
Bat conservation across the 
National Trust for Scotland	  
Heather Campbell & Lindsay Mackinlay* 
Lmackinlay@nts.org.uk 
 
The National Trust for Scotland (NTS) is a conservation 
charity that was first established in 1931 to protect and 
promote Scotland’s natural and cultural heritage for all to 
enjoy. The Trust owns 76,000 hectares of land made up 
of 130 properties, 46 Munros and 16 major islands. 
Across such a large area there is a wide diversity of 
wildlife offering unparalleled opportunities for enjoyment.  
 
Bats in the UK 
Within the UK, 19 species of bats have been found, all of 
which are nocturnal insectivores. In Scotland, 11 of 
these species have been recorded:  
 
 

Table 1: The Status of Scotland's Bat Species (Bat Conservation Trust)  

Species  Status  
Soprano Pipistrelle Common  
Common/Bandit Pipistrelle Common 
Nathusius’ Pipistrelle Rare 
Brown Long-eared Bat Common 
Daubenton’s Bat Common 
Natterer’s Bat Common 
Whiskered Bat 
Noctule  
Leisler’s Bat 
Brandt’s Bat 
Parti-coloured bat 

Rare 
Rare 
Rare 
Rare 
Rare/Vagrant 

 
 
In recent decades bats have suffered large declines due 
to the loss of roosts and reductions in prey abundance; 
however some species are now showing signs of 
recovery. As a consequence of declining populations of 
bats, bats and their roosts are afforded a high level of 
legal protection in the UK (for more details see 
http://www.snh.gov.uk/protecting-scotlands-
nature/protected-species/which-and-how/mammals/bat-
protection/). The need to conserve Scotland’s bats, 
coupled with ensuring we work within existing legislation, 
have been the main drivers behind NTS carrying out 
detailed bat survey work.  
 
Many NTS properties are home to bats at various times 
of the year, therefore, the Trust feels it has a duty to 
manage our properties accordingly for bats all year 
round.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Past: Bat Conservation in the Trust in 2001  
As one of Scotland’s leading bat conservation bodies, 
we strive to conserve bats on our properties. To briefly 
backtrack, in 2001 a basic questionnaire was produced 

and sent out to many of the Trust’s property managers to 
determine the extent of bat presence and conservation 
within its properties across the whole of Scotland. 
Responses were received from 54 properties looking at 
a number of different things.  
 

Table 2: Summary of the questionnaire findings 

Question Number of 
Properties (N=54) 

How many properties have bats present? 40 
How many properties have known bat 

roosts? 
23 

How many properties have had surveys in 
the last 3 years? 

18 

 
 
Overall, 40 properties were known to have bats present 
and 23 of these had known bat roosts, but within a 3 
year period, only 18 properties had had bat surveys 
carried out within them. Many factors influence the 
presence of bat roosts within a property and the results 
suggested that more surveys would bring the 
identification of more bat roosts. In terms of species, the 
survey found that 7 of the 11 Scottish bat species had 
been recorded on NTS properties. 
 
The survey highlighted some key issues:  

• There was a lack of bat survey information on 
many Trust properties; 

• There were insufficient numbers of qualified 
members of staff to deal with surveys and 
advice; 

• There was generally poor data management and 
communication across 3 of the 4 Trust regions at 
the time.  

 
To address these deficiencies, the Trust produced its 
first NTS Bat Conservation Action Plan in 2003, which 
was subsequently updated in 2009, and which is about 
to be further updated in 2014. 
 
Twelve Years on… 
 Since the 2001 questionnaire, gaps in NTS survey 
knowledge have been filled over many properties.  After 
a few years of development and adaptation, the Trust 
completed its very own NTS National Bat Database in 
2012 in order to manage all of its bat data effectively and 
efficiently. The Bat Database is a huge collection of the 
bat monitoring data collected by volunteers, rangers, 
ecologists, ecological consultants and local bat groups 
across the Trust properties. Within the database the 
data is organised into individual records for each of the 
130 properties. Each property record contains contact 
information, the bat species present, surveys, roost 
sites, licences and much more.  
 
The Bat Database in an ever-expanding resource that 
continues to grow as we survey more buildings and trees 
in our properties. With the data now all in one place, it 
was collated and managed in order to answer many of 
the same questions as the 2001 questionnaire, and 



provide further information to direct bat conservation 
within the Trust.  
 
