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Assynt Cave Bat Project Report 2009-2011 
 
 
Summary 
 

• Results from this three year survey indicate that it is likely that bats use some of the 
caves within the Assynt Cave System, West Sutherland (North Highland) and thus 
gives specific caves; Bone Caves (close set of 4 entrances), Cnoc Nan Uamh (upper) 
and Uamh An Tartair a Grade 2 status of importance as underground sites for bats. 

 
• Daubenton’s bat and common pipistrelle were recorded at cave entrances. In addition, 

three soprano pipistrelle (with many common pipistrelle) passes were recorded 
foraging along the River Tralligill. No data indicative of significant bat swarming activity 
was noted during the survey period. 

 
• Presence in two new 10km squares was established for Daubenton’s bat and one for 

soprano pipistrelle, contributing to the new Atlas of Highland Land Mammals.   
 

• The Assynt Caves may facilitate an autumn mating bat roost site and may also act as a 
hibernation site for small numbers of Daubenton’s bats. Use of underground sites by 
pipistrelle bats is discussed in context to Assynt Caves (see 5. 3).   

 
• More often than not, harsh weather (heavy rain and strong winds) reduced the 

effectiveness of the bat loggers in providing positive results on bat usage. Emergence 
survey visits to cave sites and the use of an Anabat detector greatly assisted the 
collection of data.  

 
• More intensive bat survey work at Bone Caves (4), Cnoc Nan Uamh (upper), Uamh An 

Tartair and Rana Hole would help to give a more accurate picture of bat frequency and 
determine further the most important site for bats within the Assynt Cave System. 

 
• As a precaution, bats should be fully considered (at least at caves where bat activity 

was recorded) should anthropogenic activities be proposed which might affect bats or 
their roost sites (see Bat Conservation Code in Annex A). 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

This report should be cited as: 
• Wells, L., Patterson, D., Talbot, T. & Reid, K. (2012), Assynt Cave Bat Project 

Report 2009-2011. Report to Scottish Natural Heritage (unpublished). North 
Highland Bat Network. 

 
To request further information or clarification on this report contact the main author: 

• Lyn Wells, Findon Cottage, Clashmore, DORNOCH, Sutherland. IV25 3RG.  
Email – Lyn@artfulcreatures.co.uk.  
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1. Background 
An unexpected discovery of a Natterer’s bat (Myotis nattereri) (the 1st record of this species for 
North Highland area) was recorded near Inverlael near Ullapool on the late date of 20 
September 2007 (NBN Gateway). The species and timing of this record suggests that this 
individual may have been in the area seeking an appropriate autumn mating and winter roost 
site. Natterer’s bats are known to frequent cave sites within the UK for autumn mating and 
winter hibernation roosts and will travel considerable distances to find these optimum sites, 
perhaps as far as 60km (BCT, 2007).   
 
Myotis bats (i.e. in this case both Natterer’s and Daubenton’s bats) are true cave dwellers, 
especially in the autumn (August-October) when they are known to swarm at cave entrances 
prior to using these caves as autumn mating and winter hibernation sites. Winter surveys by 
bat surveyors to locate hibernating bats within caves are normally unsuccessful, since many 
bats (e.g. Myotis species) habitually hibernate deep in crevices, making them hard to find, 
particularly in complex, natural cave systems (Glover & Altringham, 2008). Survey work in parts 
of the UK’s karst landscapes (i.e. Yorkshire Dales) by Leeds University continues to focus on 
cave systems and their importance for populations of bats (Altringham, 2011). 
 
Figure 1 - Typical remote upland habitat seen through Badger Cave (bat logger being placed on 
ledge above cave entrance.) (Photo – A. Summers). 

 
 
Daubenton’s bats (M. daubentonii) are known to forage over the Traligill Burn in late August, 
which is relatively close to one of the Assynt Cave Systems (A. Summers pers. comm.). 
However, as little is known about how bats may interact with the Assynt Caves, this project set 
out to implement survey work to assess the presence of bats using the Assynt Cave systems.  
The Assynt Caves include some of the largest caves in Scotland, thus they may be suitable as 
autumn/winter bat roost sites. The main valleys crossing the limestone outcrop (the Traligill and 
Allt nan Uamh valleys) each contain cave systems, whose length and complexity single them 
out as worthy of conservation (Young, et al., 2005; SNH 2011a). The caves are identified as a 
feature of interest within Ben More Assynt Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) (SNH, 
2011b).   
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All of the above issues and initial findings helped trigger the Assynt Cave Bat Project, taken 
forward by members of North Highland Bat Network (NHBN). 
 
