




Science Watch: The Extinction of Bats
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saul scheinbach

Bats in the 
Northeast are facing 
an epidemic of such 
huge proportion 
that the most 

common bat species in North America, the little brown bat 
(Myotis lucifugis), may go extinct in just 16 years. That’s 
the conclusion of a study published in the August 6, 2010 
issue of Science.

The authors of the study led by Boston University 
biologist Winifred F. Frick analyzed data on bat population 
trends over the last 30 years. They also looked at recently 
escalating mortality data. The disease, known as white-nose 
syndrome (WNS), is responsible for upwards of 99% mortality 
rates in bat populations and was first observed in a cave near 
Albany, New York in February 2006. During a routine census, 
researchers discovered many dead bats in four caves. In one 
cave the number of bats was only half of what it was the year 
before. Many bats—both dead and alive—had a white fungus 
around their nose and on their ears and wings. The newly 
discovered cold-loving fungus, Geomyces destructans, grows 
on the exposed tissues of bats hibernating in the winter.  
It seems to irritate the bats, causing them to wake up, leave 
the cave and fly around. As a result the bats lose body fat  
and are unable to last 
the winter.

The researchers 
looked at bat 
population records 
gathered by New York 
and Pennsylvania 
state officials and 
determined long-term 
trends before the 
onset of the disease. They then inserted the recent mortality 
data they collected and, depending on the severity of the 
disease over the next one hundred years, came up with five 
models for bat population future growth or decline. Even 
the most optimistic projections predict that the bats will be 
extinct by the end of the century. Their data “paint a grim 
picture of a once-healthy population of an abundant and 
widely distributed species now experiencing unprecedented 

losses from WNS …” “If mortality and spread continue the 
way it has in the past four years, that’s where we get the very 
distressing prediction of a high chance of regional extinction 
in 16 to 20 years,” says Frick. At least six other bat species are 
also in jeopardy.   

The fungus has also been found in European bat 
populations. In March 2010 a spotted mouse-eared bat 
(Myotis myotis) covered with fungus was found in a French 
cave. DNA typing showed that it was also G. destructans, and 
it was found on bats in three other European countries.  

However, in contrast to what is happening in North 
America, European bats are not killed by the fungus. “The 
astonishing thing is that [the fungus] affects North American 
bats so devastatingly, but that European bats can get along 
with it”, says Christian Voight, a Berlin bat physiologist. This 
fact, say scientists, makes it likely that European bats have 
lived with the fungus for a long time and are resistant, while 
naïve North American bats are being killed by it. Furthermore, 
they say that the fungus was probably carried from European 
caves to American caves by people. In response to that 
likelihood many U.S. and Canadian caves have been closed to 
spelunkers so as to try to slow the spread of the fungus.

Little brown bats eat huge numbers of insects and 
have been known to roost in colonies of 100,000 or more. 
A 0.5-ounce bat can eat 1,200 mosquitoes in an hour, and 
can consume its own body weight in insects each night it 
feeds.  This means that a colony of 100,000 bats can eat an 
astonishing 3,000 pounds of insect pests each night! 

A popular television series, “Life After People”, discusses 
how the earth would change (mostly for the better) if humans 
just vanished. That’s unlikely to happen, but the extinction 
of bats is a looming reality. If it happens, cases of mosquito-
borne diseases like West Nile and St. Louis encephalitis will 
rise, and food crops will shrink from the increased onslaught 
of crop-infesting insects. Even the Federal government is 
worried. During a joint House subcommittee hearing on WNS 
in 2009, Arizona congressman R.M. Grijalva said, “What we 
know is that bats play an important role in the ecosystems 
within which they are found. We also know that in the 
Northeast, shocking numbers of bats have been dying, and 
the disease is spreading.” 

We have only just begun to understand how important 
bats are in controlling insects. Their loss would be disastrous.  
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The Least Sandpiper is the smallest shorebird.

This species has greenish legs and a short thin dark bill. Breeding 

adults are brown with dark brown streaks on top and white underneath. 

They have a light line above the eye and a dark crown. In winter, Least 

Sandpipers are grey above. The juveniles are brightly patterned above 

with rufous coloration and white mantle stripes.

