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Simple Summary: Understanding how species interact with agricultural landscapes is essential for
future conservation efforts. Using a large-scale citizen science project, we examined the influence
linear features have on bat activity compared to the centre of agricultural fields and detailed the
effect of different types of linear features (intensively managed hedgerows, sympathetically managed
hedgerows and treelines). Our results showed that all 10 bat species groups identified during surveys
occurred both in the centre of fields as well as along linear features. Out of the five species groups
analysed further, only Nyctalus noctula had no preference for linear features, compared to the centre
of agricultural fields; however, 29% of Rhinolophus ferrumequinum calls were recorded in the centre of
fields. More species were active near treelines compared to other linear feature types. Our results
highlight the importance of linear feature management to bat conservation, but also the need to
consider field centres during survey design and Environmental Impact Assessments

Abstract: 1. Bats are important components of agricultural ecosystems. However, little is known
about the extent to which bats use linear features when foraging and commuting in agricultural
settings, when compared to the interior of fields. 2. As part of a large-scale citizen science project,
bat detectors were placed in the centre of agricultural fields (arable and pasture) and along linear
features (intensively managed hedgerows, sympathetically managed hedgerows and treelines).
3. Our results show that all 10 of the bat species groups identified were found both along linear
features and in the middle of agricultural fields. Of the five species groups analysed further, all had
significantly more bat activity along linear features compared to the middle of fields, except for
Nyctalus noctula. However, our results showed that 29% of calls from Rhinolophus ferrumequinum
were recorded in the middle of agricultural fields, compared to only 10% for Pipistrellus pipistrellus.
Bat activity was more likely to be associated with treelines compared to other linear feature types.
4. Our results highlight the importance of linear feature management to bat conservation, but also the
need to consider field centres during survey design and Environmental Impact Assessments.

Keywords: agriculture; agri-environmental scheme; bats; connectivity; fragmentation; habitat degradation;
hedgerow management; Pipistrellus pipistrellus; Pipistrellus pygmaeus; Rhinolophus ferrumequinum

1. Introduction

Agricultural intensification is considered one of the most important drivers of global declines
in biodiversity, through habitat loss, transformation and fragmentation [1]. In the past, agricultural
landscapes were structurally heterogeneous, consisting of a myriad of agricultural, and semi-natural
habitats in close proximity, supporting high biodiversity e.g., [2]. However, over the last 100 years,
agricultural land has become more homogeneous, with increased land parcel sizes having high negative
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impacts on wildlife [3,4]. To facilitate this increase in parcel size, many historical linear features have
been removed altogether from Europe’s landscapes, in some cases as much as 71% [5].

Treelines and hedgerows play a crucial role for biodiversity by providing structural heterogeneity,
foraging grounds, breeding habitat and functional connectivity in the wider landscape for numerous
taxa from small mammals and bats [6,7], to birds [8] and invertebrates [9]. Additionally, these linear
features provide ecological services such as reducing soil erosion, increasing water retention and
reducing pest incidences, as well as providing food and shelter for farm livestock [10]. Despite the
historic loss, unfavourable management and neglect of hedgerows and treelines, their ecological
importance is recognised and they are a priority habitat across Europe; financial incentives are provided
for their conservation and management through Agri-Environmental Schemes (AES) [11].

Many European bat species are highly associated with linear features, e.g., [12,13]. These features
have been shown to increase functional connectivity and permeability into the environment at a
landscape scale, thus reducing the ‘barrier effect’ caused by other features such as streetlights and
roads [14–16]. However, while there is some research about how distance to the nearest linear
feature can influence bat activity, e.g., [7], the potential importance of open habitats are quite often
overlooked, compared to linear features, for species other than Nyctalus and Eptesicus bats, e.g., [17],
without quantifying relative amounts of activity in each habitat type. Recent research illustrated the
importance of cattle-grazed fields, with both Rhinolophus ferrumequinum and Pipistrellus pipistrellus
showing significantly more activity there compared to un-grazed fields [18]. These results highlight
the relative importance of certain open agricultural habitats for bats, regardless of the amount of edge
habitat or natural vegetation surrounding the site. However, at a larger scale, Heim et al. [19] showed
that the amount of woodland and tree groves surrounding grassland sites is an important indicator for
species activity and richness.

