
 

1 

 

  

Identification of  

bats in hibernation 

Pierrette Nyssen and Ruddy Cors 
Plecotus / Natagora 

Octobre 2019 
David Galens 

Vespertilio vzw 
May 2020 



 

2 

 

October 2019 

 
Département : Plecotus, pôle chauves-souris de Natagora asbl 
Traverse des Muses 1  
5000 Namur  
Belgique 
plecotus@natagora.be - www.chauves-souris.be 
info@natagora.be - www.natagora.be 
www.vespertilio.be 

 
Editors: Pierrette Nyssen - pierrette.nyssen@gmail.com 
Lay-out: Ruddy Cors - ruddycors@yahoo.fr 
With the cooperation of: Jean-Louis Gathoye, Anne-Catherine Martin, Gilles San Martin, Quentin Smits, 
Nicolas Titeux and all the illustrators and photographers named in the document. 
Cover photo: Ruddy Cors (Myotis emarginatus)  
English translation: David Galens ς Vespertilio vzw ς May 2020 ς www.vespertilio.be.  
A special thanks to John Haddow, Stuart Newson and Nils Bouillard for their linguistic input. 
 

All the photoghraphs mentioning Dietz & von Helversen are used with agreement of the author, Dietz, C. & von 
Helversen, O. 2004. Identification key to the bats of Europe, 72 pp., version 1.0 - electronical publication 
downloadŀōƭŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊΩǎ website: http://www.fledermausdietz.de/publications/publications.html 

All the illustrations mentioning of Punt et al. are taken from the book Punt, A., Van Bree, P. J. H., De Vlas, J. & 
Wiersema, G.J., 1974. De Nederlandse vleermuizen, Wetenschappelijke mededelingen KNNV 104: 48 pg. 
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tǊŞǎŜƴǘŜ Řŀƴǎ ǘƻǳǘ ƭΩŜǎǇŀŎŜ ²ŀƭƭƻƴƛŜ-Bruxelles, Natagora possède de nombreuses réserves naturelles, réparties sur 4 800 hectares. Le 

ƎǊŀƴŘ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛŦ ŘŜ ƭΩŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴ Ŝǎǘ ŘΩŜƴǊŀȅŜǊ ƭŀ ŘŞƎǊŀŘŀǘƛƻƴ ŘŜ ƭŀ ōƛƻŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘŞ Ŝǘ ŘŜ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳŜǊ ŀǳ ǊŞǘŀōƭƛǎǎŜƳŜƴǘ ŘΩǳƴ ƳŜƛƭƭeur équilibre 

entre activités humaines et protection dŜ ƭΩŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƴŜƳŜƴǘΦ 

Natagora is present throughout the Wallonia and Brussels and has numerous nature reserves spread over 4 800 hectares. The main 

objective of the association is to stop the decline of biodiversity and to help restore a better balance between people and nature.

mailto:plecotus@natagora.be
http://www.chauves-souris.be/
mailto:info@natagora.be
http://www.natagora.be/
http://www.vespertilio.be/
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Introduction 
 

We can all agree that the identification of bats in hibernation is not always a smooth processΦ LǘΩs often a matter of 
figuring out which bat species that piece of ear or muzzle in that deep crack belongs to. Or whose blurry silhouette is 
covered in condensation drops, hanging 5m above ground... And all this, under challenging circumstances as we want to 
keep our presence in the hibernaculum as short as possible to avoid excessive disturbance, which is a stress factor that 
should not be underestimated. Even when a bat is visible up close and one can see the whole animal, the identification 
features to identify the species with high certainty are not always obvious! 
The purpose of this document is to summarise all identification features to identify bats that can be observed in 
hibernation in Belgium. It is not intended for use outside the hibernation period or other geographical regions. Certain 
species that have never been recorded in Belgium in the winter are therefore not included in this document (this is the 
case for the Nyctalus species, as well as Eptesicus nilssoni and Vespertilio murinus). 
It is also important to mention that the criteria used here are not "absolute". There are indeed exceptions as well as 
identification features seemingly obvious in high quality photographs but in reality may be far less obvious. It is advisable 
to never rely on a single characteristic. A good identification is generally based on a number of different characteristics 
and a critical approach. If you are not sure (because the bat is in a difficult place or too far away, not all features are 
visible, or simply because of a lack of experience), you should only note what you are sure of. A << Myotis sp. >>, or even 
<< Chiroptera sp. >> is better than an incorrect identification. 
 

           Data reporting 
 
It is important to report observations trough your local/national data portal. 

 
Limiting disturbance 

 
Hibernation is a critical period. In order to limit the disturbance of bats there are some to guidelines to follow while 
surveying bats in hibernaculum: 
 
- do not touch hibernating bats under any circumstance 
- limit the lighting to a minimum and adjust the light intensity with respect to the distance to the individuals 
- limit taking photos as much as possible (photos with flash in particular) 
- limit noise as much as possible (whisper, pass only once, ...) 
- to stay as short as possible in the vicinity of bats and in the hibernation roost in general 
- do not exhale under or in the direction of bats that are nearby 
- limit the number of counters depending on the area of the hibernation roost 
 
NB: Those guidelines are applicable to Belgium only. In the UK, a number of the actions listed above are subject to strict 
licensing. 
 

