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The Shetland archipelago lies over 100 
kilometres north of the Scottish mainland 
at latitude 60 degrees north. The influence 
of the North Atlantic Current means that 
winter temperatures are not significantly 
lower than elsewhere in Scotland but the 
summer months are much cooler.  
 
It is one of the windiest locations in the UK 
with a mean wind speed throughout the 
year of 7.1 metres per second and gales 
occur on average on 58 days a year 
(Johnston, 1999). Given the climate, the 
isolation and a lack of native tree cover, it 
is perhaps not surprising that there has 
been no evidence of bats breeding in the 
islands. Six species have occurred in the 
islands as migrants or vagrants. This 
article discusses these records. 
 
1. Records pre-1980 
A sift through back copies of the islands’ 
weekly newspaper The Shetland Times 
confirms that the occurrence of bats in the 
islands has always been a noteworthy 
event. Between 1904 and 1959, the paper 
details ten dated records. Two of these 
were collected and sent to the National 
Museum of Scotland (NMS) where their 
identity was confirmed.  
 
A bat on Whalsay on 31 March 1927 
proved to be Britain’s first record of a parti-
coloured bat (Ritchie, 1927). Another, also 
found on Whalsay on 22 October 1940 
(although the date has erroneously been 
given as 2 November in subsequent 
publications), was initially identified as a 
common pipistrelle but has since been 
shown to be Britain’s first Nathusius’ 
Pipistrelle (Herman, 1992). In addition, 

there is a published record of a brown 
long-eared bat in Lerwick in December 
1947 (Venables & Venables, 1955). 
 
The later reports of bats prior to 1980 only 
involved records where the identity of the 
species was confirmed. A Leisler’s bat at 
Ollaberry on 2 August 1968 (sent to NMS), 
a noctule at Burravoe, Yell, on 25 July 
1977 (sent to NMS) and a brown long-
eared bat photographed by the late Bobby 
Tulloch at Reafirth, Yell, in 1972 (no date 
given).  
 
2. Recent records and status 
Since the mid-1970s, when the oil industry 
came to Shetland, the quality of wildlife 
recording in the islands has improved 
dramatically. This was initially through the 
efforts of an ever-increasing band of 
professional and amateur naturalists. 
Then in the 1990s the Nature in Shetland 
website went online and in 1998 the 
Shetland Biological Records Centre 
(SBRC) was established. Both of these 
have encouraged the general public to get 
involved in recording all taxa in the 
islands. It is evident though, that even now 
some bats reaching Shetland are not 
being reported.  
 
Since 1980, a total of 92 bat records, 
totalling at least 97 individuals, have been 
reported in the islands (two individuals 
brought to Shetland from North Sea oil 
rigs are excluded from this total). Of these, 
50 have been identified, involving six 
species. The majority of those identified 
refer to individuals that have allowed close 
examination having been trapped inside 
buildings, or found moribund or freshly 
dead. In the 1980s and 1990s specimens 
were often forwarded to Aberdeen 
University for confirmation but in recent 
years bats have been identified using the 
standard reference works by staff from 
SBRC, the Lerwick Office of Scottish 
Natural Heritage (SNH), or members of 



	  

	  

the Shetland Bird Club.  In a few recent 
cases, photographs of individuals taken in 
the field have enabled subsequent 
identification.  
 
Two bats identified as common pipistrelle 
are best considered unconfirmed at 
present. These concern individuals at 
Sumburgh, south Mainland, on 3 October 
1982 and on Unst on 26 October 1984.  
Both were identified at Aberdeen 
University but given that every confirmed 
record of a Pipistrellus species in Shetland 
since these two has referred to Nathusius’ 
pipistrelle there must be an element of 
doubt about their identification. It is 
possible that Nathusius’ pipistrelle was not 
even considered as it was practically 
unknown in Britain at that time. 
 
The remaining 40 records mainly involve 
field sightings. They include three 
sightings of two bats seen together and an 
astonishing report of three or four bats 
together at Burrafirth on Unst on 30 
October 2011. All other multiple sightings 
were in September or October.  
 
The status of the six species confirmed in 
the islands is detailed below: 
 
Parti-coloured bat: Vespertilio murinus 
Seven records: In Lerwick on 19 
November 1981; at Mid Yell, Yell, on 16 
November 1984; on Whalsay on 24 
November 2001; at Haroldswick, Unst, on 
24 August 2003; in Lerwick on 23 June 
2009; at Spiggie, south Mainland, on 15 
June 2011, and at Bardister, north 
Mainland, on 11 December 2013. The first 
two were sent to Aberdeen University for 
confirmation. The individual at Bardister 
remained until 23 December 2013. It 
roosted under the eaves of a house and 
was seen leaving each afternoon, 
returning to roost at dusk. 
 

Parti-coloured bat, Bardister, Shetland, 
December 2013 © Rory Tallack.   

 
 
Serotine: Eptesicus serotinus 
One was found on Whalsay on 18 October 
1991. It was sent to Aberdeen University 
and its identity confirmed. 
 
