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The Bat Conservation Trust’s statement in response to Defra’s press release, ‘Preliminary results of a pilot study into prevalence of bat rabies in some bat roosts in England & Scotland’

The Bat Conservation Trust (BCT) has welcomed the pilot study set up to investigate how to establish the extent and frequency of the European Bat Lyssavirus 2 (EBLV2) in England and Scotland. 

The study involved taking blood samples to establish whether bats carry antibodies that indicate their exposure to the EBLV2 virus. Saliva swabs were also taken to test for the active virus. This study confirmed that EBLV2 antibodies are present in some bats in England and Scotland; this indicates that there has been some exposure to the EBLV. However, tests for the active virus proved negative.

“We were not surprised by these interim results which indicate that a very small proportion of Daubenton’s bats has been exposed to the virus,” said Dr Colin Catto, Director of Conservation for the Bat Conservation Trust. “Further research would be required to give a more precise indication of the prevalence of EBLV2.”

 He continued, “However, the risk to the public remains extremely small and is further minimised through education and by following good practice guidelines. We will continue to work in partnership with the relevant government agencies on this matter.”

Amy Coyte, Chief Executive of the Bat Conservation Trust, added, “These findings do not affect the guidelines which follow the precautionary principle, and we will continue to advise the general public to avoid handling bats and to seek medical advice in the extremely rare incident of being bitten or scratched by a bat.”

The Bat Conservation Trust can provide advice and information for everyone who comes into contact with bats, and can provide contact details for the UK’s network of trained and vaccinated volunteers.  For more information call the Bat Conservation Trust’s national helpline on 0845 1300 228 or visit www.bats.org.uk.
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Notes to Editors:

1. Available for interview are Amy Coyte and Dr Colin Catto of the Bat Conservation Trust. Please contact Sarah Leggett on 020 7501 3622 or email sleggett@bats.org.uk to arrange.

2. Bat images are available from the Bat Conservation Trust, contact Sarah Leggett as above for more information.

3. The Bat Conservation Trust (BCT) is the only national organisation solely devoted to the conservation of bats and their habitats in the UK. Its network of 95 local bat groups and over 1,000 bat workers survey roosts and hibernation sites, and work with householders, builders, farmers and foresters to protect bats. BCT operates the National Bat Helpline on 0845 1300 228, providing advice for all who come into contact with bats. More information can be found on the BCT’s website at www.bats.org.uk.

4. Declining bat numbers have made it necessary to legally protect all UK bats and their roosts, whether they are in residence or not. This protection also makes it an offence to block their roost entrance and exit holes without seeking advice. The Bat Conservation Trust recently published a report investigating bat crime in the UK, which can be downloaded at www.bats.org.uk.

5. The Daubenton’s bat, Myotis daubentonii, is a medium-sized bat (between 4.5cm and 5.5cm in length). It rarely lives more than 2km from water, usually roosting in trees, old mills, tunnels and under bridges. 
Bats & Rabies Facts
Do bats carry rabies?

Some bats in Europe do carry a rabies virus called European Bat Lyssavirus (EBLV). This is different from classical rabies, which has never been found in a bat in Europe. In continental Europe, the recorded incidence of EBLV is low. There are two strains: EBLV1 and EBLV2. EBLV2 has been found only ten or so times across the whole of Europe, in pond bats (which are not found in the UK) and Daubenton’s bats. 

Do bats in the UK carry rabies?

EBLV in bats is very rare in the UK. Over the past 17 years of surveillance by the Veterinary Laboratories Agency, with over 200 bats tested each year for the live bat rabies virus (more than 4,000 in total), only two cases have returned positive results. Both of these cases, in 1996 (Sussex) and 2002 (Lancashire), were Daubenton’s bats carrying EBLV2. The recent research in England and Scotland does not affect this statistic, as none of the bats tested positive for the active virus itself, just for the antibodies.

The discovery of EBLV in UK bats does not affect the UK’s rabies-free status.

How can a bat have antibodies to a disease that we believe is fatal to bats without testing positive for the live virus?

There appear to be five ways in which this could happen. These are:

1. The bat is infected and is/is not yet showing rabies symptoms.

2. The bat has recovered from a rabies infection (this is believed to be unlikely).

3. The bat has been challenged by some part of a virus that has caused an antibody reaction but did not result in an infection (this is how vaccinations work).

4. The bat has acquired antibodies from its mother’s milk (short-lived benefit).

5. The bat was challenged whilst it had the acquired antibodies from its mother and then produced its own antibody defence (mother has antibodies for reasons 1, 2 or 3).

Have any bats been harmed for this study to take place?

The research carried out so far in England and Scotland has consisted of blood sampling and saliva swabs. This has been carried out by professionals, ensuring that no bats were harmed. (The rabies testing over the last 17 years has been on bats that have been found dead and sent in by volunteers) 

Can people catch the disease from bats?

The risk of catching the virus from a bat is extremely low, for several reasons:

· 17 years of surveillance of bats for rabies in the UK has found only two cases of the live virus.

· Human contact with bats is very rare, even when they share the same buildings.

· EBLV is transmitted by the bite of an infectious bat. There is therefore no risk to people if they do not approach or handle a bat.

· Bats are not aggressive, although like any wild animal, they may bite to defend themselves if handled. Most of the UK’s bats have such small teeth that a bite will not break the skin. A bat that appears to be baring its teeth is actually ‘scanning’ you with its unique method of echolocation – building up a picture of its environment by using a type of sonar, which is mostly inaudible to humans. 

· There is an effective treatment for those exposed to EBLV; this must be administered as soon as possible after exposure.

Bat Facts:

· There are sixteen bat species in the UK, of which six species are Endangered or Rare and six others are Vulnerable. They range in size from the pipistrelle (weighing just 4g) to the noctule (up to 40g).

· Bats make up one third of the UK’s mammal biodiversity, and one quarter of the world’s mammal biodiversity (there are almost 1,000 species of bat worldwide).

· Bats are the only mammals that fly. They are warm-blooded, give birth and suckle their young. They are very sociable animals, living together in colonies.

· Bats are long-lived (some can live for up to 30 years), are intelligent, highly mobile and more agile in flight than most birds.

· Bats fly and feed in the dark, which they are able to do by producing a stream of high-pitched calls and listening to the returning echoes which give a distinct ‘sound’ picture of the surroundings. This is called ‘echolocation’.

· Bats in the UK eat only insects, which they catch in flight or pick off water, foliage or the ground. When there are few insects, bats hibernate in cool parts of buildings, caves or hollow trees.
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