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Bats in Churches

17 different species of bats can be found in the UK, most of which are endangered. All bats are protected species under the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 and the Conservation (Natural Habitat &c) Regulations 1994. Natural England, the Government's statutory wild life adviser, needs to be consulted in advance of any work that might affect bats or their resting sites (roosts).

 

According to estimates, out of the 8,000 medieval parish churches in England up to 60% may be used by bats. The decline in bat numbers is due to a range of dangers which include changes in agricultural practice, leading to a reduction in insect life and loss of pasture, deciduous woodland and hedgerows; the loss of roosts in buildings and old trees and timber treatment practices in buildings. Therefore, churches are important roost sites for bat colonies. However, bat droppings and urine can cause considerable damage to the church's contents and furnishings and where there is a significant bat population, make the building unpleasant and difficult to use. 

 

Bats and churches

While bat colonies can be found in many country churches their numbers are usually quite small. Bats might enter a church through gaps around doors, windows, or eaves. A common location for a roost site is the gap between the chancel arch and roof rafters. 

 

Bat activities are most visible between June and September, with declining activities from October to December before the bats hibernate until April. 

They are continuously investigating new sites but will often return to their traditional roosts every year. Bat droppings are reliable evidence for the presence of bats in a church. These can be found in particular around their entrance point to the church and their roost site.

  

Bats and the Law

All species of bats and their breeding sites or resting places are protected by the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 and the Conservation (Natural Habitats &c) Regulations 1994. It is an offence for anyone intentionally to kill, injure or capture a bat, deliberately to disturb a bat in such a way as to be likely significantly to affect the ability of any significant group of bats to survive, breed, rear or nurture their young, or the local distribution of abundance of that species. It is also an offence to damage or destroy any breeding or resting place used by bats, or intentionally or recklessly to obstruct access to any place used by bats for shelter or protection.

 

The standard petition for a faculty includes a question about the effect on bats any building works might have. The DAC's ecological advisers and Natural England should be consulted at an early stage. Even if you do not need to apply for a faculty or are unsure whether there are any bats in your church it is advisable to seek their advice.

 

Bat Licences

Any work that would otherwise constitute an offence must be authorised by a licence. In the case of building work, it is important to establish whether bats are present in the church. If your architect or surveyor considers that an offence might be committed, you will need to obtain professional advice from an ecologist. The adviser will guide you on whether the works can be amended so as to avoid committing an offence, or whether it is necessary to apply for a licence. The application form is available from the Natural England Wildlife Licensing Unit or from the website of the Department for the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA). 

 

Similarly, where bats are creating a significant nuisance in the church and their removal must be considered, professional advice should be taken at an early stage, prior to applying for a licence.

  
Building Work

As bats are protected, their roosts and access points must not be disturbed. Natural England will be able to advise on the best time of the year to undertake specific types of building work and on how to obtain a licence. As a general rule, winter is the best time for timber treatment (as long as it is of a type that is safe for bats), early spring or summer for roof repairs and summer for repointing. Bats may be disturbed by a range of building work, such as work to roof areas, crypts and boiler rooms, the moving of furnishings, surgery and felling of trees, floodlighting and any work which could result in blocking their access points and roosts. The advice of the DAC and Natural England needs to be sought and followed before any work is started. 

 

If bats are found after building work has been started, since an offence would be committed, the activity should be stopped and advice sought.

 

Conservation problems

Bat excreta can cause considerable damage to the furnishings and fittings of churches. Bat droppings may cause pitting, staining and etching to porous surfaces such as painted wall surfaces, stone and wooden monuments and sculptures. The urine is composed of 70% urea which decays to form dilute ammonia and other compounds. It causes spotting and etching of wooden, painted and metallic surfaces such as brass.

 

Assessment

Before any measures are considered it is important to investigate the bats' activity and the damage to the church's contents. As nature and cultural conservation are often in conflict over the issue of bats in churches, it is important to collect as much objective information as possible at the outset.

 

Natural England should be consulted about the identification of the bat species, an assessment of their numbers, the location of their roosts, the months they are active and the building's significance for the colony. 

 

Any droppings and urine marks will need to be assessed, monitored and counted, in order to establish the areas of the building which are at risk of being damaged. An accurate record of the bat droppings over several months can also provide information about the extent of activity and the numbers of bats present. The cultural, historic and artistic value of all works of art and objects in the church also need to be assessed as well as their risk of damage from bat excreta.

 

Taken together, these facts will enable you and Natural England to accurately assess the situation and find a solution.

 

Conservation Options

Where possible, important furnishings should be moved to a less affected location in the church (you may need a faculty for this). Alternatively, they could be covered in between services by a porous, natural fibre material

such as linen. In the case of covered brasses, care must be taken that no grit builds up underneath any covering. The use of any coatings such as lacquers or polishes can do more damage than protection and it is advisable that a professional conservator and the DAC are consulted. Deflector boards placed underneath a roost may be effective (for which you will need a faculty). However, they cause aesthetic problems and require regular cleaning. Please consult your DAC if you are considering any of these interventions.

 

Only in extreme cases should the relocation of roosts and entrance points and the complete blocking of all access points be considered. These can also be problematic: In the case of relocation, the bats may just move to a different site in the same building. The total exclusion of bats from the church may be difficult to effect as possible access points are not always easily accessible. You need to consult Natural England for advice on these two options.

 

Church Cleaning 

Bat droppings are noticeable and unsightly and should be carefully removed wherever possible. Deposits may be out-of-reach and should generally only be removed from robust and historically insignificant surfaces and objects. Urine marks on significant objects cannot be removed by any normal cleaning process and should be left to an accredited conservator. Cleaning with water or chemicals such as detergents or bleach should be avoided in the case of historically important objects as it can do serious damage to objects and building fabric. Dry cleaning methods like brushing can also lead to severe surface damage. (See also the Cleaning Guidelines.)

 

Conclusion

Without question, this is a case where the interests of nature conservation, building conservation and the use of a building for worship could cause considerable tensions without goodwill on all sides. It should be remembered that the safeguarding of the natural world is also a Christian duty. Churches affected should strive to find a reasonable compromise, advised by the DAC as well as English Heritage and Natural England. 
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Further Information

Nigel Cooper, Wildlife in Church and Churchyard (Church House Publishing, 2nd edition, 2001)

English Heritage and English Nature, Bats in Churches (1998; available on the English Heritage website) 

English Nature, Bat Mitigation Guidelines (2004) (available on the Natural England website)

The Bats Conservation Trust website (including Bat Helpline and information on the different species)

