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This Buffy Flower Bat is the most common in the Turks & Caicos Islands, with about 1,000 roosting in Conch Bar Caves, Middle Caicos.

Cave-dwelling Rat-Bats

T'he National Trust has been studying these flying mammals since 2000.

By B. Naqqi Manco, Senior Conservation Officer, Turks & Caicos National Trust

Being the Turks & Caicos’ only known native mam-
mals, bats are an important part of our island
fauna. Their ability to fly, sophisticated feeding
techniques, preferred residences and nocturnal
behaviour make bats truly fascinating. In 2000, the
Turks & Caicos National Trust’s Darwin Initiative
began studies of bats with a team of scientists
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from the UK and USA. In preparation for their
arrival, |1 went looking for various places where
bats may be found. Asking around the communi-
ties of Middle and North Caicos proved most help-
ful, but my very first investigation taught me a
lesson in local knowledge and language. 5=



The first Middle Caicos resident | asked about bats
came back with a promising response of a cave south of
Lorimers, surrounded by fruit trees, where lots of bats
spent the day hanging upside-down from the ceiling.
Sounding too good to miss, we set out to find this bat
roost. The cave, which is known as Harriet Bun, is a large
sinkhole with overhanging rock ledges and an abun-
dance of mango, lime, orange, and soursop trees in its
rich soil. However, as | descended into the hole, | won-
dered what kind of bats we would find — for the rock
overhangs were not very deep, and the morning sunlight
flooded in. This was not such a good habitat for bats.

“Here they are, you see?” my guide said, pointing
with a stick. As he poked a bark-coloured patch on the
overhang’s ceiling, it fluttered madly away in an earnest
flapping of wings, settling quickly in a dark crevice. |
knew what it was right away — an Erebus moth. After a
few questions and some descriptions were tossed back
and forth, | learned that what | needed to ask for was a
“rat-bat” if | was in search of the mammal. The term “bat”
is often used for moths — and that very next morning,
my landlord came by and commented on how many
“bats” were clinging to the wall under my porch light.
Armed with important knowledge in local terminology, |
continued my search and was led to many successful rat-
bat sites by local residents.

Bats, or rat-bats, are mammals, and they are the
only mammals able to fly (all other flying mammals
glide). They are extremely plentiful around the world,
and very diverse. Bats are in their own Order of mam-
mals, not closely related to rodents, for which they are
often mistaken. Interestingly, their body structures and
teeth more closely resemble monkeys.

Nearly 1,000 species of bats exist, representing
about 1/4 of all known mammal species. Chiroptologists
— scientists who study bats — are confident that there
are more species waiting to be discovered. These scien-
tists divide bats into two groups: the megabats, which
are found only in the Old World tropics and feed on fruit;
and the microbats, which are found worldwide and are
somewhat more diverse in their behaviour. All of the
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bats we have in the Turks & Caicos are microbats.

The National Trust’s bat study work was carried out
mostly by Dr. Tony Hutson of the UK’s Bat Conservation
Trust and Tim McCarthy of the USA’s Carnegie Museum
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Bats roost in the high, dark solution holes on the ceiling of Conch
Bar Caves in Middle Caicos.

of Natural History. The work involved several tasks. One
was to find bat roosts and other habitats, and map
them. Another was to survey bat populations in these
roosts. The bats were also caught using special bat nets
to learn more about them up-close. After their capture,
the bats were weighed, measured and inspected for any
special traits. Various samples were obtained from a
caught bat, too. These samples help us learn more
about the bats, and sometimes to help identify them.
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Like all animals, bats have scientific names. Because
there are so many bats that are seldom seen by people,
most do not have common English names. Many bats
have common names that are direct translations of their
Latin scientific names — making some names rather
long and cumbersome.