Using static bat detectors, we intend to examine how British bat species utilise landscape features
within an agricultural setting. Here, we predict that both occurrence and relative activity of bat
communities will be higher along linear features compared to open agricultural fields (both arable and
pasture). In addition, we tested whether bat activity differed between three different linear feature types:
sympathetically managed hedgerows, intensively managed hedgerows and treelines. We hypothesised
that those linear features that are less managed will have higher activity along them compared to those
that are more intensively managed. We also examine how historical linear features might influence the
abundance of species records found in present day open agricultural fields using the ROAM database
(http://digimap.edina.ac.uk/roam/historic). Overall, we aimed to add to the current literature of how
bat species interact with agricultural landscapes.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Site Selection

Sites were selected at four R. ferrumequinum roost sustenance zones (zones: area of land within
4 km of a roost) in Devon (England), because R. ferrumequinum is the rarest species in the landscape
compared to the other species examined within this study, to maximising the probability of detecting
this species. R. ferrumequinum roost size differed between the four zones: Zone 1 = 1187, Zone 2 = 816,
Zone 3 = 435 and Zone 4 = 260. First, at two zones, detectors were placed in a paired design (n = 24) to
examine the extent to which bat communities use open, non-organic, agricultural fields (arable (n = 11)
or pasture (n = 13) field) versus the linear features in the landscape surrounding them. None of the
pasture fields had livestock grazing on them, except one, which had sheep. The main crop in the
arable fields were barley and maize. Sites could only be selected at these two zones (Zone 1 and 2),
instead of all four, due to restrictions in obtaining landowner permission. Second, to determine how
bats utilised different linear feature types within an agricultural setting, 106 sites were selected across
the four zones (these were placed around agricultural fields in the four zones, including those sites
used in the paired experiment above); these sites included intensively managed hedgerows (n = 17),
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sympathetically managed hedgerows (n = 45) and treelines (n = 44). These were chosen based on
the relative approximate habitat availability of these features within the landscape and the access for
the volunteers to them. Linear features were defined as follows: intensively managed hedgerows
are those hedgerows typically cut annually and that have a median height < 2m, sympathetically
managed hedgerows are those with a median height > 2m that have not been cut in the previous
year and treelines are defined as those sympathetically managed hedgerows > 6 m that have trees
along the length of the feature, e.g., [16,20]. An example of both intensively managed and unmanaged
hedgerows can be found in the Supplementary Material (Figure S1). Maps of the locations of each of
the four zones, the habitat within them and each of the survey sites can be found in the Supplementary
Material (Figures S2–S6).

2.2. Acoustic Surveys

Bat activity data (total number of passes per night) were collected between the 26th July and
the 11th September 2016, as part of a large citizen science project (Devon Greater Horseshoe Bat
Project). Volunteers were asked to place full spectrum bat detectors (SM2 and SM2+ detectors with
an SMX-U1 and SMX-US ultrasonic microphone, Wildlife Acoustics, Maynard, MA, USA) out at the
specific locations previously identified as being useful for the study, the 24 paired locations and the 106
locations along linear features, as described above. All detectors were pre-set to the manufacturer’s
specifications before being placed out by the volunteers. Details of the acoustic detector settings are
provided in Supplementary Material Table S1. Microphones were placed at a height of at least 1 m
off the ground and were orientated horizontally. The detectors were set to record from 30 min before
sunset to 30 min after sunrise, for a period of up to seven nights.

All bat passes were analysed using Kaleidoscope Pro software (version 3.1.1; Bats of Europe
classifier version 3.0.0; Wildlife Acoustics, Maynard, MA, USA) and were verified manually on the
basis of call frequency, shape and repetition rate to either species or genus level. A bat pass was
defined as one or more echolocation call(s) within one second of each other, as done in previous
studies [21,22]. Detailed characteristics of the ecological traits of all species examined in this study,
including their call structure and their foraging strategies, can be found in Russ [23] and Dietz
and Kiefer [24]. Supporting data for this study have been deposited on Figshare digital repository
(10.6084/m9.figshare.12379922).

2.3. Statistical Analysis

Statistical analyses were undertaken using R version 3.3.0 [25]. To investigate the relationship
between bat activity and agricultural landscape, generalised linear mixed models with a negative
binomial distribution were built for total bat activity and for the activity of four species for which
sufficient data was available (Nyctalus noctula, P. pipistrellus, Pipistrellus pygmaeus and R. ferrumequinum)
using the ‘lme4′ package [26]. Three different models were created.

