Could this be the biggest noctule roost in the UK?
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Figure 1: Nostell Priory.
In early 2016 West Yorkshire Bat Group (WYBG) were contacted by National Trust staff at
Nostell Priory (Figure 1), near Wakefield, West Yorkshire. A structure known as the Gothic
Arch (Figure 2), a late 18th century archway which once formed the entrance to the
Menagerie Gardens, was deemed to require structural work to ensure the safety of the
public walking through it. The archway was believed to be used by roosting bats and WYBG
were asked to perform surveys prior to work being undertaken.

Figure 2: The Gothic Arch; the reason for WYBG coming to Nostell.
A request was circulated among WYBG members for volunteers to attend Nostell and carry
out the survey. Around a dozen members responded and attended the Priory on the evening
of 22/04/2016. With more than enough volunteers to survey the archway, two other features
were selected for surveying to give all volunteers something to do. The former residence of
the Menagerie’s Keeper (Figure 3) was one feature chosen, as it had many points of access
for bats and some bat droppings were found inside.
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Figure 3: The Menagerie Keeper’s House.
The second additional feature surveyed was a
mature beech tree (Figure 4), located on the
shore of a large ornamental lake and containing
numerous woodpecker holes. This tree had been
noted some months previously when Maggie
Brown was delivering some training at the Priory.
She recognised the potential in this tree and
having enough volunteers on the night, we
decided to monitor it.
Three volunteers were stationed around the tree
and in the run up to sunset they could hear social
chatter from within the tree. Shortly after sunset,
later than expected, 14 noctule Nyctalus noctula
emerged and flew away over the lake. Satisfied
with having witnessed an emergence of a good
number of bats, the volunteers were milling
around the tree and happened to hear more
chatter coming from within. They repositioned
themselves to watch for further emergence and
waited. Approximately ten minutes later the
second emergence began. Within the space of
two to three minutes a further 135+ bats
emerged.
Figure 4: Beech tree.
The chance discovery of this major roost prompted a number of questions. What is the
nature of this roost? Is it a hibernation roost which is about to disband or a maternity colony
forming? Where are the bats from this roost spending the rest of the year? Is there a bigger
noctule roost known in the UK? A follow up visit was organised to begin seeking answers to
some of these questions. On the 22/05/2016 a second emergence survey found
approximately 75 noctules emerging. However, conditions on that evening were suboptimal
with a light but persistent rain falling throughout the survey. With the rain falling it is difficult
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to say if this emergence represents a true picture of the numbers present at that time. A
further survey was performed, under better conditions, on the 09/07/2016. On this occasion
no bats emerged from the roost, suggesting that this is a hibernation roost which had
disbanded for the summer.
In an attempt to determine the pattern of use at the roost, follow up inspections were carried
out over the winter. On the 12/11/2016 an endoscope survey was performed. This was done
from a ladder and only the lowest entrances were accessible. No evidence of occupation
was found. On the 27/11/2016 a tree climbing survey, using an endoscope, was performed.
All roost entrances were inspected but, once again, no evidence of occupation was found. A
static detector was affixed to a nearby tree facing the roost. Data from the static detector
was collected on the 01/01/2017 and another climbing survey using an endoscope was
performed. There were still no signs of roosting within the tree. However, the data from the
static detector revealed that on the 01/12/2016 there was a sudden increase in noctule
activity in the vicinity of the roost, which tailed off over subsequent days. The static detector
remains in place and further endoscope surveys will be performed in the coming months.
West Yorkshire Bat Group’s work with this roost was featured in Bat Conservation Trust’s
quarterly magazine, Bat News. In this article, it was stated that we believe this to be the
biggest known noctule roost in the UK and asked readers to let us know if they knew of one
bigger. At the time of writing nobody has reported a larger roost.
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