Our largest bat is the Small Cuban Fruit-eating Bat
(Brachyphylla nana). Recorded as a different species in
the early 1900s, our work confirmed the species correc-
tion. This bat has a body about the size of a large rat,

This bat was discovered in Harriet Bun, a large sinkhole in Middle
Caicos.

and a wingspan of about 14 inches (35 cm). Their only

known roost in the Turks & Caicos is in high, dark solu-
tion holes on the ceiling of Conch Bar Caves in Middle
Caicos. Living in Conch Bar Caves National Park protects
them, but the entire colony living in such a small place
is always at risk. However, nearly 1,000 of these bats
roost tightly in the colony, noisily chattering and
screeching to one another as they push and shove for
the best roosting positions. At night, they leave the
caves to feed on the fruit of big top palms, sea grapes,
pitch apples, and cacti. They eat most of the fruit out-
side the cave, dropping the seeds as they fly and help-
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ing to spread plant species around the island. However,
they also habitually bring back snacks to their roost, to
eat back at home.

Another bat that brings food items home is the next
largest bat in the Turks & Caicos, Waterhouse’s Big-
eared Bat (Macrotus waterhousii). This bat does not like
company as the largest bat does; it prefers to live alone
— or at least spread at some distance from its neigh-
bours. On the top of their head is an oil gland covered
by a skin flap, which they can expose to emit a strong,
sweet scent. The presence of this bat in caves can be
known by the smell of the cave, and it was this way that
our scientists did indeed locate these rat-bats in two tiny
cave passages in Harriet Bun!

Waterhouse’s Big-eared Bats are named for their
enormous ears, which they use to locate insects. They
feed on large insects, such as moths, crickets, grasshop-
pers, katydids, and cockroaches. They roost in caves or
dark buildings during the day, often in areas too bright
for other bats to live, littering the floor with wings and
other inedible parts of large insects. To find insects at
night, they use the microbat specialty of navigation —
echolocation.

Bats emit high-frequency sounds that humans can-
not hear. These sounds, usually clicks or chirps, bounce
off of objects in the bat’s navigation path and are
echoed back to the bat’s sensitive ears. Many people
believe that bats must use echolocation because they
are blind, but this is not true. Bats, like humans, simply
cannot see well in darkness. Echolocation is so powerful
a tool that bats can use it not only to navigate, but to
identify their food. Some use it to locate fruiting trees,
but most use it to find insects. The Waterhouse’s Big-
eared Bat prefers to pick up large insects on the wing or
from their perches in bushes, and it can use a special
membrane stretched between its legs like a net to scoop
flying insects into its mouth!

Our champion insect-eating bat was found well out-
side the caves with a very special device. One tool that
bat scientists use to study bats is a small, sophisticated
contraption with a cartoonish name, the bat detector.
Bat detectors register bat echolocation sounds and
change their frequency into something humans can
hear. Using a bat detector, we can determine not only
the presence of bats, but also what species are making
the sound.



Professional cave explorer Jim Hart enters the cathedral mouth of Comete Hill Cave, East Caicos, in search of bats.

The insect-eating champion we located along a road
cut in Middle Caicos is the Red Bat (Lasurius borealis).
The Red Bat is small, with a body about four inches long
and a wingspan of about nine inches. Unlike our other
bats, they have no snout but a flat, monkey-like face.
Their reddish fur colour gives them their name. This fur
helps them camouflage in their preferred habitat —
which is not caves, but trees. They like to roost in bun-
dles of dead leaves at the end of broken twigs, and will
sometimes even roost on the ground among dead
leaves. They will visit caves to hunt insects during the
day, but prefer to fly along ridge-tops and waterways at
night, retreating into protected valleys and road cuts on
windy nights. Their echolocation, which they use to find
small insects (including beetles, moths, and mosqui-
toes, up to 10,000 in one night!) has a sound complete-
ly different from all of our other bats — with a rhythmic
mix of beeps and clicks, it sounds like computer-
generated techno music!

The other light-haired bat here is our most common,
a cave roosting bat called the Buffy Flower Bat (Erophylla
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sezekorni). This bat is about the same size as the Red
Bat but has a long snout which it uses to probe into flow-
ers for nectar and pollen. Buffy Flower Bats also eat fruit
and insects. There are about 1,000 of them in Conch Bar
Caves in Middle Caicos, with other populations in Middle
Caicos and Providenciales.

Being our most common bat, they make up quite a
significant number of the bats studied by National Trust
researchers. When caught, the bats are weighed and
their forearms are measured. The wing is opened to
observe the condition of the finger joints, which gives us
a good idea of their age — some bats live up to 30 years.
Females are also observed for signs of pregnancy or
nursing.