Model one tested for differences in bat activity according to habitat type, linear features versus
the centre of agricultural fields. The activity (number of passes per night) of each of the five species
groups was used as the response variable and the model included habitat type as the sole fixed factor
and zone (two zones; data could only be collected at two out of the four zones surveyed due to
land owner permissions), site (unique paired field ID) and individual detector identity as random
factors to account for the potential non-independence of data gathered on consecutive nights and the
surrounding landscape heterogeneity. Detector identity was nested within site, to account for the
paired structure of the study. Excluding the one field containing sheep did not qualitatively change the
results so it was kept in the analysis.

Model two explored whether total bat activity per night (response variable) depended on (i)
distance to linear feature, (ii) field type (arable or pasture field) and (iii) whether historical linear
features were present or not in the past (present at 17 out of the 24 sites; ROAM database), included as
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fixed effects in the model. Zones (two zones) was included as a random effect. This model was a subset
of data recorded by those detectors placed in the middle of the agricultural fields only.

Model three tested whether bat activity per night differed between the types of linear features,
included as a fixed effect, along with individual detector identity as a random factor. Zone (four zones)
was used as a fixed factor for R. ferrumequinum because roost size differed between zones. Conversely,
zone was used as a random factor for total bat activity and each of the other three species to account for
any differences in landscape heterogeneity, which may occur between the four zones, which could have
influenced their recorded activity levels. For significant fixed effects, we used multi-comparison Tukey
adjusted post-hoc tests with the ‘lsmeans’ package [27] to test for pairwise differences between levels
of the relevant factors (linear feature: three levels; Zones: four levels). For all models, a Bonferroni
correction was applied to account for multiple testing for the four different species studied here, with a
critical p-value set to 0.013. However, as Bonferroni corrections yields conservative estimates, the effects
with p-values close to the critical value shown to enable readers to draw their own conclusions.

In addition, models one and three were repeated using generalised linear mixed models
with a binary distribution (presence/absence as the response variable) for each of the four species
studied (N. noctula, P. pipistrellus, P. pygmaeus and R. ferrumequinum). This was done to control for
between-individual heterogeneity in recorded activity levels, ensuring that any results from the bat
activity data were not biased by a few very active individuals.

3. Results

Nine species of bat were identified: Barbastella barbastellus, Eptesicus serotinus, N. noctula,
Pipistrellus nathusii, P. pipistrellus, P. pygmaeus, Plecotus auritus, Rhinolophus hipposideros, R. ferrumequinum;
and the genus Myotis. All species recorded occurred both in the middle of fields and along linear
features. Sufficient data were available to examine relative activity for all species combined (thereafter
referred to as total species) and four individual species out of the nine identified (R. ferrumequinum,
P. pipistrellus, P. pygmaeus and N. noctula).

Total activity of all species recorded was higher along linear features compared to the middle
of agricultural fields (Odds Ratio (OR): 4.11, 95% Confidence Intervals (CI): 2.74–6.16). The same
difference was observed for three of the species taken individually (Table 1): R. ferrumequinum (OR: 3.51,
CI: 1.90–6.47), P. pipistrellus (OR: 7.14, CI: 4.35–11.42) and P. pygmaeus (OR: 7.0, CI: 3.49–14.01)).
Conversely, N. noctula was the only species to show no difference (OR: 1.10, CI: 0.69–1.74).

Table 1. Bat species activity recorded along linear features compared to in the middle of agricultural fields.

Species or Genus.

Total No. of Passes
Recorded

Mean No. of Passes per Night, SD and the
Percentage

Field Linear Feature
Field Linear Feature

Mean SD Mean SD

Rhinolophus ferrumequinum 225 396 1.6 3.5 3.9 4.4
Pipistrellus pipistrellus 482 3214 3.4 5.4 31.5 54.8
Pipistrellus pygmaeus 244 1036 1.7 3.9 10.2 19.3

Nyctalus noctula 536 419 3.8 8.3 4.1 9.2
Total species 1796 5679 12.8 13.6 55.7 67.9

Using the subset of data restricted to records in the middle of agricultural fields, we found
that distance to linear feature (median: 76 m, range: 30m–147 m; χ2 = 0.003, p = 0.806), field type
(χ2 = 0.327, p = 0.503) and the presence of historical ROAM linear features (χ2 = −0.464, p = 0.384) did
not significantly influence total bat activity.

