Understanding flying-foxes

(An extract from EPA Website — for full details go to www.epa.qld.gov.au)

Flying mammals

On wings of skin stretched over much-elongated fingers and forearms, bats take to the air: the only group of
mammals capable of active flight. Fossils show us that flying-foxes have been a part of the night sky for more
than 35 million years. These bats may have been seizing on an opportunity to fill airspace left by the mainly
day-flying birds.

There are two types of bats, the flying-foxes and their relatives, and the insectivorous bats (micro-bats). These
two types of bats appear to have evolved separately, making them distinct groups of mammals. The ancestors of
today’s flying-foxes may have evolved from a primitive primate meaning humans and flying-foxes may
actually share a common ancestry.

The flying-foxes and their relatives are all fruit and nectar feeders. They range in size from the tiny blossom-
bats that could fit in the palm of a human hand through to the more familiar flying-foxes with a “wingspan” of
more than a metre.

Night vision

Flying-foxes rely on well-developed vision to see at night — complemented by an excellent sense of smell to
locate food. Their large, forward-facing eves give them binocular vision while mirror-like retinas reflect and
capture the limited available light. Their sight allows them to use rivers, roads and other features as navigation
aids. And with highly developed memories, flying-foxes can casily find previously-visited feeding sites and
roosts.

Which bats are which and what bats are where?

There are four species of flying-fox that you are likely to see in Queensland with another two species living in
the Torres Strait Islands and third, the bare-backed fruit-bat Dobsonia moluccensis, that only occurs in northern
Cape York. There is also a mystery species, the dusky flying-fox Preropus brunneus that is only known from
one specimen taken from Percy Island off the central coast of Queensland in the 1870s. It has never been seen
again and is believed to be extinct.

The flying-fox family also includes four other closely-related species of bat. These are the blossom-bats (two
species) and the tube-nosed bats (one species in Queensland and one from Moa Island in Torres Strait).

The following table lists the 4 species of Flying Fox found in Queensland and where they are likely to occur.

Species Habitat and distribution

Black flying-fox Usually form camps in mangroves or paperbark swamps; found throughout

eastern Queensland.
Pteropus alecto

Grey-headed flying-fox It can be found in open forest and rainforests along the east coast of mainland

Australia south of Rockhampton.
Pteropus poliocephalus

Little red flying-fox This species is nomadic forming temporary roosts in open forest, woodland,
paperbark swamps and mangroves where trees are in flower or fruit. It occurs

Pteropus scapulatus over much of Queensland.

Spectacled flying-fox Found in or near rainforest in north-east Queensland.






