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BATS

DESCRIPTION

Nineteen species of bats have been recorded in
Canada, 17 of them being commonly found. Bats are
warm-blooded mammals but their ability to fly sets
them apart from all other mammals. Their wings are
folds of skin supported by elongated finger, hand, and
arm bones. Wing membranes attach to the sides of
the body and the hind legs. In Canadian species, the
tail is enclosed in the membranes. Resting bats
usually hang head downward so that taking flight
means just letting go.

With their wings spread, flying bats appear larger
than resting ones. But bats are small mammals. For
example, an average-sized Canadian bat, the Little
Brown Bat, Myotis lucifugus, weighs about 8 g in summer (the mass of two nickels and a dime)
and has a wingspan of about 22 cm. The Hoary Bat, Lasiurus cinereus, is the largest Canadian
species, weighing about 30 g with a wing span of 40 cm. At about 5 g, the smallest Canadian
species are the eastern and western Small-footed Bats (Myotis leibii and Myotis ciliolabrum,
respectively). All bats give birth to live young and suckle them until their offspring are too large
to carry, but they still care for their young until they have strong enough wings to hunt actively
on their own.

Bats are long-lived mammals, the current record for being a banded little brown bat from a mine
in eastern Ontario that survived more than 35 years.

SIGNS AND SOUNDS

Bats are well known for their echolocation behavior. Most bats — and all Canadian species —
use echoes of the sounds they produce to locate objects in their path. Higher frequency sounds
have shorter wavelengths and give bats more detailed information about their targets. Most
Canadian bat species use echolocation calls that are ultrasonic (beyond the range of human
hearing). A notable exception is the spotted bat Euderma maculatum, which occurs in the
Okanagan Valley of British Columbia and uses lower-frequency echolocation calls that are easily
audible to most people.

HABITS
Bats are primarily nocturnal creatures, sleeping during the day and hunting and feeding at night.
Bats are not blind. The eyes of many bats that eat insects are inconspicuous, but bats see very
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well and use vision for many of the things they do. However, as far as we know, Canadian species
use echolocation to locate their prey, and their large ears reflect the importance of sounds in
their lives. In echolocation, the difference between the original sound and its echo contains the
information used by the bat to locate and identify objects in its path. Echolocation is not a
characteristic of all bats, and it also is used by toothed whales, some cave-dwelling birds, and
mammals such as shrews.

The ears of many insects, including many species of moths, lacewings, crickets, mantids, and
beetles, are sensitive to the echolocation calls of bats. This sensitivity allows these insects to
avoid capture by flying away or taking evasive action (as shown in the illustration). The spotted
bat is an interesting exception. Most insects cannot detect its lower-frequency echolocation calls,
making these bats much more difficult to detect and evade.
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