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What is WNS?What is WNS?
• A syndrome causing the most dramatic decline of 

North American wildlife in the past century.

• First detected in a New York cave in 2006.

• Still do not know where it originated. 

• Responsible for the death of over 1,000,000 bats.• Responsible for the death of over 1,000,000 bats.

• WNS is likely caused by the fungus Geomyces

destructans, a fungus new to science. 

Info from Bat FAQ, Bat Conservation International



SymptomsSymptoms
1. White fungus that grows                                                 

on the nose, ears and                                                          

wing membranes.

2. Depleted fat reserves.

3. A compromised immune 

Little brown bat; close-up of nose with fungus, New 
York, Oct. 2008.

3. A compromised immune 

response.

4. Damage or scarring of the 

wings.

5. Abnormal bat behavior.

Info from Bat FAQ, Bat Conservation International

Photo courtesy Ryan von Linden/New York Department of Environmental 
Conservation



Why are the bats dying?Why are the bats dying?
• Increased arousal from hibernation can deplete 

critical fat reserves resulting in starvation.

• Emerge too soon from hibernation and freeze.

• Fungal infiltration of the wing may be particularly 

problematic.problematic.

Info from USGS-Fort Collins Science Center

Little brown bat; Fungus on wing membrane Oct. 
2008, New York

Photo courtesy Ryan von Linden/New York Department of 

Environmental Conservation



Spread of WNSSpread of WNS
• WNS/fungus in14 US states and 2 Canadian provinces.  

• Biologists fear it will reach the colonies of endangered 

Indiana, gray, Virginia and Ozark big-eared bats this 

winter. 

Info from Bat FAQ, Bat Conservation International







Six 

Species Currently

Impacted

tricolored batIndiana bat

little brown bat

small-footed bat

northern long-

eared bat
big brown bat

On the federal endangered 

species list

Slide  information courtesy of Bat Conservation International



Another 3 species have been detected with the fungus Another 3 species have been detected with the fungus 
associated with WNSassociated with WNS

Gray bat

On the federal endangered 

species list

Cave myotis

Southeastern bat

Slide  information courtesy of Bat Conservation International



How is WNS spread?How is WNS spread?
• Bat-to-bat transmission believed to be primary 

route.

• Likely that humans can inadvertently contribute to 

spread from spores on shoes, clothing and/or gear 

used in affected sites.used in affected sites.

Info from US Fish and Wildlife Service



What can be done to minimize the What can be done to minimize the 

possibility of people spreading WNS?possibility of people spreading WNS?
• Restrict access to targeted wild caves/mines.

• Within show caves, restrict access to areas where 

bats hibernate.

• Either decontaminate or do not use gear that has 

been in WNS affected sites.been in WNS affected sites.

• Other treatments being explored… (antifungal 

drugs, antiseptics, etc.)

o Must be careful not to damage the sensitive and 

complex cave ecosystem!

Slide  information from Tom Aley’s WNS management paper



Why Should People Care?Why Should People Care?
• Bats play critical roles in:

o Insect control

o Plant pollination

o Seed dissemination

Food chaino Food chain

o Cave ecosystems

• Bats are important to the 

environment and to the 

economy.

Info from NSS White-Nose brochure June 2010

Photos courtesy of Bat Conservation International



Photos courtesy of Bat Conservation International

http://rvtripsdabkowski.com/id8.htmlhttp://rvtripsdabkowski.com/id8.html

Congress Street Bridge
Austin, TX
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Show Caves care because:Show Caves care because:
• Stewards of natural resources.

o Concerned about the populations of all bat 

species.

o Concerned about overall health of the cave 

ecosystem.ecosystem.

• Economic impact—both direct and indirect.



Show Caves Positively Impact Show Caves Positively Impact 
the Economythe Economy

• Local, state, country

• Help attract visitors to other local businesses 

(hotels, restaurants, retail).

• Generate tax revenue.• Generate tax revenue.

• 142 show caves in the United States:

o Over 9 million visitors annually.

o Total annual revenue is over 144 million dollars.

o Employ over 4700 people.



Public perception is so important!Public perception is so important!

• Misleading 

headlines:



Cause for Concern:Cause for Concern:





Concern about implications & Concern about implications & 

extent of regulationextent of regulation
• For example, in Wisconsin:

o Emergency listing of 4 bats as threatened.

o Emergency listing of G. destructans as a prohibited invasive 

species.

• Could have serious implications for landowners, bats, • Could have serious implications for landowners, bats, 

and the entire cave ecosystem.

• US Forest Service blanket cave closures in Region 2.

• Other states and regions may attempt similar 

measures.

WI Info http://dnr.wi.gov & http://dnr.wi.gov



Let’s all be on the same team.Let’s all be on the same team.
• Bats will benefit when all stakeholders work 

together.

o Government agencies

o Non-profit conservation groups

o Academia

o Private landowners



Texas Parks & Wildlife WNS video

Good Job!



Government Agencies InvolvedGovernment Agencies Involved
• US Fish & Wildlife Service (coordinating the 

response)

• National Park Service

• US Forest Service

• US Geological Survey—National Wildlife Health • US Geological Survey—National Wildlife Health 

Center

• Bureau of Land Management

• Department of Defense

• State Wildlife Agencies

• *US Congress—approved 1.9 million dollars in 

federal funding for white-nose syndrome 



Bat Conservation International Bat Conservation International (BCI) (BCI) 

National Speleological Society National Speleological Society (NSS)(NSS)

• Each has a Rapid Response Fund to finance WNS 

research.

• Educate the public and caving community about 

WNS.

Assist managers/owners of caves with resource • Assist managers/owners of caves with resource 

management concerning WNS.

• Lobby federal and state governments for funding.

• Work closely with state and federal agencies to 

coordinate response.

Info from batcon.org (BCI) & www.caves.org (NSS)



National Caves National Caves 
AssociationAssociation

• Produced educational material and talking points.

• Commissioned scientist Tom Aley to develop our 

“Management Strategies for Responding to White-

Nose Syndrome in Bats”.

• Working with state/federal agencies and non-profits.

• Advocating on behalf of the Show Cave industry.

• Raising funds for education and research.

• Keeping members informed.



What Are Show Caves Doing?What Are Show Caves Doing?
• Taking appropriate management measures.

• Educating employees and guests about WNS and 

ways they can help.  (Over 9 million guests visit show 

caves annually— huge educational opportunity!)

• Helping raise money for WNS research.• Helping raise money for WNS research.

• Working with other stakeholders.



Natural Bridge Caverns, TX



Natural Bridge Caverns, TX



Natural Bridge Caverns, TX



Howe 
Caverns, NY



Mammoth Cave, KY



What can you do to help?What can you do to help?
• Keep informed on the latest developments 

regarding WNS.

• Help educate people about WNS and the benefits 

of bats and our Show Cave industry.

• Donate money to help fund research.• Donate money to help fund research.

• If WNS threatens your region, work closely with other 

stakeholders to develop appropriate response plans 

and management strategies.


