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Lesser long-nosed bat, photo by: © Christian König

The bat populations of the Dutch Caribbean play a critical role within 
local ecosystems. There are certain plants, such as the columnar cacti, 
calabash and agave, which depend on bats to pollinate and disperse 
their seeds (Nassar et al., 2003). Insectivorous species of bats are 
capable of eating large numbers of insects each night and are there-
fore crucial in controlling insect populations. Unfortunately, bats are 
facing difficulties due to loss of habitat, reduction in food sources and 
human disturbance in their daily roosts, which are mainly caves in the 
Dutch Caribbean (Pedersen et al., 2013). 

The southern Dutch Caribbean Islands (Aruba, Bonaire and Curaçao) 
are home to 11 species of bats, of which, at least one species 
(Leptonycteris curasoae) travels between these islands and Venezuela 
(Simal et al., 2015). Aruba supports eight different species while 
Bonaire and Curaçao both support nine. An overview of these species 
can be found in the table below. While most of these species live in 
caves (which can include rock crevices, ledges or other small struc-
tures) some have been known to roost in tree holes or roofs of human 
structures. 

An important organization dedicated to the research, education and 
conservation of the ABC Islands’ bat populations is the Programa 
pa Proteché Raton dj’anochi (PPRABC). Many of the efforts, which 
will be further detailed below, were conducted by PPRABC, led by 
STINAPA Bonaire, Fundacion Parke Nacional Aruba, and CARMABI 
Curaçao and under the guidance of the Venezuelan Institute for 
Scientific Research (IVIC) and the Latin America and Caribbean  
Bat Conservation Network (RELCOM). There has also been a large 
number of volunteers which have been instrumental in completing 
these efforts.

Since 2012, Fundacion Parke Nacional Aruba has established a bat 
monitoring team to further study the local bat populations to help 
guide future conservation efforts. This team monitors four different 
cave and mineshaft locations around the island to gain insight into 
which bat species are present along with their population dynamics, 
eating patterns, living conditions and to document any stressors or 
disruptions (Parke Nacional Arikok). A follow-up survey is planned for 
2020. Curaçao has also established a bat monitoring program, which 
has helped to draw attention to the fact that several of their local 
species have dwindling populations (Petit et al., 2006).

In 2011, STINAPA Bonaire worked to map many of the caves on 
Bonaire. Since 2016, Bonaire’s Caribbean Speleological Society 
(CARIBSS) has worked to explore, map, protect and man-
age the caves of Bonaire (Simal, 2016). In 2017, CARIBSS and 
WILDCONSCIENCE initiated the “Bonaire Caves & Karst Nature 
Reserve” project, aiming to manage caves, certify guides and close off 
maternity caves to protect local bat populations. Already, this organi-
zation has been able to partition off important nursery chambers to 
help minimize human impact. 

While protecting these caving systems is important, it represents only 
part of the conservation requirements. It is also important to protect 
the food sources for these species. This includes natural vegetation on 
the islands, freshwater drinking sources, along with the biodiversity 
of insects, both as a food source and as a means of maintaining the 
biodiversity of native plant species.
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The Dutch Caribbean islands to the north (Saba, 
St. Eustatius and St. Maarten) are known to host 
8 different species of bats. Due to Saba and St. 
Eustatius’ volcanic origin, they do not have as many 
caves as the ABC islands. St. Eustatius completed 
its first ever comprehensive assessment of its local 
bat population in 2015, which identified five differ-
ent species inhabiting the island (Pedersen et al., 
2018). Seven species of bats known to inhabit Saba 
(Pedersen et al., 2013). Saba’s Sulphur mine serves 
as a type of cave, along with natural erosion cavi-
ties which form along the steep cliff edges along 
the coast. Caves on St. Eustatius are threatened by 
urbanization, invasive species (such as feral cats, 
dogs and rats) and disruption by visitors (Pedersen 
et al., 2018). In addition, on St. Eustatius, it is 
believed that clearing of the island’s vegetation  
for agriculture and charcoal production has nega-
tively impacted the local bat populations, shifting 
the balance towards species more able to adapt  
to these newer environmental conditions  
(van Andel et al., 2016).

St. Maarten hosts seven known bat species 
(Pedersen et al., 2013), of which, two species were 

recorded for the first time during a 2007 study 
(Genoways et al., 2007). Local populations on St. 
Maarten appear to be slightly lower than neigh-
boring islands, highlighting the importance of 
conservation efforts on the island for these species 
(Genoways et al., 2007). Furthermore, the rapid de-
crease of native flora paired with limited freshwater 
sources additionally stresses local bat populations. 
An important cave on the island, Devil’s Den along 
with two associated tunnels which previously 
housed bat populations, have been filled and 
leveled to allow a housing development project to 
build on this site. If St. Maarten hopes to preserve 
its native bat populations, increased efforts need to 
be made to preserve the remaining habitat.