This bird can be difficult to distinguish from other similar tiny 

shorebirds; these are known collectively as “peeps” or “stints.” Their 

breeding habitat is the northern North American continent on tundra or 

in bogs. They nest on the ground near water. The female lays 4 eggs in 

a shallow scrape lined with grass and moss. Both parents incubate; the 

female leaves before the young birds fledge and sometimes before the 

eggs hatch. The young birds feed themselves and are able to fly within 

two weeks of birth.

These birds forage on mudflats, picking up food by sight, sometimes 

by probing. They mainly eat small crustaceans, insects and snails.

Spotlighted Species: Least Sandpiper (Calidris minutilla)

Our Butterfly Garden is in full bloom and you can expect to see 

both butterflies and hummingbirds till mid-October and beyond.

Hudson River Audubon maintains a large butterfly and 

hummingbird garden at  Lenoir Nature Preserve, run and owned 

by the Westchester County Department of Parks, Recreation and 

Conservation. It was created in the spring of 1995 for the education and 

enjoyment of the community. Much of the credit for its creation and 

maintenance goes to Beverly Smith and her husband Neil. The garden 

was first dedicated in July 1998. In June 2004, it was rededicated as 

the Beverly E. Smith Butterfly Garden. It has expanded each year. 

In the spring of 2001 we added a hummingbird garden. This new 

addition showed its reward by hosting a Rufous Hummingbird in late 

fall and winter. This rare species drew birders (bird-watchers) from near and far. This species normally 

occurs in the far west of North America and winters in Mexico.

Dozens of species of butterflies are seen every year and we invite you to visit, explore its paths 

and relax on its benches while swallowtails, sulphurs, Great Spangled Fritillaries, Monarchs, American 

Ladies and Silver-spotted Skippers fly about. Our butterfly brochure can be found at the garden or 

inside the nature center at Lenoir.

Maintaining a butterfly garden takes volunteers. We need people to plant, weed, water, maintain 

walkways etc. Please join our group of friendly volunteers. To help out, contact our Butterfly Committee 

chair Mary Harrington at 914-667-1494, email: TCTallon@aol.com or go to our web site (hras.org) and 

click on Volunteer Opportunities.

Beverly E. Smith Butterfly & Hummingbird Garden 
Visit our Butterfly Garden at the Lenoir Nature Preserve in Yonkers, NY
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A VISIT TO THE GARDEN FOR  
HUMMINGBIRDS AND BUTTERFLIES 

Saturday, September 18, 2010

Starting at 9 AM at the Lenoir Nature Preserve, 
Ruby-Throated Hummingbirds and Monarch Butterflies 
will be searched for; along with a talk about each of 
these animal's interesting life histories.

FALL MIGRATION BIRD WALK 
Saturday, September 25, 2010

9 AM at Lenoir Nature Preserve. Join Hudson River 
Audubon bird experts to look for migrant birds using 
the Hudson River Flyway.

LENOIR HAWK WATCH 
Saturday, September 25, 2010

From 10 AM – 1 PM at Lenoir Nature Preserve. Join the 
bird experts from Hudson River Audubon to watch and 
count hawks flying down the Hudson Valley.

JAMAICA BAY WILDLIFE REFUGE IN QUEENS 
Sunday, September 26, 2010

Car pool from Lenoir Nature Preserve at 8 AM or 
meet at JBWR at 9 AM.

HAWK DAY 
Saturday, October 2, 2010 (tentative day)

10 AM Hawk Watch at Lenoir Nature Preserve. Live 
Hawks and Owls with flight display at 1 PM.

LENOIR HAWK WATCH 
Saturday,October 9, 2010

From 10 AM – 1 PM at Lenoir Nature Preserve. Join the 
bird experts from Hudson River Audubon to watch and 
count hawks flying down the Hudson Valley.

LENOIR HAWK WATCH 
Saturday,October 16, 2010

From 10 AM – 1 PM at Lenoir Nature Preserve. Join the 
bird experts from Hudson River Audubon to watch and 
count hawks flying down the Hudson Valley.