Leisler’s bat: Nyctalus leisleri 
Four records: at East Burrafirth, central 
Mainland, on 16 October 1996 (confirmed 
by Aberdeen University); at Sumburgh, 
south Mainland, on 9 March 2002; on 
Whalsay on 10 June 2011, and at 
Burrafirth, Unst, on 16 December 2012. 
 
Noctule: Nyctalus noctula 
Two records: at Asta, central Mainland, on 
20 August 1986 (confirmed at Aberdeen 
University) and at Voe, central Mainland, 
on 23 November 1987. The latter was 
apparently sent to Surrey where its identity 
was confirmed although no other details 
are available. 
 
 



	  

	  

Nathusius’ pipistrelle: Pipistrellus 
nathusii 
A total of 34 confirmed records, 29 of 
which were first found alive, or freshly 
dead, and four of which were found 
desiccated inside buildings or in leaf litter. 
This is undoubtedly the most common bat 
in Shetland and of the 47 unidentified bats 
reported since 1980, 19 were either 
confirmed as, or considered by their 
observers to be, pipistrelle species. 
 
Brown long-eared bat: Plecotus auritus 
Two records: at Sumburgh, south 
Mainland on 12 March 1987 and at 
Lerwick on 17 August 2013. 
 
3. Why do bats occur in Shetland? 
Bats could arrive in Shetland naturally or 
be brought here accidentally by humans. 
Four of the six species that have occurred 
in the islands are known to have migratory 
populations. Parti-coloured bat, noctule 
and Nathusius’ pipistrelle, all breed in 
southern Scandinavia and at relatively 
high latitudes in eastern Europe and Asia. 
Leisler’s bat does not breed as far north 
as these species but it too has some 
migratory populations (Dietz et al. 2007).  
 
The appearance of serotine and brown 
long-eared bats in Shetland is perhaps 
more unexpected. Serotines have been 
known to disperse up to 330 km, however, 
(Dietz et al. 2007) so it seems plausible 
that a dispersing individual from the near 
continent may have got caught out by a 
rapidly changing weather system and 
been blown to Shetland. Brown long-eared 
bats are noted as being very sedentary 
but the species does breed at 60 degree 
latitudes in Scandinavia. Individuals have 
also been recorded at oil rigs in the North 
Sea so it seems likely that this species too 
has reached Shetland naturally.  
 
Figure 1 shows a clear peak in 
September-October which coincides with 

the autumn migration of Nathusius’ 
pipistrelle, which occurs from August to 
October (Dietz et al. 2007).  Many bird 
species that breed in Scandinavia occur in 
Shetland most commonly on autumn 
migration when their population size is 
swelled by large numbers of juveniles.  
The occurrence of these migrant birds in 
Shetland is dictated very much by the 
weather with larger numbers occurring 
when south-easterly winds blow them 
across the North Sea during their 
southward migration (Pennington et al. 
2004).  It seems highly likely that migrating 
bats could be caught out by the same 
weather conditions and thus reach 
Shetland, albeit unintentionally.  Indeed 
many of the records of bats have been 
associated with periods of strong south-
easterly winds when continental migrant 
birds are also common.   
 

 
 
It is plausible that some of the winter 
records of bats in Shetland could refer to 
animals that arrived in the islands in the 
previous autumn and remained 
undetected for several weeks.  It is 
interesting to note that a parti-coloured bat 
returned to the same roosting site from 11 
to 23 December 2013, showing that bats 
can survive in Shetland for at least short 
periods in the late autumn/winter.   
There may of course be other 
explanations for winter arrivals – the 



	  

	  

sudden onset of cold weather, or 
disturbance of winter roosts among them. 
 
Shetland is also renowned for the 
occurrence of vagrant birds from much 
farther east i.e. central Asia and Siberia. 
There is an attractive theory, although the 
evidence to support it is largely 
circumstantial, that such birds are 
migrating in the wrong direction during 
their first migration because of a genetic 
error. Such genetic malfunctions could 
presumably also occur in migratory 
juvenile bats.   
 
It is also relevant to note that there are 
only two records of bats in Shetland in 
July, both unidentified to species. Yet July 
is one of the warmest months in the 
islands, when insect life is at a peak, 
daylight hours are long and many people 
are out in the countryside.   
 
The number of pipistrelles recorded in 
Shetland each decade is presented in 
Figure 2. These data suggest that 
Nathusius’ pipistrelle may be coming more 
common in the islands although observer 
awareness and improved reporting may 
be at least in part responsible for this 
trend. The species appears to be 
expanding its range in Europe (Dietz et al. 
2007) so it will be interesting to see if the 
number reaching Shetland continues to 
increase. 
 

 
 

Nathusius’ pipistrelle, Unst, February 
2011 © Rory Tallack 

 
 
4. Summary 
Six species of bat have been confirmed in 
Shetland. Nathusius’ pipistrelle is 
considered to be a scarce migrant to the 
islands. Parti-coloured, serotine, Leisler’s, 
noctule and brown long-eared bats are 
best treated as vagrants to Shetland, the 
probability of them occurring naturally far 
exceeding that of them having arrived with 
human intervention.    
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