2. Objective 
The objective of this project was as follows: 

• To ascertain if the Assynt Caves are used by bats and to help determine their 
importance for bats. 

 
3. Methods 
3.1 Automated bat loggers 
This project used specialised survey data loggers, which were positioned either within or just at 
cave entrances to detect and record bat activity. These special little loggers are able to log any 
bat activity at 45 KHz but they do not distinguish between different bat species. It was 
recognised that the first and most important part of this project was to assess if caves were 
being used by bats (irrespective of species). The equipment used for this project was replicated 
from other bat surveys where bat loggers have been successful in showing bat presence and 
cave use by autumn bats (Glover & Altringham, 2008). 
 
Figure 2 – Bat loggers within protective cases used at each of the cave entrances. 

 
 
Each bat logging device was left at the entrance of a cave for around 5 days, mainly during 
September, as this month appears to be the peak period known for bat activity at cave 
systems. The loggers were well hidden, either within vegetation or under a peat sod, close to 
the entrance of suitable caves. They were retrieved after a week, when data was downloaded 
onto computer and batteries re-charged for the next sampling session.  
 
3.2 Remote Anabat detector 
An Anabat detector was used to assist bat sampling at the Assynt Caves, when it could be 
placed at a remote location away from regular public access. On occasion, it was put out late in 
the evening and retrieved early the next day to reduce risk of theft. The longest the Anabat was 
in situ was at Uamh An Tartair (Knockan Basin), when it was out for a period of 2 weeks in 
September to maximise recording of any bat presence at the entrance to the cave. 
 
The Anabat detector records actual bat calls and bats can be identified to species level with 
experience. The detector also records when the bat call is recorded, allowing the exact time 
and date to be logged. Anabat calls were downloaded and analysed using the Analook 
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software programme. Species identification was aided using Russ (1999), and some specific 
calls were assessed by other bat survey colleagues, providing a second opinion on the more 
tricky Myotis family of bats and their very similar calls. 
 
3.3 Caves 
The Assynt Caves comprise three main systems; Traligill Basin, Allt Nan Uamh Basin (Bone 
Caves) and Knockan Basin. Specific caves chosen for sampling were taken from Lawson, et al. 
(1988); concentrating on caves that were long and complex, offering bats better roosting 
options.  Each cave was visited in advance (usually in the summer) to assess its suitability for 
hiding the bat logger from possible theft. This aspect also influenced which caves could be 
sampled, taking into consideration all available factors. 
 
  Figure 3 – Map showing location of the three cave basins at Assynt. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Glover & Altringham (2008) found that caves in Yorkshire with vertical shaft entrances and little 
water movement were favoured by bats. However, most of the Assynt Caves involve water 
movement, either at the entrance or deeper within the cave system. Thus, it was not possible to 
sample caves without encountering some flowing water, sometimes this being torrential.   
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The caves less affected by flowing water are unfortunately the ones promoted for public 
access, the Allt Nan Uamh Basin (i.e. the Bone Caves). This factor alone made these caves 
more problematic to sample with expensive bat survey equipment. In addition, vegetation 
surrounding these caves is cropped short by browsing deer, further limiting options to hide bat 
survey equipment. 
 
4. Results 
Information and results of this survey were collated in three main ways: visual observations of 
bats flying close to caves (with the aid of a heterodyne bat detector), bat loggers, and the 
Anabat detector. The results presented below are split into relevant sampling methods.   
 
Table 1 – Assynt caves sampled for bats using bat loggers. 
      
Dates Cave Grid Ref. of 

cave entrances 
sampled 

Cave system Bats recorded 
on logger 
graphs 

Weather/water 
flow affected 
results 

23-29 Aug 
2009 

Bone Caves: 
Fox and Bone 

NC267 165 Allt Nan Uamh 
Basin 

Yes - probably Yes. 

23-29 Aug 
2009 

Bone Caves: 
Reindeer and 
Badger 

NC267 165 Allt Nan Uamh 
Basin 

No – unlikely Yes. 