Samples are taken from these (and other) bats.
Sampling includes using clear tape to lift pollen off the
bats’ noses to affix to a slide for later identification so
we can learn what plants they visit. Scientists also look
for bat parasites, specifically insects called batflies,
which live on the bats’ bodies. Finally, a tiny skin sam-
ple is taken from the fast-healing wing membranes of
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the bats for DNA analysis. By comparing their DNA to
others of the same species on other islands, we can
determine where our bats originated. The Buffy Flower
Bats also live in the Bahamas, Cuba, Jamaica and the
Cayman Islands; the study to find out where ours came
from is ongoing.

Dr. Tony Hutson shows the author and a student how to weigh a bat.

The final bat that National Trust researchers located
is the smallest of our bats, the Redman’s Long-tongued
Bat (Monophyllus redmani). This tiny bat’s body is about
the size of an adult’s thumb and it has a wingspan of
less than eight inches. The Redman’s Long-tongued Bat
is nervous and shy, often roosting in tight clusters in
tiny crevices in the darkest parts of caves. We have
found these bats not only in the caves of Middle Caicos,
but also in the dry tropical forests around Kew, North
Caicos. They are extremely important plant pollinators,
and their charcoal-coloured fur is often covered in pollen
from flowers they visited during the night. They feed on
both nectar and pollen, and pollinate many native plants
as well as important fruit trees such as papaya, banana,
avocado and sapodilla trees.

Whether pollinators or insect-eaters, all of our bats
are highly beneficial animals and are not harmful at all.
Many fallacies about bats are spread due to our misun-
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derstanding of them. For example, none of our bats are
“vampire” bats — there are a few species of blood-feed-
ing bats in South America, but they prefer the blood of
birds or cattle to that of humans. Also, bats do not delib-
erately attack people or fly into people’s hair, as is often
warned.

Educating people about bats remains an important
part of the National Trust’s work. National Trust
Education Officer Gigi Williams featured bats as a study
focus on Biodiversity Day in 2005, and six student
groups from high schools in North Caicos and
Providenciales have assisted in the bat study fieldwork,
performing hands-on research methods on live bats in
the field with specialist supervision.

In 2005, another phase of field research included
Dr. Hutson and Mr. McCarthy along with professional
cave explorer and cartographer Mr. Jim Hart from
Pennsylvania, USA. This research focused on exploring
the caves on East Caicos for bat presence, and enough
evidence was found to justify future in-depth studies.

In order to boost bat profiles back on Middle Caicos,
National Trust staff and bat researchers held a bat pro-
gramme in the primary school in Conch Bar, featuring a
bat story, bat food game, bat face photos, and a very
special visit from a live bat. These students got an up-
close look at animals that most people only see as a
flash of wings against a flashlight (or as a fake movie
prop). This education is intended to provide the Turks &
Caicos people with an appreciation for our native ani-
mals and the unique ecosystems they call home.

To learn more about the National Trust’s bat field
research or to express interest to have your school
group join in a future research session, contact the
Turks & Caicos National Trust at (649) 941 3536 or at
tc.nattrust@tciway.tc. A report on Turks & Caicos bats
can be downloaded in the “Plan for Biodiversity
Management and Sustainable Development around
Turks & Caicos Ramsar Site” from the Territories
Downloads section of www.ukotcf.org. G
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Enforcement of Environmental Legislation: The Joint Law Enforcement Committee

By Wesley Clerveaux, Deputy Director, DECR

The Joint Law Enforcement Committee is a multi-agency approach to collaborate and promote enforcement of the

laws of the Turks & Caicos Islands. The committee was initiated in the mid 1990s as a medium to review enforce-

ment efficiency and appraise govern-
ment of the progress and
effectiveness of security measures
adopted by enforcement agencies in
our country. Initially, the committee
was comprised of only three agen-
cies: Customs, Immigration and the
Police Department. But given the
constraints on funding and human
resources to effectively carry out the
monitoring and control functions of
the TCI's multiple enforcement
agencies, it was thought to be more
prudent to promote a wider multi-
agency collaboration to better make
use of resources in their several
enforcement areas.

This confiscated boat in Grand Turk is one of many captured each year.

