
 

 
 

UKZN RESEARCH ON SLEEP BEHAVIOUR OF FRUIT BATS FEATURED ON 

BBC EARTH TV CHANNEL  

 

 

A sleeping Wahlberg’s Epauletted Fruit Bat. 

 

Work by several UKZN School of Life Sciences researchers on the sleeping patterns of fruit bats 

was highlighted on the TV channel BBC Earth recently. 

The work, which investigated the relationship between sleep behaviour and surface body 

temperature of the Wahlberg’s Epauletted Fruit Bat (Epomophorus wahlbergi), was used in 

the programme: Weird Ways Animals Sleep. 

The research was led by Professor Colleen Downs, assisted by students Ms Adwoa Awuah, Ms 

Maryna Jordaan, Ms Londiwe Magagula, Ms Truth Mkhize, Ms Christine Paine, Ms Esmaella 

Raymond-Bourret and Ms Lorinda Hart. 

Downs’ study was primarily intended to explore the effects of rising temperatures due to 

predicted climate change scenarios on the sleeping patterns of these nocturnal fruit bats.  

What Downs and her team found was that rising temperatures impact negatively on the 

roosting behaviour of these creatures as they are forced to spend considerably more time 

licking their fur, spreading their wings and panting in attempts to keep cool. As daytime 

temperatures soared above 35°C, the researchers reported that none of the bats, found 

largely in the eastern parts of South Africa, was observed sleeping. 

As these bats struggle with cooling on extremely hot days, it also indicates the effect climate 

change extreme temperature occurrence has on them. Recently fruit bats died during heat 

waves in India and Australia. 

The BBC Earth programme focused on the sleeping habits of the fruit bats, sea otters, 

orangutans, sunbirds and dolphins. Focusing on the fact that the bats need to be alert, even 

when sleeping, because of the risk of predators catching them unawares, the programme 

mentioned Downs’s investigation and its description of the phenomenon of ‘sleeping with 

one eye open’.  

http://lifesciences.ukzn.ac.za/


According to the BBC, this sleep behaviour is common among marine animals but Downs 

and her team report that the Wahlberg’s Epauletted Fruit Bat is the first non-marine animal in 

which this behaviour has been observed. The study revealed that about 21% of bats 

monitored appeared to sleep with one eye open, hiding their closed eye under a wing. 

What this behaviour demonstrates is unihemispheric sleep, where one half of the brain shows 

waking activity while the other displays slow-wave sleep activity. This way of sleeping allows 

the animals to remain alert and avoid being targeted by predators such as vervet monkeys 

and African crowned eagles, while also benefiting from the refreshment of sleep. 

The bats observed were in the study roost outside the John Bews Building on the 

Pietermaritzburg campus, with some also being studied in aviaries. Downs said the study of 

these mammals in relation to the effect land use change and climate change have on 

animals, would provide a model for the study of these phenomena on other species. 


