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Summary 

• There appears to be a low awareness that maritime habitats (i.e. beach, 
cliff/slope) may be regularly used by bats.  This short paper helps raise the 
profile of these habitats for bats. 

 
• Bats have been found to utilise a section of beach, maritime cliff and slope in 

Berwickshire.  This resulted in an average of 212 bat passes per hour in both 
June & August, including common and soprano pipistrelle, as well as Myotis 
bats. 

 
1. Introduction 
There appears to be little published 
information on bats using maritime 
habitats, such as beach, cliff /slope.  
Harris & Walsh (1996) is one of few 
studies where coastal habitats have 
been included in bat foraging surveys.  
They were surprised to find that bats 
did not avoid cliffs, and beach habitat 
(including rocky beach) was positively 
selected. 
 
It is acknowledged that coastal cliffs 
can be an important habitat for 
invertebrates (e.g. flies, beetles and 
moths) (Kirby, 2001, pp. 136-140; 
JNCC, 2008).  Linear habitats are 
valued as commuting routes and for 
providing shelter to foraging bats and 
their prey (Entwistle, et al. 2001).  
However this latter publication does 
not value maritime habitat for foraging 
bats.  Hundt (2012, p. 9), notes that 
natural cliff face has a possible value 
to bats.  However, this could be 
interpreted as just having relevance to 
sheltered inland sites, as there is no 
specific reference to maritime habitat. 
 
A bat surveyor was surprised to find 
bats foraging along exposed maritime 
cliff/slope habitat at St Abbs Head 
(Waters, 2010).  Common and 
soprano pipistrelle, as well as Myotis 
bats were all recorded.  The surveyor 
suggested that perhaps bats may be 
attracted to foraging on a higher insect 
abundance on the seabird cliffs.  His 
observations are noteworthy. 

2. Methods 
To assess whether bats utilise 
maritime cliff and slope habitat that are 
not used by nesting seabirds, a stretch 
of coastal habitat with no history of 
seabird use was surveyed.    
 
The survey site is at Eyemouth 
(NT9564), Berwickshire (see fig. 1) 
approximately 8km south of St Abbs 
Head.  The cliff face supports a 
species-rich unimproved maritime cliff 
grassland (MC8, Red fescue Festuca 
rubra – thrift Armeria maritima 
maritime grassland) (Rodwell, et al. 
2000), which is a typical habitat along 
this stretch of coastline (own obs.). 
 
This maritime cliff and slope habitat is 
a protected habitat within Burnmouth 
Coast Site of Special Scientific Interest 
(SSSI), which also falls within 
Berwickshire & North Northumberland 
Coast Special Area of Conservation 
(SAC) identified for its coastal sea-
caves and other coastal features. 
 
An Anabat detector was deployed for 
one overnight session, both in June 
and August 2014. The detector was 
positioned half way down the cliff, with 
the microphone directed along the 
length of the cliff to maximise bat 
detection. Bat calls were identified 
using Russ (2012). 
 
 

 



 
 
Fig. 1 – Survey site supporting typical vegetated maritime habitats. 

Table 1 – Bat foraging activity measured along a section of maritime habitat at 
Eyemouth, Borders Region. 
Overnight dates 

of bat survey 
No. of 

bat 
passes# 

Bats 
per 

hour 

Species (%) Weather 

22/23 June 2014 1,024 212 Common pipistrelle – 57 
Soprano pipistrelle – 40 

Pipistrelle sp. – 2.5 
Myotis sp. - 0.5 

E wind 0-1, cloud cover 
8, very warm and calm, 

15-16°C at dusk. 

09/10* August 
2014 

1,110 
 

212 Common pipistrelle – 63 
Soprano pipistrelle – 35 

Pipistrelle sp. - 2 

SW wind 2 (decreasing 
at dusk), cloud cover 3, 

13-14°C at dusk. 
*Duration of survey cut short due to interference of bat detector at 2am. 
#Based on Hundt (2012).  
 
3. Results  
A surprising number of bat passes 
were recorded (table 1).  It was also 
unexpected that soprano pipistrelle 
would be so well represented (35-
40%), in addition to the presence of 
Myotis bats. 
 
Bats were present throughout the 
period of the surveys. In addition, 
many feeding buzzes were recorded. 
 

 
 
4. Discussion 
The east-facing cliffs offer good 
sheltered foraging conditions for bats 
during westerly winds.  Winds were 
relatively calm during both surveys, yet 
bats still utilised this site throughout 
the survey period.   
 
As the bat detector was directed along 
the length of the cliff, this is likely to 
have increased the number of bat 
passes recorded, rather than if the 



detector was set at a right-angle to the 
linear cliff habitat.  In addition, bats 
attracted to feed over the rocky beach 
at the foot of the cliff cannot be 
specifically separated from those 
foraging on the cliff/slope grassland. 
Walsh & Harris (1996) show ‘beach’ to 
have more attraction to bats than cliff.  
However, it may prove difficult to 
separate these maritime habitats for 
the purpose of bat surveys (see fig. 1) 
at some sites.  It is therefore likely to 
be easier to just combine beach, with 
the maritime cliff and slope habitat. 
 
Common and soprano pipistrelle, 
including Myotis bats are not 
acknowledged as associating with 
maritime cliff/slope habitat (Dietz et al. 
2009).  Harris & Walsh (1996) do not 
identify the bat species using coastal 
habitats.  Soprano pipistrelle is known 
to be more closely associated with 
riparian foraging habitat (Altringham, 
2003, p. 127).  However, Middleton et 
al. (2014, p.108), notes that soprano 
pipistrelle can be a generalist and not 
necessarily associated with just 
riparian habitats.   
 
In addition, survey work in North 
Sutherland found that several ‘radio-
tracked’ common pipistrelles favoured 
maritime cliff/slope habitat (c. 7km 
from the roost) in preference to a slow 
moving river and riparian woodland 
which was much closer to their roost 
(own obs.).   
 
Fig. 2 – Foraging common 
pipistrelle (L. Wells). 

 
 

These results show that bats will 
regularly utilise maritime habitats 
(beach, cliff and slope), even when 
there is no association with seabird 
guano.  Do these individual bats have 
a preference to mainly feed along the 
coast?  Do the pipistrelles that use 
maritime habitats also roost in coastal 
cliffs and/or sea-caves?  We now 
know that pipistrelles will roost in 
Scottish sea-caves (Mortimer, 1995; 
Scott, 2011, p.67), but to what extent 
remains unknown. 
 
5. Conclusion 
This brief study shows that several bat 
species will use and forage along 
maritime habitats (beach, cliff and 
slope).  Further survey work would 
prove interesting, as there is obviously 
much more to learn about how bats 
utilise exposed maritime habitats. 
 
Awareness of bats using coastal 
habitats (i.e. maritime cliff/slope) could 
be increased through reviewed Habitat 
Action Plans (e.g. Scottish Borders 
Council, 2006). 

 
Common pipistrelle (© BCT) 
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