The Blues of Bats and Biologists, continued:

The image of bats flitting about in a winter wonderland searching for non-existent insects is one of profound, sorrowful futility. Inevitably, these bats become exhausted and fall into the snow to die. The grisly scene Lisa and Dave encountered at the entrance to Cadomin Cave in 2026 was gut wrenching to them.
Arrayed in a fan shape around the entrance were the bodies of over 40 bats. This was probably a minimal count since more were likely covered by snow. Unlike other years there was a large cluster of bats just inside the entrance, suggesting more were on their way out, prematurely. A few bats were flying around the entrance, doomed also to die. Both Lisa and Dave recalled a feeling of helplessness, recognizing the enormity of the contagion that had finally arrived.
The impacts of this destructive fungus on bats is obvious. The effects of the devastating loss of bats on biologists is less clear. Hearing the observations of Lisa and Dave, and seeing their reactions provided a strong sense and sharing of grief. With quavering voices and tears close to the surface, this was not the reaction of unfeeling, clinical, and detached scientists.
Leo Tolstoy, a Russian writer, touched on this emotion, although he would not necessarily have been thinking of biologists, with, “Only people who are capable of loving strongly can also suffer great sorrow.” Grief of the type expressed by Lisa and Dave is the inevitable, unfortunate cost of being a biologist in today’s world. 
This is ecological grief or eco-grief and its usage dates back at least to Aldo Leopold’s A Sand County Almanac. In it Leopold spoke of the cost of an ecological education and living in awareness of the “world of wounds” that creates. He went on to point out that the damage we inflict on land and wildlife is virtually invisible to most people. There is a dichotomy as Leopold suggested: “An ecologist must either harden his shell and make believe that the consequences of science are none of his business, or he must be the doctor who sees the marks of death in a community that believes itself well and does not want to be told otherwise.”
Indifference is an easy out, an escape from grief, but it takes courage and resolve to acknowledge wildlife declines and the impacts we inflict on their habitats. Grief is a rank and sturdy weed, tenacious and hard to dislodge. It can lead to feeling helpless, paralyzed even, putting biologists into a kind of exile from others, because the details of loss are more striking, more tangible, and more impactful with their proximity. 
Grief can also be motivating. Once past the feelings of sorrow and despondency, moving to anger leading to resolve and to action can temper initial reactions. Biologists might feel they are the only ones experiencing the enormity of loss, of sadness. It is something rarely shared and given a profile beyond the sphere of biologists. 
At a continental scale, biologists have moved past a period of grief after white-nose syndrome was found in a cave near Albany, New York in 2006. The rapid spread over the next 20 years to 40 states and eight Canadian provinces sparked research on tools to stop the devasting loss of bat populations. In fact, biologists are moving from anger to actions to get even with this fungus. 
The tools are multi-pronged and include a vaccine to immunize bats, using UV-C light to disinfect hibernation sites, a probiotic to slow fungal growth, and the use of a volatile organic compound to combat the fungus. These are still experimental, used in a limited number of sites, and will require years of development and testing. For researchers, “the dream treatment would be something that could be used in any situation and benefit bats for years after a single application,” says Dr Jonathan Reichard, the assistant national white-nosed syndrome coordinator for the US Fish and Wildlife Service.
There are hopeful signs of the development of natural resistance to the fungus but researchers caution this isn’t a time for complacency. The impacts of white-nose syndrome can be so devastating that even with natural resistance, populations can be reduced to levels  low enough recovery may not be possible.
Initially there was some optimism that the colder temperatures of hibernacula in the Canadian Rockies would reduce the risk of fungal infections. This fungus thrives at temperatures greater than 10˚ C and causes 95%+ mortality. Temperatures in hibernacula in the Rockies are generally around 3˚ C but more regular monitoring may be necessary to determine if they are heating up under the influence of climate change.
In 2025 the bat count was approximately 1600 and no signs of white-nose syndrome were detected on bats in Cadomin Cave. In a CBC interview then, Lisa cautioned that “the fungus could be present in the cave but will be difficult to detect until it starts infecting bats.” All bets were off with the 2026 monitoring expedition. This shows how essential regular monitoring is to detect the incidences of a pathogen romping across Canada.
The plight of bats is hardly insignificant. Despite a creepy appearance and an unwarranted reputation, bats are essential to natural ecosystems and to human altered ones. They are pest managers, pollinators, and seed dispersers. An evening without bats picking off mosquitos would be less than pleasant. The fate of keystone creatures like bats requires greater awareness and understanding if we are to rescue them.
With the knowledge now of impacts on bats in Alberta’s largest hibernaculum, Lisa points out, “Cadomin Cave is an essential place, providing a winter haven for bats over a 300 kilometre range.” Contingency plans include applying a probiotic to summer roosting areas, to build up resistance. Other options could include insect-attracting lights to make it easier for bats to forage and gain greater fat stores for surviving arousal induced by the fungus.
Lisa and Dave are working through their grief with actions. They are pragmatic people and know the odds against them of helping the bats of Cadomin Cave survive this indignity. Grief will not constrain them.  It doesn’t mean there isn’t residual scar tissue. Holding up a mirror to show what causes their grief, their sorrow, is a step towards sharing concerns, creating awareness, and motivating support for both bats and biologists.
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