Jones Beach 
Sunday, October 24, 2010

Meet at the Coast Guard Station on the West End at 9 AM

HRAS Field Trip – TBA
Sunday, November 21, 2010

Peekskill Christmas Bird Count
Saturday, December 18, 2010 

Bronx-Westchester Christmas Bird Count
Sunday, December 26, 2010

HRAS Field Trip – TBA
Sunday, January 30, 2011

HRAS Field Trip – TBA
Sunday April 3, 2011

Hudson River Audubon Upcoming

Outdoor activities such as birding and hiking with a group are a wonderful way to share your interests with like-
minded people to learn more about nature, and to enjoy many preserves and natural areas.

Hudson River Audubon Society field trips are free. Non-members/newcomers are welcome and are encouraged to 
join us as members ($20 introductory offer). 

Bring binoculars and field guides if you have them. Some are available for loan for those who need them. Dress 
appropriately for the weather. For more information call Michael Bochnik at (914) 237-9331. 

Directions for most trips can be found on our web site at www.hras.org. 



Dragonflies & Damselflies: Insects That Predate Dinosaurs 
speaker: walter chadwick, hras board member, educator 
september 22, 2010
 
Learn about their life cycle, local species and where to find them.

Hawk Watch 
september 25, 2010 — october 9, 2010 — october 16, 2010 

Join the bird experts from Hudson River Audubon to watch and count hawks flying down the 
Hudson River Valley.

Hawk Day 
october 2, 2010

Join us at 10 AM for Hawk Watch and 1 PM for a live hawk and owl presentation with flight 
display by Master Falconer James Eyring of Pace University.

The Amazing Life of Myxomycetes and Dictyostelids, aka Slime Molds 
speaker: taro ietaka, curator, cranberry lake preserve 
october 27, 2010
 
Slime molds are fungus-like organisms that use spores to reproduce. They have been found all over the world and feed 
on microorganisms that live in any type of dead plant material. This program will take us through their fascinating world.

Marshes: A Natural and Unnatural History 
speaker: judith weis, professor, department of biological science, rutgers universit y 
november 17, 2010
 
A marsh is a type of wetland that is subject to frequent or continuous flood. Typically the water is shallow and features 
grasses, rushes, reeds, typhas, sedges, and other herbaceous plants. Join us as Professor Weis presents to us the 
history of marshes.

Project FeederWatch 
november 20 and 21, 2010 — december 2 and 3, 2010 — december 18 and 19, 2010 
 
Project FeederWatch is a winter-long survey of birds that visit feeders at backyards, nature centers, community areas, 
and other locales in North America. FeederWatchers periodically count the birds they see at their feeders from November 
through early April and send their counts to Project FeederWatch. FeederWatch data help scientists track broadscale 
movements of winter bird populations and long-term trends in bird distribution and abundance.

Audubon Holiday Luncheon 
On the Road in Africa: Botswana & Namibia 
speaker: bernie wides, host of the radio network program, "the naturalist" 
december 11, 2010

Hudson River Audubon 2010 Programs & Feeder Watch
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A Trip to the Galápagos: Gills, Trills & Thrills
lucia pitter

I’ve lost count of how many islands are called a paradise, 
a dream, happy, pure, etc, etc. But the Galápagos live up to 
its moniker of Enchanted Isles with its combination of varied 
landscapes, clear waters, tropical climate and, last but not 
least, unique fauna/flora. The latter has made Galápagos one 
of the most protected areas in the world and for good reason: 
half of its terrestrial and one-fifth of its marine species are 
found nowhere else on earth. The archipelago’s rise to fame 
came after Charles Darwin toured the islands for five weeks 
in 1835, and noted significant differences between plants 
and animals on the mainland and the various islands. His 
observations led him to wonder if species could adapt to a new 
environment over time, and for the following 25 years, Darwin 
developed his theory of evolution, driven by a process called 
natural selection. 

The Galápagos are a series of islands (13 major ones,  
6 minor and over 40 islets) located 600 miles (965 km) west of 
mainland Ecuador that were formed four to five million years 
ago by eruptions of underwater volcanoes.

