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A Protective Bat Gate: 
...for a Long Winter’s Nap 

Nora Lea, Kanawha State Forest’s very own  
Northern Long-eared Bat 

Courtesy, All Star Ecology 

The metal gate you see over the portal to 

the abandoned mine in front of you serves 

two purposes: it keeps humans from harm 
and it prevents bats from being disturbed 

during their critical winter hibernation.  
Three types of bat surveys provide evidence 
of hibernating bats at potential hibernacula:  

Direct observations within such habitats 
during hibernation periods, autumn swarm-

ing observations at mine portals and cave 
openings, and spring emergence observa-
tions at portals and openings.  The most ac-

curate method is the direct observation 
method, but the other two are very useful in 

situations that pose danger to surveyors if 
they enter a potential hibernaculum.  Aban-

doned mines are particularly dangerous be-
cause of the high potential for roof cave-ins 
or side-wall blowouts.   

Loose roof slabs of rock can fall on profes-

sional bat biologists and daredevil teenagers 
as well.  This hazard leads to two tough 
questions asked by land managers in coal 
country: “How do we keep kids out of these 
dangerous abandoned mines?” and “How do 
we protect our rare underground-dwelling 
wildlife?”  The bat gate you see before you 
is a good example of how wise managers of 
public recreation and wildlife conservation 
can respond to both of these challenges, 
with the help of science, engineering, and 
concerned citizens. 

During April of 2015, the first ever KSF 

hibernacula surveys were conducted by All-
Star Ecology with assistance from volun-
teers.  The survey funding effort was spear-
headed by the Mary Ingles Trail Blazers, the 
Kanawha Forest Coalition, and the Kana-

wha Trail Club, while approval was granted 
by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and 
the WV Dept. of Natural Resources 
(WVDNR).  Volunteers came from organiz-
ing clubs and the Kanawha Valley Master 
Naturalists.  Biologists captured a healthy 
female Northern Long-eared Bat (NLEB), 
nicknamed Nora Lea exiting Portal 6 (see 
her photo at the upper left of this sign).  
Several other species were identified using 
acoustic detection equipment and night-
vision cameras. 

NLEBs have a sparse hibernation distribu-

tion in western WV, so the abandoned mines 
in KSF and vicinity may act as winter bat 
refugia free from deadly White Nose Syn-
drome.  The incredible diversity of bats in 
KSF (nine species known in 2018) reflects 
the legacy of care that WVDNR staff and 
friends of the Forest have given to this green 
gem now surrounded by so much destroyed 
and degraded bat habitat (see map below). 

The WVDNR managers balance the needs 

of human users of KSF with those of the 
four-legged and winged users of the Forest.  
A trail project was proposed to pass by Por-
tal 6.  An informal trail had already devel-
oped by happenstance and there was evi-
dence that curious “explorers” were crawl-
ing into the mine.  The mine had to be 
sealed, but in a manner that allowed bat pas-
sage and did not alter the air flow through 
the mine, a critical component for the sur-
vival of hibernating bats.  WV Abandoned 
Mine Lands staff visited the site, but deter-
mined that funding for a bat gate would not 
be available in the near future due to higher 
agency priorities.  The WVDNR budget was 
too tight to help financially, although staff 
time was dedicated to it.  Financial support 
for this Kanawha State Forest Foundation 
project came primarily from the Hot Rod 
Devils’ Rock the Park event, the C. C. 
Dickinson Family Giving Circle (a donor-
designated fund through the Greater Kana-
wha Valley Foundation), and the Maier 
Foundation.     

As with the bat survey, federal and state 

agencies granted the appropriate permis-
sions for design and construction of the pro-
tective bat gate you see here.  Kristen Bobo 
and company performed the work with as-
sistance from volunteers.  Other support 
came from KSF Superintendent Kevin Dials 
(for whom this trail is named), the Kanawha 
Valley Master Naturalists, and biology clas-
ses from the University of Charleston and 
WV State University. 

Volunteers Barb Koster and Doug Wood help adjust a harp trap at a KSF mine portal.  
Photo courtesy of Dianne Anestis 

Typical abandoned mine in KSF.   
Photo courtesy Doug Wood 

Fallen roof slabs 
(Hazard) 

Roof crevices 
(Habitat) 

Volunteer Jim Waggy checks a night-vision camera at a KSF mine portal.  
Photo courtesy of Doug Wood 

Kristen Bobo & company constructed the bat gate you see near this sign.  
Photo courtesy of Jim Honaker. 


