
 
 

Little brown bat 
Myotis lucifugus 
 
If you enjoy a late afternoon, early-evening walk in Chicago, especially in a park with open water or near a 
streetlamp attracting bugs, you may chance upon one of our most unique native mammals. The little brown 
bat is just that---little, being about three inches long with a wingspan of 10 inches; generally brown, 
although they can be reddish or golden brown; and an important part of the environment in the Chicago 
River watershed. 
 
The little brown bat is common to the northern continental U.S. and in the Chicago area. They are not 
territorial and can live in colonies of up to 100,000 individuals, although maternal colonies for rearing 
young are much smaller. During warmer weather, the colonies roost locally in buildings or trees, often near 
water like the Chicago River where insects are easy to find. Little brown bats fly south to hibernate during 
the winter months in more protected structures like caves or abandoned mines. 
 
Little brown bats can be very active during the day in the spring when the young bats need caring for. 
Otherwise, they sleep for long periods, up to 19 hours a day, in order to conserve energy and then hunt 
their prey for a few hours at night. This species, like most insect-eating bats, uses echolocation, emitting a 
high-frequency sound that bounces off objects in the environment. Size and location of prey is determined 
by the echo returned to them. Their diet is varied, including moths, wasps, beetles, gnats, mosquitoes, and 
mayflies. They need to eat half their body weight in insects per night in order to prevent malnourishment. 
 
Our native bats, including the little brown bat, are largely misunderstood creatures. Little brown bats are 
common in Illinois, but struggle to find habitat in the suburbs around Chicago. They live in colonies, are 
highly dependent upon their extended family for survival, and are very sensitive to human development. 
 
Pesticides and deforestation threaten little brown bats’ food supply and habitat. Building developments also 
effects echolocation and hunting. They are also susceptible to white nose syndrome, a disease caused by a 
fungal growth in the warm mucus membranes of bats during hibernation. This disrupts the bats’ sleep and 
causes a depletion of the energy needed to survive until spring. The normal lifespan of the little brown bat is 
six to seven years. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  