The archipelago is home to 30,000 people over four 
inhabited islands and receives 180,000 tourists annually. 
Most visitors tour the islands on cruises that range from four 
days to three weeks, with the most popular lasting from four 
to eight days. To minimize human impact on the islands, all 
boats must include a certified naturalist guide trained by the 
National Park Service to help you better appreciate what you’re 
seeing and ensure rules are followed. Furthermore, tourists can 
only access official visitor sites, and the number of visitors on 
each site is capped at any point in time. While these rules may 
seem restrictive at first, they do contribute to conservation 
efforts and I ended up liking them because it meant that there 
wouldn’t be throngs everywhere I went, making the visits much 
more enjoyable.

And there’s much to enjoy. The biggest attraction in the 
Galápagos is wildlife, of course, and animals in general have 
lost all fear of humans, letting us get really close. I could 
barely contain my excitement, and seeing them just a few feet 

away made me do totally 
counterintuitive things, like 
chase a shark (cue “Jaws” 
theme and horrified shrieks). 
For my life’s sake, it wasn’t a 
great white, but rather a white 
tipped reef shark, usually no 
bigger than 6 feet, and  
 
 

 
 

friendly like all Galápagos wildlife — they normally don’t go 
after people.

I also saw sea lions, the so-called golden retrievers of the 
Galápagos. They’re usually found on beaches or rocky shores, 
and if I have a choice, in my next life I want to be a sea lion on 
Gardner Bay in the island of Española: no predators, a white 
sand beach to laze the day away, and turquoise waters to take 
a dip in when I get tired of basking in the sun. They sleep so 
much that I wished I had an alarm clock to get them to at least 
open their eyes.

Sea lions in the Galápagos don’t mind people at all, and 
it’s always love at first sight because you can’t help but be 
captivated by such a trusting animal. And if on land they 
look like a barking yucca root that grew flippers, in the water 
they are graceful, agile and playful. When I snorkeled among 
them, at times they’d come out of nowhere, and head straight 
towards me as though they were going to crash into my face, 
only to swerve just inches away from me, then swim around 
right side up, upside down, round and round, and spinning 
down. Their antics made me laugh, and, of course, almost 
drown with all the seawater I swallowed while laughing.

The Galápagos are also a bird watcher’s paradise, 
especially in Punta Suárez in Española, and the island of North 
Seymour. Blue-footed Boobies are arguably the most famous 
bird species in the archipelago, not only due to their bright 
blue feet, but also their strange mating dance, in which the 
male moves like he’s stepping on eggs to show off his blue 
feet, stopping every now and then to whistle and boast his 
wing span to the female. Watch it in this video by National 
Geographic: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1NAKg46s1DA

But the Mating Dance Oddity Award goes to the 
Magnificent Frigatebird: to attract females, males inflate a 
bright red pouch on their chest, and when a female flies by, 
they trill and shake their body all over like a drag queen in a 
Rio carnaval party. Watch it in this video by Nihoa: http://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=YjZKlHnierk

But while all this may sound fun and heavenly, reality is 
not so rosy – native species are threatened by habitat loss, 
overfishing, non-native species (such as domestic animals), 
and climate changes. 50% of the Galápagos flora and fauna 
species are currently threatened or endangered mostly as a 
result of human actions. The Galápagos National Park has 
several programs to prevent further habitat deterioration, 
but they can’t tackle all the issues. It is up to each of us to 
minimize our impact on other species, not only in Galápagos 
but everywhere we go, and make sure they continue to play a 
role in our planet.

lucia pitter is an audubon member, photographer, blogger and 
naturalist. her blog featuring her photography is called "where in 
the world is she?". visit it at http://roaminglucia.blogspot.comMale Magnificent Frigatebird displaying on nest
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Join The Hudson River Audubon Society of  Westchester!

Every membership supports Audubon’s vital efforts to protect 
birds, other wildlife and natural habitats. Membership includes a 
subscription to Audubon magazine and affiliation with National 
Audubon. As a member, you will also receive our chapter 
newsletter, The Rivertown Naturalist, and an open invitation to 
all our guest lectures, field trips and events.

SIGN ME UP AS A NEW MEMBER.  
ONE YEAR FOR $20.

Name

Address

City

State                                                Zip Code

Telephone

CHAPTER NO C9ZR200z

Send check and this application to: 
National Audubon Society 

P.O. Box 422250
Palm Coast, FL 32142-2250

Please make check payable to National Audubon Society.
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