 

Table 3: Summarised comparison of the data in 2001 and 2013 

Question 2001 2013 
How many properties 
have bats present? 

 
40 

 
57 

How many have 
known roosts? 

23 46 

How many have had 
surveys in preceding 

3 yrs? 

 
18 

 
33  

How many species 
have been recorded? 

 
7 

 
10 (inc parti-coloured 

on Arran) 
How many licensed 
staff are within the 

Trust? 

 
5 

 
14 

 
 
With the increase in the number of licensed bat workers 
since 2001 and much financial support from Scottish 
Natural Heritage, donations and joint-working with other 
bat ecologists, concentrated efforts have seen increases 
in our knowledge (Table 3). The data provides a 
snapshot of bat presence, properties with known roosts 
and conservation across Scotland, but by using the Bat 
Database a lot more data has been extracted, including 
the total number of species’ roosts, the size of each 
roost and the number of different surveys that have been 
carried out over the years.  
 
Historic data on bats across Trust properties is rare. The 
bat database, however, holds information from as far 
back as 1984. From this, it was possible to find out just 
how many bat surveys had been carried out (Fig. 1).  
 
 

 
Figure 1: The total number of bat surveys carried out across the Trust 

during the time periods 1984-2001 and 2002-2013 

 
From 1984 to 2001, surveys were largely carried out in 
NE Scotland and Culzean, with only 120 surveys being 
carried out over a 17 year period. Since the 
questionnaire survey in 2001, bat conservation across 
the Trust has come a long way and within a much 
shorter time period the number of surveys carried out 
over Scotland has seen almost a 10-fold increase.  

 
 

Table 4: The total number of bat surveys carried out each year between 
1984 and 2013 

Year Total No. of Surveys Carried 
Out 

1984 1 
1985 2 
1986 1 
1987 12 
1989 2 
1990 3 
1991 2 
1992 2 
1993 8 
1994 3 
1995 2 
1997 9 
1998 10 
1999 9 
2000 25 
2001 29 
2002 35 
2003 49 
2004 61 
2005 63 
2006 70 
2007 103 
2008 145 
2009 31 
2010 122 
2011 139 
2012 151 
2013 63 

 
 
Until the year 2000, the number of annual bat surveys 
being carried out rarely moved into double figures (Table 
4). From 2001, the numbers of surveys increased 
rapidly, and by 2007 they were into triple figures with 
over 100 surveys being carried out each year. However, 
this dipped in 2009 when no large bat projects were 
initiated in the Trust. In 2013, only 63 surveys were 
carried, mainly because many of the gaps in our 
knowledge about bats in our buildings had been 
addressed over the previous 10 years.  
 



 
Figure 2: The total number of bat surveys (1984 to 2013) carried out in each 

month of the year 

 
Bats behave differently depending on species and the 
time of the year. Three-quarters of bat surveys have 
taken place in the months of June, July and August, 
primarily aimed at locating maternity roosts (Fig. 2). 
Fewer surveys have been carried out in each of the 
other months of the year. Those surveys where the 
months were not recorded were the more historic reports 
(all before 2001) where only the year was recorded.    
From this, it can be seen that future survey efforts 
should aim to gain better understanding of bats at other 
key periods in their life cycles.  
 
As bats roost and forage in a variety of locations, it is not 
only important to carry out numerous surveys each year 
but also to apply a number of different survey techniques 
to get a full picture of species activity. 
 
 

 
Figure 3: The different types of bat surveys carried out over the last 3 years 

and the total number of times each of these were carried out 

 
The difference in survey efforts over the last 3 years can 
clearly be seen (Fig. 3). Very few transect, hibernacula, 

anabat/SM2, and dawn surveys have been carried out (it 
is suspected that tree surveys are significantly under-
recorded as negative results were historically rarely 
recorded by staff during routine tree checks). However, 
large numbers of dusk surveys and day checks have 
been carried out, reflecting the urgent need to support 
essential building maintenance work. Recent advances 
in bat survey guidance and technology will doubtless see 
more dawn surveys and surveys carried out using 
Songmeters and other similar equipment, adding greatly 
to our knowledge. 
 