   
 Morphology, criteria and colour code 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

The diagram below shows the various body parts of a bat that are 
used to identify hibernating bats. 

The colours of the arrows are consistent throughout this guide. 
This means that specific identification features can easily be 
found. 

Every species sheet includes important information, at the 

bottom of the page: body length (top of the skull to the base of 

the tail), the type of hibernacula used and the preffered roosting 

locations and temperatures. 

 

 

                 back (dorsal fur)  

foot 

Jean-Marie Winants 

tragus 

ear 

forearm 

belly (abdominal fur) 

position - appearance 
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Rhinolophus hipposideros 

¶body length: 37-45 mm, small 
 

¶ hibernaculum: underground sites 

¶ position in hibernaculum: hanging freely 

¶ temperature: heat-loving - 7 to 11°C 

Other characteristics 

Lesser horseshoe bat - Rh 

The main distinguising feature for the two horseshoe bat species is the difference in 
size. 
The Lesser horseshoe bat is really small: its body is no larger than a thumb or a 
match box. 
 
Rhinolophids always hang freely and are wrapped in their wing membrane (contrary 
to other species).   

Horseshoe bats are extremely sensitive to disturbance: always use caution!  

Dietz & von Helversen 

mostly (as good as) completely enveloped in its wings ς the body is mostly 
invisible; 
(as opposed to R. ferrumequinum where the wrap-around is looser) 

a. comparatively, the lancet (upper part of the nose leaf) looks larger than R. 
ferrumequinum; 

b. distinctive muzzle: a membrane with skin folds, one of which is in the shape 
of a  horseshoe. 
 

grey-brown back, (light)grey belly, low contrast with the back. 

Posture - appearance 

Nose 

Fur      (rarely visible during hibernation) 

the eyes are closer to each other than in R. ferrumequinum.  

a. 

a. 

Jean-Louis Gathoye 

Nicolas Titeux 

Jean-Louis Gathoye 

b. 
Jean-Louis Gathoye 

!!!   Be careful not to confuse !!! 
 Sometimes, Plecotus spp. and even Myotis 

spp. tend to envelop themselves in their wing 
membrane  
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Rhinolophus ferrumequinum 

¶body length: 57-71 mm, big 
 

¶hibernaculum: underground sites 

¶position in hibernaculum: hanging freely 

¶temperature: heat-loving - 7 to 11°C 
 

Posture - appearance 

not completely enveloped in its wings ς the muzzle stays visible; 
the wrap-around is ΨƭƻƻǎŜrΩ ǘƘŀƴ R. hipposideros  

  

Greater horseshoe bat - Rf 

Nose 

a. the lancet (upper part of the nose leaf) looks proportionally much smaller 
than R. hipposideros; 

b. distinctive muzzle: a membrane with skin folds, one of which is in the shape of 
a horseshoe. 

c. à cheval. 

Jean-Louis Gathoye The main distinguising feature for the two horseshoe bat species is the difference 
in size. 
The Greater horseshoe is about the size of a pear.  
 
Rhinolophids always hang freely and are wrapped in their wing membrane 
(something other species very rarely do).   

Horseshoe bats are extremely sensitive to disturbance: always use caution! 
 

Serge Motquin 

Jean-Louis Gathoye 

Jérémie Guyon 

Bernard Urbain 

Nicolas Titeux 

!!!   Be careful not to confuse !!! 
 Sometimes, Plecotus spp. and even Myotis 

spp. tend to envelop themselves in their wing 
membrane  

  

Fur 

reddish dorsal fur, dirty white abdominal fur, low contrast with the back. 
(limited visibility during hibernation). 

Other characteristics 

the tail is folded along the back, a unique characteristic of horseshoes. 
 

 

 

a. 

 

b. 

Ears 

the ears of both horseshoe bat species are pointed and the extremities are 

bent outwards. There is no tragus. 
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Plecotus auritus 

Posture - appearance 

 

Nose 

Fur 

Other chracteristics 

Ears 

c. folded back under the wings during hibernation (a rare exeption is 
possible); 

d. only the tragi protrude (and may look like pointed ears!);  
e. long and pointed tragus with an even end, same colour as the ear, often 

completely pink. 

a. characteristic muzzle: light coloured (from pink to light brown) with 
bloated look and and protrusions like two potatoes next to each other; 

b. blunt and rounded, the appearance of a «European truck». 
 

reddish brown dorsal fur with long and loose hair. 

stubby and oval shaped body. 

f. presence of two clear, thick ΨwartsΩ with a diameter equal to that of the 
eye; 

g. very long hair on the toes. 
     P. austriacus in contrast, has short hair  

Gilles San Martin 

Nicolas Titeux 

The distinction between both long-eared bats in hibernation is not always possible.  
When in doubt the taxon Plecotus spec (PaA) is used. 

 

Jean-Louis Gathoye 

Jean-Louis Gathoye 

Dietz & von Helversen 

Jean-Louis Gathoye 

Brown long-eared bat - Pa 

¶body length: 41-58 mm, medium-sized 

¶hibernaculum: buildings, underground sites, 
trees 

¶position in hibernaculum: hanging on the  

wall or ceiling, often crawled away in a 
gap at the entrance 

¶ temperature: tolerates low t° but also 
stays in warmer places 

a. 

b. 

b. 

c. 

c. 

d. 

d. 

e. 

d. 

f. 

g. 