6-13 Sept 
2009 

Rana Hole NC268 167 Allt Nan Uamh 
Basin 

Yes – probably No. 

6-13 Sept 
2009 

Otter Hole NC26808 17059 Allt Nan Uamh 
Basin 

No – unlikely Yes. 

6-13 Sept 
2009 

Stream Cave NC274 171 Allt Nan Uamh 
Basin 

No – unlikely Yes. 

6-13 Sept 
2009 

Uamh Ard NC28181 17947 Allt Nan Uamh 
Basin 

No – unlikely Yes. 

5-11 Sept 
2010 

Cnoc Nan 
Uamh (upper) 

NC27617 20389 Traligill Basin Yes – probably Not 
significantly. 

5-11 Sept 
2010 

Cnoc Nan Uamh 
(lower) 

NC27620 20577 Traligill Basin No  Yes. 

4-11 Sept 
2010 

Tree Hole NC26921 21019 Traligill Basin No Yes. 

20-25 Sept 
2010 

Glenbain Cave NC26526 21669 Traligill Basin No Yes. 

20-25 Sept 
2010 

Stream Cave 
(re-survey) 

NC274 171 Allt Nan Uamh 
Basin 

No Yes. 

20-25 Sept 
2010 

Otter Hole (re-
survey) 

NC26808 17059 Allt Nan Uamh 
Basin 

No – unlikely Yes. 

5-15 Sept 
2011 

Ewan’s Hollow NC21163 09270 Knockan Basin No – unlikely Yes. 

5-15 Sept 
2011 

Elphin Hole NC20874 09327 Knockan Basin Unsure No. 

5-15 Sept 
2011 

Knockan Pot NC19692 09428 Knockan Basin No – unlikely Yes 

 
Sampling sessions indicating likely bat presence are identified in bold above. Using the bat 
logging method, three caves resulted in bat logger graphs showing slightly unusual peaks of 
activity during the night (albeit at low levels). This same activity was not repeated on graphs 
from other caves. Although the loggers are triggered by bat calls, not all of the registrations can 
be attributed to bats; some may be strong winds and torrential water, making the results more 
difficult to interpret. 
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Table 2 – Caves sampled for bat use either by ad hoc visual observations at emergence time or 
by placement of an Anabat detector. 
Dates Cave Grid Ref.  Cave system Bats confirmed  Method 
31 Aug 
2009 
 

Bone Caves: 
Reindeer & 
Badger Cave 

NC267 165 Allt Nan 
Uamh Basin 

Yes – species unsure. Emergence 
count (45 mins) 
– T. Talbot. 

31 Aug 
2009 

Bone Caves: 
at waterfall 

NC254 178 Allt Nan 
Uamh Basin 

Yes, three Myotis sp. bat 
passes over river.  
Suspected Daubenton’s 
bats. 

Normal 
(heterodyne) 
bat detector 
and visual obs. 
T. Talbot. 

4 Sept 
2010 

Tree Hole – 
opposite cave 
entrance by 
river-bed. 

NC26916 21030 Traligill Basin Yes – Daubenton’s bat (1 
pass), Common and 
Soprano pipistrelle (165 & 
3 passes respectively).  
Considered to be foraging 
along river-bed. 

Anabat detector 
(one night). 

4 Sept 
2010 

Bone Caves: 
Reindeer & 
Badger Cave 

NC267 165 Allt Nan 
Uamh Basin 

Yes – 1 common 
pipistrelle 

Emergence 
count (45 mins) 
– L. Wells & D. 
Patterson. 

18 Sept 
2010 

Bone Caves: 
located at 
entrance to 
Badger Cave. 

NC26701 16593 Allt Nan 
Uamh Basin 

Yes – Daubenton’s bat (1 
pass) and common 
pipistrelle (3 passes). 

Anabat detector 
(one night). 

21 Sept 
2010 

Bone Caves: 
Reindeer & 
Badger Cave 

NC267 165 Allt Nan 
Uamh Basin 

No bats noted. Emergence 
count (45 mins) 
– T & L Talbot. 

4-17 Sept 
2011 

Uamh An 
Tartair 

NC21669 09110 Knockan 
Basin 

Yes – Daubenton’s bat (2 
passes) and common 
pipistrelle (8 passes). 

Anabat detector 
(14 nights). 

