Bats

Bats are members of a class of animals called mammals. They have hair and mother bats feed their pups with milk produced in their mammary glands. Bats differ from all other mammals in one most interesting way; they have wings and can fly. The scientific name, Chiroptera, means hand-wing.

There are roughly 850 species of bats, classified as either microbats or megabats.. Most bats live in tropical and temperate land areas.. The greatest variety of bat species is found in tropical regions where food is most plentiful, where the climate makes it easy for bats to maintain their body temperature at a necessary level. 

Most bats are active at night, except when the moon is bright. In the dark there is less danger from predators, and a greater opportunity to access food.

During the times of year when bats are active, they spend the day in their roost. Roosts are resting places that help protect bats from predators and weather. Roosts also provide places for mating, raising pups, and hibernating. Roosts may consist of single bats, or groups up to a million or more. Some roost in plain sight, however most bats have roosts that are well hidden, such as caves. At their roost, bats hang head-down. Their weight pulls on special tendons in their legs, which in turn pull on their toes, causing the toes to lock around or against the roost. This saves energy because muscles are not being used. Some bats in temperate regions save energy during the day by entering a state of torpor. This is a temporary deep sleep during which the bat's body temperature cools down to the temperature of its surroundings. The bat warms up again when it wakes in the evening. 

All bats can see, and megabats rely to a certain extent on their vision to locate food. Megabats have a special reflective layer that acts to trap light. This allows vision in even dim light and causes their eyes to shine when illuminated.

Most bats have a keen sense of smell. This sense helps fruit- and nectar-eaters find food. It also helps bat mothers pick out their own pups from among a crowd of infants from within a nursery colony. All bats have a good sense of hearing and use their ears to help themselves function in the dark. Only microbats use hearing as a tool to capture their hearing.

Microbats navigate and capture their prey in the dark by using echolocation. An echolocation bats emits and directs short pulses of ultrasound through its mouth and complex nose. The sound bounces off the prey and returns as echoes to the bats ears. The bat interprets the echoes to avoid obstacles and locate prey. When many bats are hunting insects in the same area, each bat emits sound of a slightly different frequency so its calls will not be confused by other bats. Some insects can detect the bats ultrasonic calls and take action to avoid capture.

Flying uses up a large amount of energy, so bats have a huge appetite for their size. Bats typically eat only the energy rich part of their foods and digest it very rapidly. Most microbats eat only insects. Some eat other small animals such as rodents, frogs, fish, and other bats. Vampire bats feed on the blood of animals. A few microbats each fruit, nectar, and pollen. Most megabats eat fruit or nectar produced by flowers. Fruit eaters are attracted by the color and smell of ripe fruit. They consume the juices of the fruit and smaller seeds and discard the fiber. Nectar-eating bats have long tongues that reach deep into the flowers. These bats get pollen on their faces and carry from flower to flower, pollinating plants.
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