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Primera observación del murciélago orejudo dorado Plecotus auritus
 (Chiroptera: Vespertilionidae) en la isla de Sicília (Itália)
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The knowledge of the bat fauna of Sicily (Southern Italy) 
is scarce, fragmentary or sometimes even confusing (Di 
Salvo et al. 2012a). Although for other groups of terrestrial 
vertebrates on the island a detailed checklist is available, 
this is not the case of bats, due to insufficient research effort 
and the typical difficulties of detecting and identifying these 
elusive mammals (Russo et al. 2004). 

A recent review by Agnelli et al. (2008) mentioned 20 
species for the region, and a few more were added by further 
investigations, namely the Bechstein’s bat (Myotis bechsteinii 
Kuhl, 1817) (Di Salvo et al. 2012b), the soprano pipistrelle 
(Pipistrellus pygmaeus Leach, 1825) (Fichera et al. 2013) and 
the Maghreb mouse-eared bat (Myotis punicus Felten, 1977) 
(Bogdanowicz et al. 2015). The occurrence of Hypsugo cfr. 
darwinii – still awaiting morphological description – has also 
been confirmed (Veith et al. 2011). 

It is likely that the checklist of bats of Sicily is still far from 
being exhaustive. The large surface of Sicily, its geographical 
position and the variety of habitats on the island, along with 
the good habitat quality still persisting in many areas are all 
factors providing potential niches to species occurring in the 
nearby Italian peninsula but not yet found in Sicily. Among 
the potentially overlooked species, several are forest bats, the 
most elusive and least investigated bat guild occurring in the 
region. 

To help fill this gap, in the past few years specific studies 
were carried out on the distribution of bat species in Sicily, 
especially in the woodlands of the Nebrodi Mountains, home 

to large forests including old growth stands of Turkey oaks 
(Quercus cerris), beeches (Fagus sylvatica) and European 
yews (Taxus baccata), as well as wetlands (lakes Maulazzo 
and Biviere). Thirteen bat species have been reported for the 
territory of the Nebrodi Regional Park (Zava & Violani 1992, 
Di Salvo et al. 2012a, 2012b, Mucedda et al. 2012).

On 12th September 2014 we surveyed a beech forest in 
the municipality of Caronia (Messina province) by erecting 
two mistnets (6 and 12 m, mesh size = 14 mm) at a drinking 
site at 1,500m a.s.l.. We captured a young female brown long-
eared bat Plecotus auritus (Linneaus, 1758) (Fig. 1), that was 
identified following Dietz & Helversen (2004), while  sex 
and age class were ascertained following Anthony (1988) 
and Racey (1988). The main biometric measures taken from 
the specimen were as follows: forearm length = 38.3 mm; 
thumb = 6.5 mm; claw = 2.5 mm; weight 6.65 g.

The capture of P. auritus, apparently widespread in 
Italy but occurring at low density (Lanza 2012), represents 
an interesting biogeographical record, as this bat is mostly 
known  for the north and centre of the Italian peninsula (Lanza 
& Agnelli 1999, Agnelli et al. 2004, Lanza 2012); large gaps 
in the knowledge of the species distribution still occur for 
the rest of the country (Lanza & Agnelli 1999, Agnelli et 
al. 2004, Lanza 2012). In the nineteenth century Sanvicente 
(1849) reported on the presence of Vespertilio auritus 
(ancient synonym for P. auritus) on the island of Lampedusa 
(off the southern coast of Sicily) but the reliability of this 
record has been questioned (Massetti & Zava 2002 in Lanza 
2012). Moreover, Galvagni (1837) mentioned P. auritus in 
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Sicily for f Mt. Etna  (Nicolosi) and Minà Palumbo for the 
Madonie Mountains, Palermo, Cefalù, Castrogiovanni (today 
called Enna) and Agrigento. 

However, Sarà (1999), following Kock (1969) and Felten 
and Storch (1970) attributed such findings to P. austriacus, 
known to occur in Sicily, since its distinction from the 
sibling P. auritus dates back to the mid 1950s’ (see Topal 
1958 in Lanza 1959) so previous records of this species were 
obviously attributed to P. auritus. For this reason, further 
reviews (Agnelli et al. 2004, 2008, Angelici et al. 2009, 
Lanza 2012) omitted P. auritus from the bat fauna of  Sicily 
and its minor islands. Based on our observation we cannot 
rule out that some of the old records were actually correctly 
referred to P. auritus. P. auritus is listed as “near threatened” 
(NT) in Italy (Rondinini et al. 2013); the species is also 
included in Annex IV of the 92/43/EC Habitats Directive. 
The major threat to this species is given by intensive forestry 
(Rondinini et al. 2013). 

Further information is needed on the distribution and 
ecology of P. auritus in Sicily to assess its conservation 
status and develop appropriate conservation plans.
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Fig. 1 – Close-up of the Plecotus auritus specimen 
captured in the Nebrodi Mountains (Sicily). (Photo by 

A. Fulco)
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