 
As can be seen from table 2 (above), use of a normal hand-held heterodyne bat detector, along 
with a remote Anabat detector, have helped to confirm bat usage of the Assynt Cave upland 
habitats. Three species have been confirmed; common pipistrelle (Pipistrellus pipistrellus), 
soprano pipistrelle (P. pygmaeus) and Daubenton’s bat (Myotis daubentoni).  For soprano 
pipistrelle and Daubenton’s bat these records resulted in new 10km squares for both species, 
contributing to new bat distribution maps for Highland Region (Patterson & Wells, 2011). 
 
Figure 4 – Common pipistrelle (left) and Soprano pipistrelle bats ( © BCT) 

 
The number of bat passes recorded with the Anabat detector has been very low, with the 
exception of just one night’s recording opposite Tree Hole (Traligill Cave system) totalling 169 
bat passes, comprising all three of the above bat species along a tree lined river-bed (see Fig. 
5). 
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Figure 5 – Riparian upland habitat close to Tree Hole Cave. 

 
 
 
5. Discussion 
 
5.1 Survey limitations / effectiveness of bat survey equipment. 
 
Time and weather 
As this was a voluntary project, it was not possible to deploy bat loggers just to suit favourable 
weather conditions. As a result, the number of bat sampling nights, which coincided with 
suitable bat activity weather, was less than all available night time hours. The results from 
some of the bat loggers show that a fair proportion of the sampling periods coincided with both 
high winds and driving rain. If it had been possible to only sample for bats on evenings with 
suitable bat activity weather (i.e. warm and calm), then potentially more bat data may have 
been forthcoming. 
 
Bat loggers 
As almost all of the caves within the Assynt Cave Systems are normally affected by water-flow 
close to their entrance, the use of the bat loggers has resulted in recording a high level of 
background noise, which was not possible to eliminate using sensitivity control functions. The 
noise of gushing water and heavy rain, coupled with high winds, were all too dominant. Usually 
all the bat logger graphs showed high levels of this noise. Unfortunately, the graphs showing 
vibrant weather systems patterns could be ‘masking’ any low-level bat activity associated with 
the caves.  
 
Emergence surveys and Anabat detector 
As it is known that autumn bat activity normally associated with caves peaks in the middle of 
the night, emergence surveys (conducted at dusk for about one hour) were acknowledged as 
unlikely to give a true representation of bat usage for this purpose. However, of the three 
emergence surveys conducted, the first one, confirming presence of a bat in such a remote and 
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inhospitable upland habitat, showed that extra survey effort of people on the ground can aid 
ecological technology. 
The use of an Anabat detector was a very helpful addition to the bat survey methods employed 
at this site, especially as this detector does not usually register water movement and weather 
conditions. Although the public location of many caves prevented leaving this expensive 
detector in such places, where it was possible for it to be used, it did provide valuable results 
and helped indicate the level of bat activity taking place during the night. There is potential 
scope to use an Anabat again at Assynt Caves, but only on non-public sites where heathland 
vegetation is vigorous, providing good hiding potential. 
 
5.2 Use of caves by bats: species recorded 
 
Allt Nan Uamh Basin – Bone Caves 
It is likely that at least one of the four caves (entrances) that lie within close proximity to each 
other; Badger, Reindeer, Bone and Fox (the main Bone Caves) attract some bat usage. The 
proximity of the Anabat detector close to the mouth of these caves for one night, registering 
both Daubenton’s bat and common pipistrelle, is perhaps the most significant result. This set of 
caves is not affected by flowing water, at least in the upper sections close to cave entrances 
(although may be affected by water-flow deeper down). Therefore, they may be attractive to 
bats.  
 
The bat logger graph on 24 (before midnight) and 26 August 2009 does indicate data patterns 
consistent with low levels of bat activity (see Fig. 6). However, it is difficult to be confident about 
this due to the influence of weather patterns on the data collected. Dr Anita Glover has 
commented on this specific graph and considers that the patterns are likely to be low levels of 
bat activity. 
 