The committee is chaired by the Assistant Commissioner of Police and is currently made up of heads of

departments or senior managers from all the key enforcement agencies. The Department of Environment &

Coastal Resources (both Fisheries and National Park Divisions) and the three main branches of the Police
Department (Marine Police, Financial Crime Unit and the Criminal Investigation Division) co-ordinate readily in

issues involving the national parks, environment and fisheries. The Departments of Immigration, Customs,
Maritime Shipping, Road Safety, the Business and Licensing Authority, Airport Security and the Prison Service are

also involved in the Joint Committee and can all be involved when the need arises.
This multi-agency approach has allowed the development of better coordinated enforcement of all existing

regulations. For example, the issue of national security and effective border protection has plagued the Turks &
Caicos Islands for years. lllegal drug trafficking, migration and illegal fishing within the waters of the TCl have

DECR Marine Patrol vessel, the Marlin.
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become of primary concern to the government. In an
effort to combat these problems, a Special Police
Immigration Customs Enforcement (SPICE) Task Force
was launched in late 2005 with the primary mandate to
assertively apprehend violators who engage in illegal
trafficking of drugs and immigrants. This special task
force has thus far proven to be a success story and a
prime example of multi-agency collaboration. In less
than four months, the SPICE task force has successfully
apprehended and repatriated nearly 2,000 illegal immi-
grants. (Continued on next page.)
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Equally impressive is the multi-agency collabora-
tion to combat illegal fishing by foreign nationals in
Turks & Caicos waters. Although conservation officers
within the Department of Environment & Coastal
Resources (DECR) are primarily responsible for
enforcement of fisheries regulations, the law also
makes provision for police officers to enforce the
Fisheries Ordinance as well. The DECR is equipped
with fast moving patrol vessels which permit the
patrolling of inshore, coastal waters, but is unable to
patrol the deeper offshore waters. The Marine Police,

TCI Marine Police boat.

on the other hand, are well equipped for offshore
patrols and also have the services of the Police Air-
The TCI

wing Unit for aerial reconnaissance.
Government has adopted a policy of “Zero Tolerance’
on the issue of illegal fishing. As a result, an average
of eight large foreign vessels are confiscated and 60
to 80 persons are arrested and repatriated every year.
This effort comes at a high cost to the people and the
government of the TCI, but is necessary if we are to
maintain a healthy and profitable fishery for Turks &
Caicos fishermen.

The Joint Law Enforcement Committee is a region-
al success story of multi-agency cooperation and col-
laboration and the Department of Environment &
Coastal Resources plays a willing and dedicated role
in this co-ordinated approach to law enforcement in

the Turks & Caicos Islands. G
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Mr. T at seven
months old.

Mr. T is the baby Loggerhead turtle that hatched on Long
Bay Beach in July 2005. It was the first confirmed
Loggerhead nest in the Turks & Caicos Islands, which
made it a very special event, especially since Loggerheads
are classified as internationally endangered.

Mr. T is one of 104 baby turtles that successfully
hatched from the 129 eggs laid. A decision was made to
rear him at the Caicos Conch Farm to act as an ambas-
sador for his fellow hatchlings. He has now outgrown his
“tub” and been transferred to a small pen offshore where
he can swim freely and interact with other marine crea-
tures — valuable training for when he is released back to
the sea. His shell (or carapace) now measures 19 cm (4
cm at hatching) and has started to develop an attractive
brownish hue. The distinctive spiked ridge down the
back is typical of young Loggerheads. It is impossible to
determine whether Mr. T is male or female at this stage
— this is only easy to do when turtles reach sexual matu-
rity at 15-20 years of age.

Before Mr. T becomes too big to fit into a cooler, we
hope to be able to take him on an educational tour of
the Islands, visiting schools along the way! It is not com-
mon to be able to see a baby Loggerhead turtle up close.
Normally at this age, he would be out roaming the deep
ocean, taking shelter in floating mats of sargassum
weed, snacking on whatever came his way. Only when
older do Loggerheads settle in nearshore areas feeding
on conch, crabs and other crustaceans and shellfish.

If you would like Mr. T to visit your school, or can
help financially support the “Mr. T on Tour” venture,
please contact the DECR. G By Lorna Slade
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An hour’s harvest of conch off South Caicos.

The humble conch is soon to be the star of an environmental video.

