
Brazilian Free-tailed
Bats 
Bats are truly amazing creatures. They are the only 
Louisiana mammals capable of true flight. (Flying 
squirrels actually only glide.)

Of the 11 species of bats known to occur in Louisiana, 
the Brazilian free-tailed bats probably cause more of 
the problems. Unlike most of the other solitary bats in 
Louisiana, Brazilian free-tailed bats are a colonial bat 
species, tending to occur in large numbers, occupying 
old buildings where cracks and crevices provide them 
access to attics and inside walls. 

Once established in these areas, the daily deposits of 
feces and urine, known as guano, create an unpleasant 
odor that smells strongly of ammonia. While the smell of 
guano is offensive, it has a high phosphorus and nitrogen 
content that make it one of the richest natural fertilizers 
in the world. Many developing countries still use massive 
amounts of guano for agricultural purposes. 

Brazilian free-tailed bats are slightly more than 4 inches 
in total length from head to tip of tail. Besides their 
guano, these bats also have facial glands that exude an 
oily substance on the muzzle and beneath the lower 
jaw. When hundreds or thousands of individuals are 
concentrated in small areas, the strong musty odor from 
these glands can be overwhelming. 

A unique physical feature that distinguishes the Brazilian 
free-tailed bat from other Louisiana bats is the tail, which, 
for the Brazilian free-tailed bat, extends more than half 
its length beyond the fold of skin that connects the hind 
legs. This allows the tail to extend free, thus the name 
“free-tailed.” Any of the other Louisiana bats will have a 
tail enclosed within the membrane of skin connecting 
the hind legs. 

Many Louisiana bat species have the unique reproductive 
trait of mating in the late summer and fall months, with 
the sperm being stored in the female until the following 
spring when ovulation and fertilization take place. 
Brazilian free-tailed bats are different in this regard. 

Mating occurs during the spring, followed immediately 
by ovulation and fertilization. 

Female Brazilian free-tailed bats each produce a single 
young that is blind and naked at birth. Large amounts of 
milk are produced, and a female will accept any individual 
that attaches itself to one of her nipples. Growth is rapid, 
and young begin to fly at about five weeks of age. 

Adults and young usually leave occupied buildings 
on a daily basis after sunset and return well before 
sunrise. These feeding forays lead to an average daily 
consumption of 3 grams of insects (mostly mosquitoes) 
by each bat. The major reason many Louisiana residents 
erect bat houses on their property is to aid in attracting 
these mammals. Caution should be taken in doing this, 
however, for reasons indicated below. 

The Problem and Control Measures
Any Louisiana bats can have an effect on controlling 
mosquito populations around our homes. This is 
especially true around ponds and other water bodies 
where these insects are especially numerous and 
troublesome. 
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The unintended consequence of erecting artificial cavities to attract 
bats to the areas around our homes, however, is that the bats 
sometimes can become uninvited guests in the structures they were 
intended to protect. The likelihood of this problem increases when 
homes or other structures surrounding the location of these bat 
houses are not completely sealed. 

When a colony has occupied a building, there are no registered 
toxicants or fumigants labeled for lethal control. All bats are protected 
in this regard, and the only viable option is to seal up all cracks and 
crevices to exclude them. 

Unlike rats and mice, bats have two characteristics that make their 
control much easier. They will not chew new openings into a structure, 
and entire colonies will leave the structure on a daily basis for feeding 
purposes. Control is achieved by closing off all openings with the 
exception of one major access point in which a bat excluder is 
installed. 

For small openings, this can be as simple as a loose pant leg nailed 
over the opening, allowing bats to exit down the inside of the material 
but preventing their re-entry back the same way. For larger openings, 
such as soffits and vents, a sheet of plastic can be hung down about 4 
feet in front of the opening, allowing individuals to fall down and fly 
off after hitting the plastic. Returning bats tend to fly directly into the 
plastic barrier, rather than negotiating their way up the backside of the 
obstacle. 

When all bats have been successfully excluded, the remaining 
openings can be sealed. To avoid trapping flightless young in occupied 
structures, control measures should be initiated prior to parturition (no 
later than May 31) or following that time when young are able to fly 
(no earlier than Aug. 15). When dealing with only a few bats that can 
be easily accessed, a shop-vacuum can be used to suck up individuals 
for release several miles from the capture site.

Another serious concern when dealing with bats is the possibility 
of rabies infection. Studies have shown the causative viral agent for 
rabies can be airborne, infecting individuals who only entered areas 
where large colonies of bats were present but had no direct contact 
with bats. For this reason, any time bats are targeted for control work, 
heavy gloves and respirators should be standard safety equipment. 