Figure 6 – Data graph from Fox and Bone Cave (23-26 August only) 
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Figure 7 – Set of four close cave entrances at Allt Nan Uamh 
 

 
 
Rana Hole is a vertical shaft, again with no direct association with flowing water (but may be 
affected by water-flow deeper down). This is perhaps the most attractive cave for bat usage 
within the whole of the Assynt Cave Systems. The bat logger placed at this cave was well 
sheltered in a hollow. The sensitivity of this data logger was possibly set too low as only two 
data points were recorded (in addition to noise detected during logger collection). However, the 
fact that these data points were detected during night time (22.06) might indicate bat passes 
over the top of the cave site (i.e. possibly a prospecting bat). Unfortunately, bat access into and 
out of Rana Hole was restricted due to safety mesh, which had been in place over the vertical 
cave entrance for some time. This was to ensure public safety during protracted cave digging 
work within Rana (see Fig. 8). The digging work was carried out by members of the Grampian 
Speleological Group (GSG) and was linked to the very interesting discovery of more bone 
artefacts (i.e. a magnificent, undamaged bear skull) (GSG, 2009).   
 
Figure 8 – Infrastructure to aid digging work within Rana Hole 2009. 
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There was mention of the Rana Hole entrance being ‘gated’ in the future, to ensure general 
public safety at the Bone Caves (GSG, 2009). In an interim cave report, North Highland Bat 
Network (NHBN) highlighted the following information to SNH, Inchnadamph Estate and GSG: 
 

‘It is possible to successfully ‘gate-off’ a cave for safety reasons but still allow bats access. 
This has been achieved at other bat roost sites. If a gate has to be fitted to the entrance of 
Rana Hole, it is suggested that: 

• Consideration should be given to the possibility of bats using the cave; 
 

• The gate should be designed to accommodate either existing or future bat use 
(SNH’s bat specialist should be able help in this regard). A range of grilles suitable 
for bat use can be seen within Mitchell-Jones et al., (2007), 
http://www.eurobats.org/publications/publication%20series/pubseries_no2_english
_2nd_ed.pdf and; 

 
• As a bat friendly grill (gate) is unlikely to reduce through-draft, it may be necessary 

to explore other possible options of reducing airflow back to original [pre-digging] 
conditions’. 

 
We do, however, fully acknowledge that it is unknown if bats are using Rana Hole at this 
present time. This being said, bats have been recorded in the very near vicinity of Rana Hole, a 
cave that provides the dynamics that bats have been found to favour (i.e. a vertical cave shaft 
with little water influence). A precautionary approach would be sensible at this time until further 
survey information is forthcoming. 
 
Traligill Basin 
Although bats were not recorded using Tree Hole cave during the autumn, the sheltered tree 
lined riparian habitat is attractive to foraging bats. The Anabat detector (one evening sample) 
recorded one pass of a Daubenton’s bat (4 September 2010 - 21.38).   
 
Figure 9 – Bat logger data probably linked to bat activity at Cnoc Nan Uamh (upper cave 
entrance) on 10 September 2010 
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It could be argued that a single bat pass might indicate that this animal was passing through, 
as it did not return, at least along this route. Interestingly, the results recorded opposite Tree 
Hole are somewhat similar to those recorded in southern central Scotland by Park (2000). In 
this study eight transect foraging surveys were undertaken within 1km of known hibernation 
sites and recorded just one Myotis bat, but much higher numbers of pipistrelles. 
 
Cnoc Nan Uamh (upper cave entrance) is hydrologically connected to Tree Hole and lies only 
about 500m from this cave entrance. It is possible that the Daubenton’s bat was either flying to 
or from Cnoc Nan Uamh (upper cave entrance). The bat logger graph showed some interesting 
data (around midnight on 10 Sept), which is consistent with bat activity (see Fig. 9). The peak 
after midday on 9th was considered to be attributable to a small rock-fall close to the logger. 
 
Figure 10 – Cnoc Nan Uamh (upper cave entrance) 

 
 
Knockan Basin 
Uamh An Tartair is an impressive cave entrance which ‘swallows’ the Abhainn a’ Chnocain into 
the heart of the cave (see Fig. 11). This cave also supports an impressive vertical shaft, with 
torrents of water passing directly through it. An Anabat was left at the entrance to this cave for 
a two-week period, logging two Daubenton’s and eight common pipistrelle bat passes. 
 
