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Why bats matter  
   I remember the stories about bats that we told one another when I was a child. We utterly 
believed that bats would fly into one’s hair and become entangled; that bats had fangs 
designed to suck one’s blood; and that they were blind and that the entire purpose of their 
radar was to avoid solid objects in the dark. All untrue, of course.  
   When I was very young, I read Bram Stoker’s Dracula, short stories by Edgar Allan Poe 
and Sheridan le Fanu, and tales about werewolves – bought for me by a childless aunt on 
recommendation of the book floor manager in Garlicks, Port Elizabeth, who clearly thought 
that such reading was entirely suitable for a child whose age was not yet into double figures! 
They filled me with pleasurable fear, but did not bring on nightmares. I was fascinated, 
because myths appealed to me, and these stories fell into that category for me, the same 
category as the stories of the Brothers Grimm and Hans Christian Andersen.  
   Many years ago, when my grandson, Stephen was six, he solemnly advised me against 
buying Ladybird books featuring the Three Little Pigs and Little Red Riding Hood for his 
four-year-old sister, Catherine, as these stories were “not fit for kids”. I remembered how 
disturbed I had been by Andersen’s “The Little Match Girl” and “The Red Shoes” when I 
was a bit older than that, while tales of vampires and werewolves were too remote to be 
disturbing!   
   Years later, I was reading in bed one evening when I was hugely startled by something 
suddenly flopping down right next to me. It was, of all things, a bat. It had been on top of a 
built-in cupboard and had suddenly hurtled off onto the floor. For a moment, old childhood 
myths filled my mind, but commonsense re-asserted itself, and I fetched a wastepaper basket, 
put it over the bat, and gently pushed the face of my tennis racquet underneath its little body 
and almost folded wings. I took it outside and watched it fly away.  
   Having got so close to a bat and seeing how beautiful it was, I began to watch for bats 
swooping after insects in the early darkness.  
   Here in Durban we have the Bat Interest Group, founded by greatly experienced bat 
researcher, Dr Peter John Taylor, in February 1994. Dr Taylor’s book, Bats of Southern 
Africa, is available from UKZN Press (see their website: http://www.unpress.co.za), or 
contact the Bat Interest Group at batskzn@telkomsa.net. The group collaborates with some of 
the world’s leading bat researchers and, in recognition of its contribution to bat conservation, 
was nominated for the Conservationist of the Year Award by KZN Wildlife in 1996.  
   The yellow-bellied bat is the one most commonly found in our ceilings in KZN. (One might 
be lucky enough to have a genet taking up residence there as well. I occasionally catch a 
glimpse of our genet when letting Bonnie out during the night.)  
   Ongoing bat research at the University of KZN focuses on insectivorous bats in the Durban 
and Pietermaritzburg areas. These are the small creatures we see flying around our street 
lights at night.  
   I remember a story told me by the late Hugh Dent when he was head of Fine Arts at 
Technikon Natal. Hugh had been a game ranger in Hluhluwe and Umfolozi in his earlier days 
and had slept on a platform up a tree for years (in order to be out of range of mosquitoes). I 
once wrote a lengthy article for Lamp magazine on the extraordinary adventures with animals 
of this unusual man. In his early days as a ranger, he elected to live in a rather rundown 
isolated cottage in the reserve. It was a bat haven. In fact, there were so many bats that the 
ceiling bulged down from years of accumulated bat faeces. When his Mom and Dad arrived 
for their first visit, they put up with the penetrating odour for one night before departing in 



the morning, being also seriously fearful that the ceiling would collapse and envelop them in 
bat ordure.  
   Insectivorous bats need to eat up to one-third of their body weight in insects every night. 
They are among the most vital creatures on our planet as far as the environment is concerned 
and play a major role in pollination and in carrying seeds far and wide.     
    Bats are responsible for propagating up to 95% of tree species found in the rain forests 
which are so vital to the health of our planet. When birds peck at the fruit on the trees, the 
seeds fall onto the forest floor where there is heavy undergrowth and where little sunlight 
penetrates, whereas fruit bats carry the fruit away and spit out the seeds or defecate them as 
they fly, leading to propagation in areas away from the parent tree. Baobabs are pollinated 
only by fruit bats. This splendid species would die out were it not for bats. These little 
creatures are of inestimable environmental importance.  
   Report bat roosts on your property to Dr Jay Coleman, University of KZN, 083-7204063 or 
e-mail colemanj@ukzn.ac.za. Give your name, address, telephone or cell number, and e-mail 
address, and you will be contacted.  
 
