to be studied was located
within a dwelling house in Area 9
containing around fifteen bats. A total of
four individuals were fitted with tracking
devices. The first week of tracking showed
that the bats stayed relatively close to the
roost, returning early in the night. Whilst
away from the roost, the bats spent most of
their time close to an area of wetland
within 500m to the west of the roost (Figure
4). This area was identified to be an

Initial findings are already producing some
interesting results and it has also been a
great opportunity for skills sharing between
both students and staff at ABC. Dr Stone
was present on the first night that bats were
caught from the roosts to provide her
expertise in fitting bats with radio tags
(Figures 4 and 5). ABC staff were also on
hand to help, as well as to show the
students how bats are usually processed as
part of the urban bat project; recording

Figure 5. Mops
niveiventer being
fitted with the radio
tag. Photo credit:
Angelena Efstathiou.
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Figure 7. The wetland area in Area 9 which was used by
foraging bats tracked from the study roost. Photo credit:
Angelena Efstathiou.

Urban Lilongwe Project News
important foraging area for the bats. Mops the presence of worm eggs and Coccidia
spp. are open-air foragers and this wetland oocyst (Figure 11 and 12).
area is likely to provide an abundance of
Both were found within droppings collected
invertebrate prey.
from free-tailed bat (Molossid) roosts in the
city.

Update on Tomb bats in the city
Following on from last months newsletter
and the discovery of a small roost of
Mauritian tomb bat (Taphozous
mauritianus), roost visits have now
uncovered a further six roosts in Lilongwe!
(Figure 13) This just shows what you can find
on your doorstep when you look in the right
places!
Figure 10. Bryony placing plastic sheeting in a large roost at
Koko primary School, Lilongwe in order to collect bat droppings

Their name literally means “one that lives in
a tomb” from the Greek taphos = tomb,
and zoos = alive, living. The first specimens
recorded were discovered on old tombs,
and these individuals here in Lilongwe seem
to have a preference for church buildings.

Another interesting finding was that there
are in fact a number of Mops roosts within
the same residential compound which
appear to be used interchangeably by the
same colony.

Figure 13. Mauritian tomb bat on
the external brick
walls of a church
building. Photo
credit: Bryony
Hitchcock.

Bryony’s project, looking at the health of
urban roosts has also been progressing well
and she has collected a large amount of
bat droppings from a number of urban

This is likely due to the building structure and
construction materials: tomb bats prefer to
roost high up, so will choose the highest
buildings within the local area and also grip
on to exposed
brickwork (not

Figure 11 and 12. Images taken with a microscope camera
showing Coccidia oocyst and worm egg present within droppings collected from a Molossidae roost. Photo credit: Bryony
Hitchcock.

Figure 14. Small group of
three Mauritian tomb bats
roosting on an external
wall. Photo credit: Bryony
Hitchcock.

roosts (Figure 10). Whilst it is too early at this
stage to report on any significant findings, a
small amount of the samples examined
under the microscope so far have revealed
6
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rendered) underneath sheltered,
overhanging eaves.

and stones). Macroinvertebrates were then
classified to family level, and abundance of
each taxon recorded to calculate the

Each roost found contained only a few
individuals, with a max. of three bats
roosting together (Figure 14). This is typical
of this species: Mauritian tomb bats do not
roost closely together in high numbers,
instead roosts usually contain up to five
individuals spaced loosely apart. The
groups will normally be made up of all
males or all females.

Urban Natural Assets (UNA)
Rivers Project

Figure 16. Invertebrate sampling at one of the Sample
Sites.

Invertebrate Scoring metrics.
Now that all data has been collected, this
information can be used in combination
with the bat survey data collected in
2016/2017 wet and dry seasons to assess
the overall health of the river system in
Lilongwe, and to inform management,
decision making and protection of UNA
hotspots (priority biodiversity areas).
Thanks to funding from International
Council for Local Environmental Initiatives
(ICLEI), Bat Conservation International (BCI)
The final stages of the Urban Natural Assets and Airtel Ltd, these surveys are the first of
their kind in Malawi and we are looking
River surveys were completed this month.
forward to analysing the data and
Data was collected at ten sample sites
along the River Lilongwe, each consisting of identifying hotspot areas in the city. As
500m transects. Within each sample site,
three point sample locations (PSL’s) were
surveyed for environmental, physical and
biological variables (Figure15-17).
Figure 15. Recording environmental variables at one of
the PSLs.