Total bat activity did not significantly differ between linear feature types (χ2 = 3.11, p = 0.21).
Similar results were obtained for both P. pipistrellus (χ2 = 2.71, p = 0.26) and N. noctula (χ2 = 2.76,
p = 0.25). However, the activity of R. ferrumequinum (χ2 = 6.10, p = 0.047) and P. pygmaeus (χ2 = 16.19,
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p < 0.001) significantly differed between linear feature types. Based on a post-hoc test, bat activity was
significantly lower in intensively managed hedgerows compared to treelines for R. ferrumequinum
(χ2 = −0.91, p = 0.04) and P. pygmaeus (χ2 = −1.38, p = 0.006; Figure 1) activity when compared to
treelines. Similarly, a significantly higher activity was recorded along treelines when compared to
sympathetically managed hedgerow for P. pygmaeus (χ2 = 0.81, p = 0.02). There was no significant
difference in R. ferrumequinum activity between sympathetically managed hedgerows and treelines
(χ2 = 0.05, p = 0.98), and activity was also similar on sympathetically managed and intensively managed
hedgerows (χ2 = 0.86, p = 0.06; Table 2). Activity of R. ferrumequinum significantly differed between
zones (χ2 = 10.63, p = 0.014), with significantly more activity recorded at only Zone 1 (χ2 = −1.32,
p = 0.01) and Zone 2 (χ2 = 1.41, p < 0.001) compared to Zone 4.
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Table 2. A comparison of bat species activity between the three different types of linear features: intensively managed hedgerows (IM), sympathetically managed
hedgerows (SM) and treelines (T).

Species or
Genus.

Total No. of Passes Recorded Mean No. of Passes per Night, SD and the Percentage

IM SM T
IM SM T

Mean SD % Mean SD % Mean SD %

Rhinolophus
ferrumequinum 618 1174 3268 5.8 10.4 15 5.0 8.3 14 26.8 80.8 71

Pipistrellus
pipistrellus 3074 13,304 7923 28.7 47.6 19 56.4 137.6 38 64.9 103.4 43

Pipistrellus
pygmaeus 443 2511 9597 4.1 11.9 5 10.6 21.5 11 78.7 297.1 84

Nyctalus noctula 293 931 421 2.7 8.7 27 3.9 8.8 38 3.5 6.2 35
Total species 5724 20,846 26,370 53.5 66.6 15 88.3 55.4 25 216.1 499.2 60
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Similar results were observed when using presence/absence data compared to activity data for
each of the four species studied. The only key difference was that the presence of R. ferrumequinum
was significantly higher along sympathetically managed hedgerows (χ2 = 1.88, p = 0.001) compared
to intensively managed hedgerows. Full details on all of the outputs from each model using
presence/absence data can be found in the Supplementary Material.

4. Discussion

This research demonstrates the important influence that linear features have on bat activity in
an agricultural landscape, illustrating the need for their protection and appropriate management.
Along with total bat activity, illustrating a general pattern, three of the four species analysed showed
significantly higher bat activity at linear features compared with the middle of fields. Additionally,
the frequency at which bats were recorded in the middle of fields differed between species. Our results
are in line with previous studies, which report lower bat activity for open habitats compared to
linear features, e.g., [7,11,12,17]. The attraction of bats to linear features can be largely explained by
higher food availability, protection from predators and wind [13,28] and the use of linear features for
navigation [29].

Out of those species with significantly higher activity close to linear features, we identify that
nevertheless, almost a third, i.e., 29%, of R. ferrumequinum activity is recorded in the centre of agricultural
fields. In this study, R. ferrumequinum were found along every linear feature surveyed but were also
found in all but three of the paired agricultural fields. Such findings are unusual for species that tend
to be heavily associated with linear features or woodlands, e.g., [30]. This highlights the importance
of such areas when designing acoustic surveys and the need to include ‘sub-optimal’ habitat into
Environmental Impact Assessments, to get an accurate understanding of how bats are utilising the
landscape throughout the year.

Using the ROAM database, we assessed whether the relative activity of bats in the middle of
fields could be due to a historical legacy of hedgerows being present in those locations in the past,
acting as old commuting routes and foraging grounds for the bats. However, our results demonstrated
that this did not seem to be the case, no difference in bat activity (either in total or specifically for
R. ferrumequinum) recorded between fields that did and did not have previous linear features in their
centres since the earliest ROAM records for these locations in the 1930s.