Story & Photos By Brian Riggs, Curator, National Environmental Centre

As part of its Public Awareness Campaign, the
DECR has taken on the task of making a series of
short movies about environmental subjects and
issues in our small island country. When it came
time to draw up a list of interesting topics, there
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was a lot of discussion about which subjects mer-
ited a dedicated film. High on the list of everyone
in the department was the humble (or noble)

conch. o
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Given the conch’s important contri-
bution to TCl economy and culture
over the past many hundreds of
years, it seemed the ideal subject for
the first video production. But mak-
ing a professional quality film, even
a short one, is a complicated effort
requiring many people and a lot of
coordination.

Our little film, “The History of
the Conch Fishery in the TCI,” will
only be about 12 minutes long, but
to get the whole story across, we
need almost 50 separate shots taken
in several locations. So far, underwa-
ter and topside scenes have been
filmed in South Caicos, Middleton
Cay and several locations on
Providenciales. Our narrator, Robert
Hall, has been generous with his
time and mellifluous voice. South
Caicos fishermen from 20 to 70
years old agreed to show us their
conch harvesting techniques and an
interesting session on conch biology
was filmed at the Caicos Conch Farm
in Providenciales.

Look for the video to be finished
soon. It will be playing regularly on
WIV-TV, in our school system’s sci-
ence classes and as many other ven-
ues as we can think of. Also in
production are several shorter
videos (infomercials) on the DECR’s
various responsibilities, featuring
some of our not-too-camera-shy
staff members. G

Top: Cameraman Preston Dickenson, narra-
tor Robert Hall and Caicos Conch Farm
Manager Georgia Williams film a segment on
conch biology.

Center: Captain Thomas Stubbs demon-
strates for the camera how to “hook” conch
the old-fashioned way.

Bottom: Piles of discarded conch shells have
been building up for 1,000 years.



By Jasmine Parker & Tatum Fisher

On February 2, 2006 the Turks & Caicos Islands joined
the international community in commemorating World
Wetlands Day (WWD). It marks the anniversary of the
signing of the Convention on Wetlands (Ramsar
Convention) in Ramsar, Iran, which is devoted to con-
servation of the world’s remaining wetlands. The 150
signatory nations have provided protection for more
than 1.2 million square kilometers of wetlands, desig-
nating them “Wetlands of International Importance.” TCI
is party to this convention and holds the largest Ramsar
Site (144,875 acres) in the whole Caribbean Region.
This year, the DECR took WWD celebrations to
Grand Turk, where activities aimed at raising public
awareness of wetland benefits and the Ramsar
Convention were undertaken. The celebration began
with a colourful and entertaining presentation delivered
to the Ona Glinton Primary School and the H.J. Robinson
High School by Environment Officer Jasmine Parker. The

presentations highlighted the unique features of wet-

Wetlands, such as this site on Grand Turk, provide a rich feeding
ground for birds, fish and other animals.

lands, particularly the mangrove swamps, and emphasised their importance. Wetlands provide a crucial source

of food, water and natural products and play a vital role in storm and flood protection and water filtration. In

addition, they provide a rich feeding ground for migratory birds, fish and other animals. Local economies bene-

Members of the Grand Turk Swimmer’s Club enjoy a nature walk
through South Creek National Park.

fit through the many opportunities for the harvesting of
aquatic resources and ecotourism.

In the afternoon, two nature walks through South
Creek National Park — one of Grand Turk’s most mag-
nificent mangrove forests — were conducted. Miss
Parker led students and teachers from the Grand Turk
Community College and the Governor’s wife and her
father on the first walk. Miss Parker’s second tour
included members of the Grand Turk Swimmers Club
and their instructor, Isabelle Brown. Each nature walk
started with a briefing on the concept of and need for
World Wetlands Day, types of wetlands, the Ramsar
Convention and the Ramsar site in TCl. The groups
spent about an hour in the mangroves watching birds
and insects, which were at their peak of activity in the

afternoon sun. They also observed many wild flowers and posed numerous questions to the group leader. The

view of the vast mangroves was breathtaking. As it was low tide, the sandflats were exposed and birds such as
sandpipers, herons, and egrets were busy feeding on smaller creatures in the marsh. On reaching the creek bank,

the participants learned about the identification of mangrove species and characteristics. G
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