This included assessing surrounding land use
and vegetation structure; bank structure
and features; and channel features. Water
samples were taken at each PSL and tested
for pH, conductivity and dissolved oxygen
levels. In addition to this, invertebrate
sampling was also carried out at each site
and, where possible, in three biotypes
(vegetation, gravel sand and mud (GSM),

Figure 17. Urban litter at a sample site close to Area 3
market.
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ABC Bat Species List
Locations Caught
No

Latin Name

Common Name

Liwonde
Park

1

Chaerephon sp.

Free-tailed bats

2

Chaerephon ansorgei

Ansorge’s free-tailed bat

X

3

Chaerephon pumilus

Little free-tailed bat

X

4

Eidolon helvum

African straw-coloured fruit
bat

5

Epomophorus crypturus

Peters's epauletted fruit bat

6

Epomophorus labiatus

7

Lilongwe

Nyika NP

Vwaza
Marsh
WR

Other

X

X
X

X

X

X

X

Little epauletted fruit bat

X

X

Epomophorus wahlbergi

Wahlberg's epauletted fruit
bat

X

X

8

Epomops dobsonii

Dobson’s epauletted fruit bat

9

Eptesicus hottentotus

Long-tailed serotine

X

10

Glauconycteris variegata

Variegated butterfly bat

X

11

Hipposideros caffer

Sundevall's leaf-nosed bat

X

12

Hipposideros gigas

Giant leaf-nosed bat

X

13

Hipposideros ruber

Noack's leaf-nosed bat

X

14

Kerivoula lanosa

Lesser woolly bat

15

Laephotis botswanae

Botswana long-eared bat

16

Lissonycteris goliath

Harrison’s soft-furred fruit bat

17

Mimetillus thomasi

Thomas's flat headed bat

X

18

Miniopterus sp.

long-fingered bats

X

19

Mops condylurus

Angolan free-tailed bat

X

20

Mops niveiventer

White-bellied free-tailed bat

21

Myotis bocagii

Rufous myotis

X

22

Myotis tricolor

Temminck's myotis

X

23

Myotis welwitschii

Welwitsch's myotis

X

24

Neoromicia sp.*

Pipistrelles

X

X

25

Neoromicia nana

Banana bat

X

X

X
X

X

X
X

X
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X
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X

X

X
X

X
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ABC Bat Species List
Locations Caught
No

Latin Name

Common Name
Liwonde
NP

Lilongwe

Nyika
NP

Vwaza
Marsh
WR

Other

26

Neoromicia rendalli

Rendall's serotine

X

27

Nycteris grandis

Large slit-faced bat

X

28

Nycteris hispida

Hairy slit-faced bat

29

Nycteris macrotis

Large-eared slit-faced bat

X

30

Nycteris thebaica

Egyptian slit faced bat

X

31

Nycticeinops schlieffeni

Schlieffen's twighlight bat

X

32

Pipistrellus sp.*

Pipistrelles

X

33

Pipistrellus rueppellii

Ruppell's pipistrelle

X

34

Rhinolophus clivosus

Geoffroy’s horseshoe bat

35

Rhinolophus fumigatus

Ruppell's horseshoe bat

X

36

Rhinolophus hildebrandtii

Hildebrandt's horseshoe bat

X

37

Rousettus aegyptiacus

Egyptian rousette

X

38

Rousettus lanosus

Hairy rousette

39

Scotoecus hindei/albigula

Dark-winged lesser house bat

40

Scotophilus dinganii

Yellow-bellied house bat

41

Scotophilus leucogaster

White-bellied house bat

X

42

Scotophilus viridis

Green house bat

X

43

Scotophilus nigrita

Giant yellow house bat

X

44

Tadarida aegyptica

Egyptian free-tailed bat

X

45

Tadarida ventralis

Giant free-tailed bat

X

46

Taphozous mauritianus

Mauritian tomb bat

X

47

Triaenops afer

African trident bat

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X
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X

X

X

X

X

X

X
X

BMP Sites in Liwonde NP
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BMP Sites in Lilongwe

To LLWO06
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ABC Sponsors & Partners
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