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Abstract
On 6 December 2015, two days after leaving Port Gentil harbor 

(Gabon), 120 nautical miles (222 kilometers) off shore, the first 
mate of the chemical tanker Hafnia Rainier noticed a large bat on 
board. He took a number of pictures and recorded it with a video 
camera. The bat was identified as an African Straw-coloured fruit 
bat Eidolon helvum. The observation was made in the Gulf of Guinea 
off the coast of Benin. For the next four days the bat was flying 
around the ship at the maximum distance of 100 to 200 m. The 
last observation took place on 10 December 2015 at distance of 
over 100 nautical miles (185 km) from the shore at the longitude 
of Sierra Leone. The bat came probably from the offshore islands 
of São Tomé or Principe, located about 230 and 217 km from the 
shore, respectively, which the ship passed by a day before the first 
observation. It is highly probable that the bat could fly between 
those two islands (140 km) and searched for a suitable stopover 
during its passage across the sea.

Introduction
Occurrence and activity of bats over open ocean and remote 

islands has been the subject of a number of studies during recent 
years  (AHLEN et al. 2007, HATCH et al. 2013, PETERSON et al. 
2014, BSG ECOLOGY 2014, SJOLLEMA et al. 2014, BRABANT et 
al. 2016).  However bats have been observed on the open ocean, 
many kilometers offshore, for over a century (CONSTANTINE 2003, 
PETERSON et al. 2014). Available records primarily focus on passive 
bat translocations related to natural phenomena (e.g. blow off by 
the wind) or transport by ships after landing on them or using them 
and shipping containers as roosts (review by CONSTANTINE 2003). 
Some reported individuals were found at considerable distance 

from the mainland (1000 km: Bermuda and Galapagos Islands) or 
even on another continent (North American species found in Europe 
and Kamchatka) (CONSTANTINE 2003).

Bats may also actively move to remote islands, offshore platform 
or fly offshore during seasonal migration. Regular observations of 
this phenomenon over the last decades illustrate the increased 
interest in bat migration, as well as the concern of the danger 
posed by offshore wind farms on migrating bats.  The development 
of advanced techniques, such as automated recording of bat 
echolocation calls and utilisation of radars to determine bat 
movement also provided an increased amount of information 
(AHLEN et al. 2007, 2009, CRYAN and BROWN 2007, BOSHAMER 
and BEKKER 2008, PETERSON et al. 2014, BSG ECOLOGY 2014, 
SJOLLEMA et al. 2014, BRABANT et al. 2016). 

Most of the reports deal with echolocating bats, whose activity 
can be tracked using acoustic methods such as bat detectors. This 
technique cannot be used in bats from the family Pteropodidae as 
they do not use echolocation. However, numerous Pteropodidae 
species inhabit offshore islands (SIMMONS 2005), it is probable 
that they are using airspace over the oceans and may occasionally 
land on passing ships.

The issue of bat translocation, may be an issue of concern as these 
individuals may be vectors of different pathogens (CONSTANTINE 
2003). Every observation of bat movement beyond their natural 
range or niche is important as this contributes to our knowledge 
of bat behaviour and possible diseases transfer via these animals.

In this paper, we present the first detailed description of an 
offshore observation of Eidolon helvum that was made on a tanker 
cruising through the Gulf of Guinea. 
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Materials and Methods
The observation was made during the voyage of the chemical 

tanker Hafnia Rainier from Port Gentil (Gabon) to Rotterdam (The 
Netherlands) (Figure. 1) between noon on 4 December 2015 and 
17 December 2015. The first observation was made by ship's first 
mate (M. Pielaszkiewicz), who noticed a large bat on board of the 
tanker and recorded it on video camera (Panasonic DMC-TZ10). This 
audiovisual material was later used to identify the bat species.

The Hafnia Rainier is a 182 m long chemical tanker build in 2004. 
During the observation period, the ship was carrying LSFO (Low 
Sulphur Fuel Oil). 