There has been a significant push recently to in-
crease public awareness of the importance of these 
species, to encourage minimizing negative human 
impact. This section will outline the current state 
of bats within the Dutch Caribbean and highlight 
the research and ongoing projects which took place 
over the past year. For more information, please 
see the full BioNews articles, which have been 
indicated along with the article title below.

Artibeus planirostris x

Ametrida centurio x

Glossophaga longirostris x x x

Leptonycteris curasoae x x x

Molossus molossus x x x

Mormoops megalophylla x x x

Myotis nesopolus x x x

Natalus tumidirostris x x x

Noctilio leporinus x x

Peropteryx macrotis x

Pteronotus davyi x x x

Ardops nichollsi x x

Artibeus jamaicensis x x x

Brachyphylla cavernarum x x x

Molossus molossus x x x

Monophyllus plethodon x x x

Natalus stramineus x x

Noctilio leporinus x

Tadarida brasiliensis x x
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Summary of Bat Species from Saba (Pedersen et al., 2013), St. Eustatius 
(Pedersen et al., 2018) and St. Maarten (Pedersen et al., 2013)

Summary of Bat Species of the ABC islands (Hoffman et al., 2019)
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2019 Research and Project Results

Bonaire Caves and Karst Nature Reserve Project 
(BioNews 25) 
A 2-year pilot project, started in the summer of 2017, created the 
30-hectare Bonaire Caves & Karst Park in Barkadera (Simal, 2016). 
This project, funded by the Ministry of Agriculture, Nature and Food 
Quality, was a collaborative effort between WILDCONSCIENCE, 
Openbaar Lichaam Bonaire (Public Entity Bonaire) and The 
Caribbean Speleological Society (CARIBSS). This park comprises 
zones identified as “Important Areas and Sites for the Conservation 
of Bats in Latin America and the Caribbean” or AICOMs and SICOMs 
Projects. The goal is to provide overall management of these areas 
and protect the five species of local bats which play a critical role in 
the environment, serving as an important pollinator of local cacti and 
insect control (particularly mosquitos). 

Caves are still available for public visits, however, new control and 
management of tourism within these areas will help reduce the 
impact of visitors as much as possible. This project hopes to give 
an upgraded and educational experience to visitors in a way which 
is “controlled, safe, educative, non-damaging and non-disturbing” 
(Simal, 2016). The Bonaire Caves & Karst Nature Reserve Project 
is planned to include nine geographic units which will be classified 
according to their fragility and value. Education is one of the most 
important first steps, which is why CARIBSS now offers a “Bonaire 
dry cave guide certification course”. This certification trains guides 
to sustainably interact with the caves and to appropriately respond 
to emergency situations (bonairecaves.com). 

In addition to increased educational awareness of the park, fenc-
ing has been put into place to keep feral livestock (donkeys, goats, 
sheep and pigs) from grazing. This should give native plants the op-
portunity to recover and reforest the area (Simal, 2016). In addition, 

existing waste has been removed and large boulders  
have been put into place near the entrances of the caves to  
keep motor vehicles from entering to reduce the likelihood of  
additionally illegal dumping.

This project has also shed light on the previously unknown life cycles 
of two species of insect-eating bats on Bonaire. These species were 
found in a cave located in the Bakuna area, where scientific research 
has never been conducted before. This research worked to define 
the annual usage patterns for the three different species of bats 
which inhabit this cave. They conducted monthly captures at the 
cave’s entrance for 12 continuous months, using one harp trap and 
two 6-meter mist nets. Captured specimens provided basic but es-
sential information: species ID, gender, age, their reproductive con-
dition (sexually active males, pregnant females, lactating females, 
post-lactating females), weight, parasites load and overall health. 
Additionally, they collected feces to look for microplastics and other 
contaminants. All individual bats captured were released after the 
data was collected. After 12 of these sessions, it was determined 
what species of bats are using this cave as a maternity chamber at 
different points throughout the year. A second year of collection is 
still ongoing in order to corroborate the reproduction cycles. This 
information is crucial to provide proper protection and management 
to these bat populations (bonairecaves.org).

A sustainable future on Bonaire must include protection both  
above and below the surface. The caves and karsts of Bonaire  
provide habitat and breeding grounds for a variety of critical species. 
Proper management and increased education of the importance of 
these areas will help ensure the protection of these fragile areas in 
the future. 

Map of proposed nature reserve (bonairecaves.com)

http://www.dcnanature.org
https://www.dcnanature.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/BioNews25-BonaireCaves.pdf
http://bonairecaves.com
http://bonairecaves.org
http://bonairecaves.com
http://www.dcnanature.org

	Button 93: 
	Button 94: 
	Button 95: 
	Button 96: 