Do we have an exaggerated fear of snakes? 
   As with shark attack, is our fear of snakes out of proportion to the danger they represent? 
Very few people bitten in our country die owing to snakebite. The figure is between 12 and 
24 per cent per annum. At least 98% who receive anti-venom treatment survive. Yet most 
people fear snakes, even when they are completely harmless to humans.  
   Lack of reporting and distance from treatment creates a problem in remote rural areas. As 
mentioned in my September column, which gave details regarding the disturbing frequency 
of snakebite among children in deep rural KZN, the Mozambique spitting cobra is 
responsible for most poisonous bites, but the mortality level is low because their venom is 
cytotoxic.  
    Johan Marais, author of the practical and greatly informative Snakes and Snakebite in 
Southern Africa and an internationally renowned herpetologist, points out that the puff adder, 
which is in the same cytotoxic category, is dangerous because it likes to sunbathe on paths 
and is less likely to get out of the way. Cytotoxic bites cause severe pain, swelling and tissue 
damage and victims might lose a limb or suffer disablement or even die if left untreated.  
   The mamba, which is neurotoxic, and the Cape cobra, which is largely neurotoxic, are more 
dangerous. Breathing is rapidly affected, and bites are lethal if not treated. The mamba will 
also often bite repeatedly.  
   Mambas are frequently described as aggressive, but Marais says they are shy and prefer to 
get out of the way. They become aggressive if cornered. We recently ran the story of an 
elusive mamba that lived in the roof of a small township home for more than a year before a 
snake-catcher managed to get hold of it and release it a good distance away from dwellings. 
Every now and then the family would catch sight of the mamba’s head sticking out through a 
hole in the ceiling.   
   World statistics vary greatly, as many countries with high snake populations do not have 
reliable records, and many snake bites go unreported, but a recent article in the Daily News, 
under the heading “Snakes shed reputation”, pointed out that there are few actual fatalities.     
   Australia has the reputation of having a high population of the deadliest snake species,  but 
David Williams of the Australian Venom Research Unit in Melbourne, who also heads the 
University of Papua New Guinea’s Charles Campbell Toxicology Centre, says that the 
reputation for having the worst poisonous snakes in the world should be judged on number of 
fatalities rather than on degree of toxicity. A little digging turned up the information that only 
two to four people on average die from snake bite in Australia every year out of about 1,500 



bitten by poisonous snakes. Treatment for snakebite is immediately available throughout that 
country, hence the particularly low death rate.  
 
Our SPCA Humane Education project 
   Our Humane Education project has entered its twelfth year, and the feedback from many 
teachers is that it is fulfilling an important niche in the Life Skills subject area. While we 
welcome this feedback relating to the formal educational value of the programme, our 
principal concern is teaching children how to respect animals and look after them and protect 
them with the loving kindness they deserve.  
   The underlying intention of our project is the teaching of compassion, and, yes, compassion 
can be taught. Children are often thoughtlessly cruel to animals because they do not see them 
as conscious beings and have never been taught that animals think and feel, experience 
pleasure and pain, and respond to kindness with love and trust.  
   Research has shown that children who take pleasure in tormenting helpless animals very 
often go on to become physically abusive adults. Among the serious inadequacies in formal 
education is the failure to teach the value of kindness and compassion and to encourage the 
ability to imagine oneself in the position of other living creatures, especially those who 
cannot defend themselves.  
   Tens of thousands of primary school children have now enjoyed the inter-active 
presentation that is the style of our humane education project, which has been taught by our 
education officer, Laura Pretorius, since its inception. Return visits in following years allow 
her to obtain reassuring feedback, which leaves us in no doubt as to the value of our 
programme.   
    
  
 


