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Indiana caves reopen after 
recent research about bats 
Savannah Schroering
Features reporter

Seasonal interpretive naturalist 
Nichole Bridgewater takes 
careful steps as she leads a tour 
of  people through the recently 
reopened Wyandotte Caves 
in O’Bannon Woods. A few 
bats cluster in corners of  
the caves, looking on as she 
goes on with the tour. 

The caves closed 
around 2009 due to 
White Nose Syndrome, 
a disease caused by a 
fungal infection that 
killed many American 
Bats. How White Nose 
Syndrome is spread is 
still disputed.

 “They thought 
that people were the 
main thing initially 
spreading it or that 
the disease was 
airborne, but the 
latest theory is 
that it’s spread 
from bat to 
bat,” said 
Bridgewater. 

 “ T h e 
U.S. fi sh 
and wildlife 
depar tment 
a n d 

Indiana DNR 
(Department of  

Natural Resources) decided 
it was okay for us to reopen the caves 
as both a new tourist attraction and 
to educate the community on White 
Nose Syndrome, how it’s affecting 
our bats, and what we can do to help.” 

White Nose Syndrome is a disease 

that is caused by an invasive white 
fungus called Pseudogymnoascus 
destructans to grow on the muzzles 
and ears of  hibernating bats. It is the 
main reason why the caves has been 
closed due to the  fear of  the disease 
spreading more than it already has. 

“The White Nose Syndrome 
originally came over from Europe, 
and the European bats were resistant 
to it. The 
area where 
they’re from 
d o e s n ’ t 
bother them, 
but when 
you relocate 
a species 
somewhere 
else, the 
environment 
doesn’t react 
well to that 
i m p a c t , ” 
said DNR 
interpretive staff  member Jarrett 
Manek.

“On a plus side, there are some 
American bats that are showing 
resistance, but unfortunately a lot 
of  them are still dying out. In some 
places, there is a 90 percent mortality 
rate,” said Manek.

“I believe that some caves with 
signifi cant roosting populations of  
Indiana bats, as well as other bat 
species were closed to human traffi c 
after the spread of  White Nose 
Syndrome from a fungus that was 
detected in our region. Most of  the 
commercial caves that have a lot of  
tourists visiting them have not been 
closed the last couple years,” said 
biology teacher Rod Goforth. 

Goforth appreciates the caves of  
Indiana and loves teaching his class 

about their inner workings.
“I enjoy visiting caves to experience 

these unique environments and 
observe cave dwelling animals and 
refl ect on the history of  the hydrology 
that is still carving the caves,” said 
Goforth.  

Although the caves are open, 
precautionary measures still must be 
taken to prevent possible spread. 

“One of  the 
things we do 
to combat the 
possible human 
spread of  WNS 
is that we have a 
decontamination 
station at the end 
of  our caves. You 
put your shoes in 
it and wash them 
off. We’re hoping 
people wash their 
clothes if  they are 
going from one 

cave to another,” said Bridgewater. 
The staff  encourages students 

going to the caves and seeing what 
they are like.  

“We really like when students visit 
the caves. When more people show up, 
we get more staffi ng and funding for 
next year, so we encourage everyone 
that can come,” said Bridgewater. 

Goforth agreed with Bridgewater 
about encouraging students to go.

“I would love for students to 
experience the feeling of  a cave such 
as the wet and cool air and the echoes. 
It is the most complete darkness I 
have ever experienced when turning 
out the lights in a cave. That’s a really 
impressive sensation. It is also very 
cool to observe cave dwelling animals 
or ride in a boat in an underground 
river.”Savannah Schroering/The Bagpiper

White Nose Syndrome
(Psuedogymnoascus destructans)

• WNS is found in 26 U.S. states 
and 6 Canadian provinces 

• WNS is known to aff ect 
hibernating bats

• 7 species of bats have been 
diagnosed with WNS

Source: Batcon.org