The Daubenton’s passes occurred on subsequent evenings, perhaps indicating that the bat 
pass may have been in just one direction (possibly with no return flight). As only one pass 
occurred, it is possible that the bat did associate with, or roost within, the cave. However, the 
number of bats recorded at this cave over a full two-week period was somewhat disappointing.   
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Figure 11 – Entrance to Uamh An Tartair Cave overlooked by Anabat detector 

 
 
If this cave was used significantly by bats for autumn mating, swarming and/or hibernation it is 
likely that more bat activity would have been logged on the Anabat during the two-week period, 
especially by Daubenton’s bats. Bat data collected at other caves (i.e. Bone Caves [four 
entrances] & at Cnoc Nan Uamh [upper entrance]) was more encouraging and related to much 
shorter sampling periods. The small amount of bat activity at Uamh An Tartair suggests some 
bat usage, but perhaps not enough to imply great importance for bats during the autumn 
period, despite it being an impressive cave structure. 
 
More intensive bat sampling at each of the above caves where positive bat presence has been 
determined (or considered likely to be present) would help indicate which caves are likely to be 
the most important for bats within the Assynt Cave Systems. 
 
5.3 Bats 
To add to the complexity of ascertaining bat presence at cave sites, it is not certain when cave 
usage by bats might peak during the autumn period at Assynt. The sampling period used to 
assess bat presence during this survey (i.e. generally the first two weeks of September) was 
influenced by similar survey work in the Yorkshire Dales. In that study, the peak activity was 
generally from the last week of August through to the second week of September, although bat 
activity (albeit at lower levels) progressed through into October (Glover & Altringham, 2008). In 
Kent, peak bat swarming activity was found to be late September, which included a high 
proportion of Natterer’s bats (Pucket & Scrimshaw, 2009). Altringham (2003) mentions that 
swarming can occur between August and November, with a typical peak of activity in 
September. Dietz et al, (2009) note that Daubenton’s bats generally appear at a cave in 
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Germany during August, compared to Natterer’s arriving later in September/October. Thus, it is 
still not known when peak autumn activity might occur in North Highland compared to other 
sites much further south within the UK. Perhaps further work at another known autumn bat site 
might provide a better handle on this issue, to help inform similar surveys at other autumn bat 
sites (see 5.4 below). 
 
Daubenton’s bat (Myotis daubentoni) 
This species is a known as a true underground dwelling species and will seek out suitable 
mating and hibernation sites in caves, mines, limestone quarries and icehouses. It has been 
recorded at underground sites in central and southern Scotland (i.e. mines, castle vaults and 
limekilns), where it has been found using sites in the autumn during the mating season and 
also seen hibernating (Smith, 2000; Park, 2000). All reports of bats swarming in Scotland have 
been at sites also used as hibernacula (Racey, et al, 2004). Thus, this species is known to use 
underground sites in Scotland, but there is little information available to indicate if natural cave 
sites are used or preferred, especially in northern Scotland. The use of Assynt Caves by 
Daubenton’s bats, based on the few records of this species at cave entrances obtained during 
the project, and supplemented with graphs showing likely bat activity during the night, is 
considered noteworthy. More intensive surveys at specific caves (already mentioned) may 
shed more light on their use by Daubenton’s bats during the autumn period. 
 
Common and soprano pipistrelle (Pipistrellus pipistrellus and P. pygmaeus) 
These species are not known as cave dwelling bats, and are not regularly recorded or trapped 
at underground sites when Myotis bats are being surveyed. They are thus considered rare as 
an underground hibernating species (Herman & Smith 1992; 1995) and winter behaviour is still 
poorly understood (Racey, et al., 2004). However, one pipistrelle was discovered at an 
underground site by Smith (2000). Further, Mortimer (1995) and Patterson & Wells (2011) 
know of observations of pipistrelles using coastal sea caves. It is therefore possible that small 
numbers of pipistrelle bats may be using specific cave structures, although this requires further 
clarification. 
 
Figure 12 – Common pipistrelle (close-up in-hand image) 

 
 
General bat discussion 
The information on small numbers of bats (especially Daubenton’s bats) using the remote 
upland habitats in proximity of the Assynt Caves suggests that some caves may be used by 
bats, but probably in small numbers. The number of bats recorded during this initial survey 
suggests that specific caves (as mentioned above) within the Assynt Cave systems could be 
recognised as having a Grade 2 status (i.e. small numbers of bats – no restrictions on visiting 
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caves but follow the Bat Conservation Underground Code [see Annex A]) (Mitchell-Jones, et al. 
2007). 
 
