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Chemicals are often used in agriculture to control pest insects, but alternative methods are possible; for example, insect traps, pest-eating insects, and vertebrate predators. Insectivorous bats can be used for biological pest control and can be attracted to farms by installing bat houses. Bats can travel long distances when foraging, but do they also forage near bat houses, thereby increasing their effect as pest control agents on farms with bat colonies? Bat activity and foraging were monitored with an AnabatTM II acoustic detector at 15 sites along four transects radiating from a bat house occupied by three bat species. In an organic pecan orchard in central Texas, total bat flights and feeding buzzes were recorded for four minutes 3-4 times a night for six nights (2200-0100 hr) at sites 15, 95, 175, and 255 m from the bat house (N = 18, 72, 72, 72, respectively). Bats at 15 m from the house had significantly more flights (t18 = 7.9, p<0.001) and more capture attempts (t17 = 4.6, p<0.001) than at distant sites (95, 175, 255 m).  Also the ratio of capture attempts to flights was higher near the bat house than at distant sites (t42 = 2.6, p<0.012).  These results support using bat houses on agricultural lands to attract bats so they may serve as agents of biological pest control. Bat houses are important to farm owners who seek alternatives to chemical-dependent pest control methods and to bat conservation by providing roost sites for declining bat populations.
