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Case Study: A Little Brown Bat (Myotis lucifugus) Survives in
the Wild with Only One Foot
K. A. Jonasson, M. E. Timonin, K. Norquay, A. K. Menzies, J. Dubois, and C. K. R. Willis

Statement of Problem

Discussion

Little brown bat (Myotis lucifugus). Photo © Scott A. Young. Used with permission.

Current rehabilitation guidelines recommend euthanasia for bats with severe or crushing
foot injuries. A wild bat missing its right foot, but otherwise healthy, was captured while
studying bats in a Reserve north of Grand Rapids, Manitoba, Canada. The little brown bat
(Myotis lucifugus)
had apparently
been injured after
being captured
and banded three
years earlier. The
current guidelines raised the
issue of whether
this bat should
be euthanized or
allowed to remain
in the wild.
Bats depend on
their feet for a
range of functions important
for survival. Most
importantly, bats
use their feet for
gripping a substrate while roosting, but they also
rely on feet for
grooming and
cleaning their
ears; some species
trawl their feet
just below the water’s surface during feeding (e.g., Noctilio leporinus; Altenbach 1989).
The nearly adult-sized feet of neonatal bats emphasizes the importance of feet, during
the pre-volant phase of life, for remaining attached to the mother or to a substrate when
mother bats leave to forage (Orr 1970).
Although the loss of an appendage is likely to interfere with survival for any wild
mammal, losing a foot could be additionally problematic for bats because the unique
specialization of their forelimbs leaves them with only two feet as opposed to four.
Indeed, injuries to the bones of the foot are considered severely debilitating for bats
because grooming may be impeded, or impossible, for an individual hanging by the
uninjured foot (Lollar and French 1998). Given the importance of feet for bats, it is not
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surprising that wild bats with missing feet have, to our knowledge,
not previously been reported in the literature, although wild bats
missing a few toes have been captured in good health (Lollar
and French 1998). Based on the assumption that quality of life is
severely diminished for bats with crushing foot injuries or miss-

in a cluster of approximately 65 conspecifics in an approximately
35-cm vertical crack. The injury appeared completely healed and
in place of the foot was a stump with a small protrusion with no
articulation or claw (Fig. 1). The appendage retained articulation at
the ankle-joint alone, indicating that tarsals and metatarsals were
present but phalanges were not.
This individual had been banded
previously with an individually numbered, split-ring, aluminum forearm band
on 27 May 2006 when it was captured
from the same hibernaculum. An injury
was not noted at the time the bat was
initially captured and, while it is possible,
it is unlikely that the original banding
team would not have noticed the injury.
Therefore, it is likely that the bat lost the
foot sometime during the three years after
initial capture.
Results

At the time we recaptured this bat in 2009,
its body mass was 7.3 g and forearm length
was 36.3 mm. The body condition index
for this individual (mass/forearm length =
Figure 1. Posterior, dorsal view of a little brown bat (Myotis lucifugus) missing
0.201) was within 0.16 standard deviations
its right foot.
(SD) of the mean body condition (mean
ing feet, Lollar and French (1998) argued that individuals with = 0.203; SD = 0.013) of the 59 bats captured from the cave that
missing or severely damaged feet should be euthanized instead of day. The bat appeared well groomed and was free of ectoparasites.
rehabilitated. If bats with missing feet are to be kept in captivity, Thus, this severe foot injury did not appear to have impeded the
Lollar and French (1998) recommend that a handler groom them bat’s ability to roost, groom, or feed.
and clean their ears twice daily to ensure that the bats are able to
Management Implications
echolocate normally.
Our observation of a wild, healthy little brown bat (Myotis Our observations indicate that some bats are able to adapt to
lucifugus) lacking its right foot suggests that this level of long- the loss of a foot and survive in the wild. Therefore, bats with
term care is not necessary in all instances. There are two possible severe injuries to the feet may be better candidates for rehabilitaexplanations for the apparent good health of this individual tion, and for maintenance in captivity, than has been previously
that are not necessarily mutually exclusive. The appendage may suggested. In addition, individuals of highly colonial species,
have remained partially functional, allowing the bat to groom such as little brown bats, may fare better in captivity if they are
effectively while hanging from the intact foot. Alternatively, the housed with conspecifics because it appears they may benefit
bat may have benefited from allogrooming by roost-mates dur- from allogrooming.
ing the summer or by other bats sharing the hibernaculum in
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