Results
The bat observed on the Hafnia Rainier was identified as an 

Eidolon helvum (Figure 2). The first observation was made on 6 
December 2015 at 01°55' 12" N 02°23' 12"E, when the ship was at 
least 120 nautical miles (222 kilometers) off shore at the longitude 
of Benin, two days after leaving the harbor, and the last observation 
took place on 10 December 2015 at a distance of over 100 nautical 
miles  (185 kilometers)  from the shore at the longitude of Sierra 
Leone at 07°19′48″N 15°55′6″W (Figure 1). No bat presence on 
the ship was observed after that date. During this period, the ship 
was sailing along the West African coast at a distance of 100 – 140 
nautical miles (185 – 260 kilometers) from the shore.

The bat was hanging on the side of the ship, when it was 
discovered (Figure 2). For the next four days, it was flying around 
the ship at the maximum distance of 100 to 200 m from the ship 
(Figure 3) or hanging on accommodation fittings in areas that were 
inaccessible to the crew.  The bat was active during the day. Taking 
into account the size of the tanker, the bat was moving along a circle 
with a circumference of 1000 m. On average, the bat landed on the 
ship after 3 to 4 laps. The crew could not make any observations 
during nighttime due to the lack of proper illumination on the ship.

Discussion
Eidolon helvum is widely distributed in lowland rainforest and 

savanna zones in central and South Africa (MICKLEBURGH et al. 
2008). Populations of this bat occur on several offshore islands 
including the Gulf of Guinea islands and Zanzibar, Pemba and Mafia 
(off Tanzania) (BERGMANS 1990; SIMMONS 2005). A presumably 
isolated population is also known in the Aïr Mountains of Niger, 
which is about 400 km from its core range, suggesting that this 
species can undertake long migrations over fruitless, semiarid 
regions (BERGMANS 1990). 

This species can fly on average 90 km (maximum 370 km) a 
day during migration (RICHTER and CUMMING 2008). However 
this migration of Eidolon helvum has been observed onshore only 
(HAPPOLD 1984, RICHTER and CUMMING 2008). Our observation 
is the first documented report of Eidolon helvum on the open 
ocean, although there are some anonymous reports on high sea 
observations of this species (ANONYMUS 2004), and the most 
distant island were one individual of Eidolon helvum was observed 
is 570 km from mainland (JIMÉNEZ and HAZEVOET 2010).

Considering the known range of migration, it can be assumed 
that most African islands are located within a distance that can 
be covered by Eidolon helvum in one day. This species colonized 
islands both on the western coast of Africa - including those located 
in the Gulf of Guinea, and on the eastern coast - Zanzibar, Pemba 
and Mafia (BERGMANS 1990; SIMMONS 2005). On the western 
coast the bat was noticed on the offshore islands of São Tomé and 
Principé (BERGMANS 1990), which are located 140 km apart, and 
230 and 217 km respectively from the Gabonese coast. These are 
the most distant locations from the mainland where the species 
was found. The Hafnia Rainier sailed between these locations a day 

Figure 1: Hafnia Rainier sailing route. White point – first observation, black 
point – last observation of Eidolon helvum aboard. The northern border of 
distribution range of this species is shown with dots.

Figure 2: Eidolon helvum hanging on the sideboard (Photo M. Pielaszkiewicz)

Figure 3: Eidolon helvum flying around the ship (Photo. M. Pielaszkiewicz).
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before the bat was first observed. Therefore, it is possible that the 
Eidolon helvum found on the tanker came from those islands. Due 
to the time of departure from Port Gentil (around midday) it seems 
very unlikely that the bat went aboard at the harbor and remained 
unnoticed by the crew for the following two days. December is the 
migration period for this species, so it is highly probable that the 
bat could fly between the islands of São Tomé and Príncipe and 
utilized the ship as a suitable rest stopover point. This behaviour 
may facilitate colonisation of remote islands by bats using human 
transport across the oceans (WEISLER et al. 2006). 

Eidolon helvum is suspected or known to be a reservoir of many 
recently emerged zoonotic viruses, including Laos bat virus and 
henipaviruses (OLIVAL and HAYMAN 2014, PEEL et al. 2016). Its 
panmictic population structure (PEEL et al. 2013, SHI et al. 2014), 
potential to travel over long distances (RICHTER and CUMMING 
2008) and possibility to be transported by ships may increase 
the risk of transmission of zoonotic viruses beyond the species' 
range, which may have important public health and conservation 
implications for other species populations. 
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