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Managing landscapes for
the greater horseshoe bat

Lifestyle and habitat 
requirements

• One of Britain’s largest bats, with 
a wingspan of about 36cm (14”) 
and weigh up to 30g (11/4oz.).

• The distinctive horseshoe 
nose-leaf helps to focus the beam 
of ultrasound that the bat uses to 
‘see’ in the dark.

• Bats are very long-lived compared
to other small mammals and 
greater horseshoes can live for up 
to 30 years. 

• All the breeding females from a 
population gather together in early
summer to form a maternity 
colony, where they give birth and 
raise their single young.

• The babies are born in June or 
July and are generally weaned and
independent by the end of August.

• The maternity roosts are usually 
found in old buildings, 
occasionally in caves or 
abandoned mines. 

• During the winter the bats 
hibernate in caves, abandoned 
mines or other underground places.

• They are faithful to their 
traditional summer and winter 
roosts, returning to the same sites 
year after year. 

• Greater horseshoe bats feed on a 
variety of insects, but cockchafers,
dung beetles and moths are the 

most important components of 
their diet.

• The most important prey items
change throughout the summer
with breeding females depending 
on beetles from April to June 
and then moths from June to 
August.

• Beetles, particularly one species 
of dung beetle, Aphodius rufipes,
are an especially important food
source for young bats.  Cow pats 
are necessary in the life cycle of 
these beetles, acting as both a 
food source and habitat for the 
larvae.  Up to 100 larvae can be 
found in a single cow pat and this 
beetle is at its most abundant in 
early August when the young bats 
begin their first feeding flights.

• Late in August and through 
September, craneflies are eaten 
by all the bats as they fatten up 
for hibernation. 

Conservation

Feeding areas around the maternity
roosts are specially important for the
bats, providing food during the
spring and summer months for 
pregnant and lactating females as
well as for the young on their early
foraging flights.  Neither breeding
females nor young can fly as far as
non-breeding adults, which range
over a wide area, so a good feeding
area within a radius of about 4km
around the maternity roosts is 
critical for the long-term survival of
the population.

The greater horseshoe bat is one of Britain's rarest bats, with a total population of perhaps only

5,000 individuals.  Numbers have declined significantly throughout northern Europe during this 

century and, in Britain, probably only 14 populations now survive, centred around summer maternity

roosts in south-west England and south Wales.

A landscape of permanent pasture
and ancient woodland, linked with
an abundance of tall bushy hedges,
is the ideal habitat for greater 
horseshoes.  This type of landscape
provides the bats with both their
insect food and the linear features
such as woodland edges and hedges
which they use as flight paths.
They forage by hawking low over
pasture and by ‘fly catching’ from
feeding posts which are usually the
lower branches of hedgerow or
woodland edge trees.  This means
that the structure of the farmed 
landscape around the maternity
roosts is important, in addition to an 
abundant supply of insect food.

Although the protection of 
important roosts and hibernation
sites is important, the effective 
conservation of the greater 
horseshoe bat depends on the 
management of the farmed 
landscape around maternity roosts
and other sites used by the bats.

The best way of promoting the
recovery of the species is a whole
farm approach, by adopting the 
sensitive management of the land
with assistance through schemes
such as Countryside Stewardship.

Dung beetle Aphodius rufipes, an important food for
bats in late summer.  Roger Key/English Nature
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