Overall, our findings show that two species out of four were significantly more associated with
treelines and unmanaged hedgerows compared to intensively managed hedgerows. This reiterates
the results from Wickramasinghe et al. [31], Brandt et al. [32] and Froidevaux et al. [20], who found
that increased bat activity and foraging potential occurred along linear features on agricultural
land that had trees and taller shrubs present. This is especially true for bat species associated with
woodlands and woodland-edge habitat [33–35]. Boughey et al. [11] found that unlike height, hedgerow
width did not influence bat activity, but the length of individual hedgerows and the total length
at which they occur in the surrounding landscape are important for bat activity [17]. It is not only
bats whose activity is significantly associated with well-developed treelines and taller hedgerows.
The latter have been shown to be associated with increased floral diversity, as well as moth species
richness and bird abundance/density [36–39]. Similar to their effect on bats, they can act as food
stores, shelter belts (creating microclimates) and breeding/roosting locations for other species [8,37,40].
However, this increase in diversity along linear features critically depends on their management,
with those that are cut every three years showing some of the highest benefit for biodiversity [20,37].
Reducing cutting frequency from every year to every three years was shown to result in 2.1 times more
flowers and a 3.4 times greater berry mass over five years [37]. These associations and benefits may be
due to the structural changes in linear features due to their succession from sympathetically managed
hedgerows to treelines [36].

As discussed above, linear features are critically important for a wide variety of species, for feeding,
roosting and movement of wildlife, particularly in a fragmented landscape, yet they are under threat.
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From a UK perspective, the total length of linear features has decreased by approximately 23% over
16 years [41] and the number of trees present within them has also decreased by 6.6% over a 20 year
period [42]. Boughey et al. [11] speculated that this is due to management regimes, illustrating the
point that new trees in hedgerows add cost to mechanical trimming and decrease crop production
through shading. However, as our results indicate, increased linear feature height was associated
with greater bat activity, having the potential to act as critical corridors and foraging areas for the
long-term survival of populations. Such corridors provide even more important resources during
periods of lactation, as females tend to travel shorter distances to forage; increased travel time to
foraging grounds can negatively impact juvenile growth and survivorship [43,44]. Appropriately
managing, retaining and rebuilding the countryside’s network of linear features, particularly those of
higher quality (sympathetically managed hedgerows and treelines), through result-based financial
incentives from AES (or otherwise), is vital to the conservation of bats and the many other species
using them [20,39]. Appropriate ecological assessments and considerations of cumulative impacts at a
landscape scale need to be given when examining the effects of agricultural practices on biodiversity.

5. Conclusions

In conclusion, we demonstrate the importance of linear features for the activity of bat communities
in agricultural landscape, when compared to the centre of agricultural fields. However, the rate of
activity along these features differs between species, with no significant difference in P. pipistrellus and N.
noctula activity being observed between the different linear feature types. Conversely, R. ferrumequinum
and P. pygmaeus showed higher activity along those linear features that are taller and less intensively
managed (unmanaged hedgerows and treelines). Nevertheless, our results indicate that high levels of
R. ferrumequinum activity, i.e., 29%, occurred in the centre of agricultural fields. These results stress the
need for appropriate survey designs to include all aspects of the landscape, including habitats that are
perceived as ‘sub-optimal’, particularly for rarer bat species during Environmental Impact Assessments.

Supplementary Materials: The following are available online at http://www.mdpi.com/2076-2615/10/10/1856/s1,
Figure S1: Detector settings used for both the SMX-U1 and SMX-US microphones used in conjunction with SM2
and SM2 bat+ detectors (Wildlife Acoustics, USA) during the acoustic bat surveys., Figure S1: Image depicting a
typical intensively managed hedgerow (left) and an unmanaged hedgerow (right), Figure S2: Map showing the
location of the four greater horseshoe bat roosts used to define the study zones in Devon, England., Figure S3:
Map illustrating the general mosaic of landscape features surrounding Zone 1 and the locations of the acoustic
static bat detectors (linear feature or agricultural land). Paired detectors (centre of agricultural fields vs. linear
features) could not always be sited within the same field and therefore had to be placed in adjacent fields due
to authorisation issues. Map for illustrative purposes only, Figure S4: Map illustrating the general mosaic of
landscape features surrounding Zone 2 and the locations of the acoustic static bat detectors (linear feature or
agricultural land). Paired detectors (centre of agricultural fields vs. linear features) could not always be sited
within the same field and therefore had to be placed in adjacent fields due to authorisation issues. Map for
illustrative purposes only, Figure S5: Map illustrating the general mosaic of landscape features surrounding Zone
3 and the locations of the acoustic static bat detectors (linear feature). Map for illustrative purposes only, Figure S6:
Map illustrating the general mosaic of landscape features surrounding Zone 4 and the locations of the acoustic
static bat detectors (linear feature). Map for illustrative purposes only.
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