5.4 Other autumn bat mating sites in North Highland 
The only other known possible autumn mating site for Myotis bats in North Highland is within 
an icehouse in East Sutherland. This site is also known as a hibernacula, as the occasional bat 
is observed in full torpor within crevices during the winter months. 
 
Figure 13 – Daubenton’s bats within icehouse during the autumn. 

 
 
To gauge how bats use this icehouse during the night, an Assynt Cave bat logger was 
deployed within the icehouse during October 2010 for several days. The resulting logger graph 
showed peaks of activity, which are consistent with social bat activity, with comings and goings 
during the night (see Fig. 14). The graph is not consistent with swarming however, perhaps 
showing that not all underground sites are used for swarming. Some sites may be important for 
bats for other reasons. 
 
Figure 14 - Bat logger data taken from East Sutherland Icehouse, a known Daubenton’s bat roost 
site (a possible autumn mating site). 
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6. Conclusion 
The results of this survey indicate that it is likely that Assynt Caves are used by low numbers of 
bats, giving particular caves (i.e. Bone Caves (4), Cnoc Nan Uamh (upper) and Uamh An 
Tartair) a Grade 2 status of importance as underground sites for bats. Further bat survey work 
could be undertaken at Rana Hole when full access is possible for bats. 
 
Information on use of Scottish caves by bats appears to be scarce. Human made underground 
structures seem to be more popular for carrying out bat survey work. The one known 
underground site in East Sutherland is a Daubenton’s roost (within an ice-house – see 5. 4), 
suspected to be a mating roost and confirmed as a bat hibernacula. Similarly, the Assynt 
Caves may also provide an autumn bat mating roost site and also act as a hibernation site for 
small numbers of Daubenton’s and possibly some pipistrelle bats.  
 
As a precaution, bats should be fully considered (at least at caves where bat activity has been 
recorded) should anthropogenic activities be proposed which might affect bats or their roost 
sites (see Bat Conservation Code in Annex A). 
 
 The Assynt Cave Bat Survey Team at their last cave (Sept 2011); Uamh An Tartair. 

[L to R – Karen Reid (with Mij), Lyn Wells, Tom Talbot & David Patterson (with Tjorn)]. 
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ANNEX A – The Bat Conservation Underground Code (adapted from Mitchell-Jones & 
McLeish, 2004) 
 
Caves and mines, their formations, artefacts and fauna, are all part of our national heritage. All 
visitors to underground sites should strive to maintain these sites for current and future 
generations. Always follow the safety and conservation codes published by caving and mining 
organisations and liaise with local groups over access and safety requirements. 
 
Remember also that bats need your help to survive the winter. Most hibernating bats are very 
difficult to see – many squeeze into cracks and crevices. Just because you cannot see bats 
does not mean they are not there. Seek advice about any activity that might affect bats. 
 
Those visiting known bat sites for purposes such as recreation are asked to observe the 
voluntary conservation code and respect any species restrictions that have been placed on 
particularly important bat sites. Because disturbance can be so damaging, only a limited 
number of people are licensed to disturb or handle hibernating bats in underground sites and 
licences are issued only after training has been given. Such licences are issued for controlled, 
carefully considered basic survey and monitoring and occasionally for scientific research. 
 
Contact with bats - be careful not to: 
 

• Handle bats. Also beware of dislodging bats from their roosting position particularly 
when you are moving through low passages. 

 
• Photograph roosting bats. Flashguns can be very disturbing. 

 
• Warm up hibernating bats as this can arouse them. Try not to linger in confined 

spaces, as even your body heat is sufficient to cause arousal out of hibernation. 
 

• Shine bright lights on bats. Both the light and the heat can trigger arousal. 
 

• Use carbide lamps in bat roosts. Carbide lamps are particularly undesirable because of 
the heat and fumes. 

 
• Smoke or make excessive noise underground. Any strong stimulus can arouse bats 

from hibernation. 
 

• Take large parties into bat roosts in winter. Rescue practices should also be avoided 
when bats are present. 

 
Further advice: 

 Seek advice before blasting or digging. Explosives can cause problems both from the 
blast itself and from the subsequent fumes. In known bat sites, blasting should be 
limited to the summer or to areas not known to be used by bats. 

 
 Digging operations may alter the microclimate of bat roosts. 
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