Surveys for bats may be undertaken for a variety of 
reasons. In the Trust, most surveys are carried out in 
order to support building and tree management on 
properties and to conserve bats during the course of 
such work. As a leading charity in bat conservation, this 
work is extremely important and allows us to also record 
species occurrence, distribution and information on bat 
roosts.   
 
In the UK, bats and their roosts are protected under 
various types of legislation. Roosts are particularly 
important, although the roosting requirements of some 
bat species are still not completely understood.  
 
Bats can and do use many roost locations in any one 
Trust property, depending on many factors. The 
challenge for the Trust is to ensure that all key roosts are 
identified and protected during the course of our 
conservation work, and more work is planned to address 
this issue. 
 
 

 
Figure 4: The total number of roosts occupied by each species of bats 

across Scotland’s Trust properties 

 
With 279 currently known bat roosts across Trust 
properties, it is vital to know the total number of roosts 
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occupied by each species of bat (Fig. 4). Both pipistrelle 
species had the highest number of roosts recorded, an 
expected result as they represent Scotland’s most 
common bats. However, the characteristics of many of 
our historic buildings have also made them frequently 
attractive to brown long-eared bats too. 
 
With more than half of the Scottish bat species being 
rarely recorded, the Trust is blessed with the presence of 
all but one of these species (Brandt’s bat) on and around 
properties. Nathusius’ pipistrelles have not yet been 
found to be roosting; however they have been recorded 
foraging on two properties to date. The increased 
number of Leisler’s roosts has been down to sterling 
research work at Culzean and Brodick, led by John 
Haddow. However, we still only know of one noctule 
roost, despite the species being recorded over several 
properties.  
 
Whiskered bats are only known to be roosting at the 
NTS Threave Bat Reserve. Little is known about the 
ecology of whiskered bats in Scotland. The ongoing 
radio-tracking project led by Neil Middleton of Echoes 
Ecology Ltd, in collaboration with the National Trust for 
Scotland, is venturing into the unknown in order to shed 
some light on the world of whiskered bats on the 
reserve.    
 
Almost half the total number of roosts known have been 
identified (by species), but in many cases, the species 
using the roosts have not always been pinned down, 
largely due to a previous lack of suitable equipment to 
do so. However, the increased use of more sophisticated 
survey equipment and DNA analysis of droppings should 
address these gaps in our knowledge.  
 

 
Figure 5: The average number of bats occupying any one roost across 

Scotland's properties 

 
NTS has collected much data on the number of bats 
leaving roosts as part of dusk survey work.  Dusk 
surveys consist of counting the number of bats leaving a 
roost. As these roost counts tend to be repeated on 
more than one occasion and the roosting habits of bats 
change, an average roost count was taken for each 

individual roost (Fig. 5). The roosts classed as 
‘unknown’ are those that have been identified during 
daytime assessments but no follow-up dusk survey has 
taken place. The majority of roosts across the Trust are 
very small with only 1 to 5 bats occupying any one roost, 
however, 12 roosts are known to have more than 100 
bats. 
 
Top 5 Properties to see Bats 
From previous assessments of past bat project results, 
the National Trust for Scotland estimates that over 25% 
of its buildings have roosts within them. This means that 
a visit to a NTS property will likely allow you a great 
chance to see bats. However, some properties are better 
than others to see bats, with the top spots as follows: 
 

• Crathes Castle is home to at least 5 species of 
bat, including Brown long-eared bats and 
Daubenton’s bats.   

• Culzean Country Park is home to at least 8 bat 
species, including 2 new species discovered in 
2011.  

• At Haddo House, it is possible to see over 800 
Soprano pipistrelles emerge from a roost.  

• The Laundry House at Hill of Tarvit is a 
fantastic spot to watch over 300 Soprano 
pipistrelles leave their roost at head height. 

• NTS established Scotland’s first ever bat reserve 
at Threave in 2010, where at least 8 bat species 
are found.  The NTS Threave Bat Reserve now 
offers many educational opportunities for 
families and schools to learn about bats. 

 
Conclusion  
The detailed analysis of the NTS National Bat Database 
has provided NTS with much food for thought and has 
informed the production of the forthcoming NTS Bat 
Conservation Action Plan 2014-2018, which will aim to 
continue to ensure that NTS remain one of the leaders in 
bat conservation work in Scotland.  
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