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A deadly disease is killing millions
of bats. Now Trump funding cuts
threaten a promising Canadian
treatment
At a crucial point in their research, biologists are scrambling to find new
support for their study into a treatment for white-nose syndrome, a
fungal disease that has devastated insect-eating bats across North
America

By Ainslie Cruickshank

April 10, 2025  🕓 10 min. read

Researchers Cori Lausen and Maleen Mund step out of the warm spring sun and into a
dimly lit workshop. The only light streams in through the doorway behind them and a few
dusty windows. It’s been a cool start to the season in the Lower Mainland, but some bats
have already emerged from their winter hibernation. A couple dozen are roosting in cozy
clusters in the rafters of this old, wood building near Hayward Lake, about 60 kilometres
east of Vancouver.

Mund, a Geld technician working with Lausen, a bat biologist, Gxes a swab to the end of a
wooden dowel and climbs up a ladder. As she scrapes the swab back and forth just below
the bats, they squeak softly, as if in protest. Disturbed from its daytime snooze, one bat
takes Light, circling the room before settling back to roost. Lausen oMers a quiet apology:
“Sorry girlies.” She collects the swab and deposits it into a tube. It will be tested for
Pseudogymnoascus destructans, the ominous-sounding fungus behind a deadly disease
called white-nose syndrome.

Over the past two decades, white-nose syndrome has killed millions of bats across North
America. In the continent’s east, where the fungal disease was Grst detected, its toll is plain
in the piles of small bodies littering cave Loors, the remains of thousands of bats that
succumbed to infection during hibernation. As the disease spread west, Lausen, the
director of bat conservation at Wildlife Conservation Society Canada, raced to Gnd a
solution. 

Now, on the verge of conGrming what could be a game-changing probiotic treatment for
white-nose syndrome, Lausen is facing a new hurdle: U.S. President Donald Trump and his
mission to slash government spending.

The new so-called Department of Government EZciency, led by billionaire Elon Musk,
started implementing massive funding cuts, hiring freezes and Grings soon after Trump’s
inauguration in January. The consequences have rippled well beyond U.S. borders. Lausen’s
white-nose research was one of the Canadian projects aMected. She was notiGed by the U.S.
National Fish and Wildlife Foundation in January that her funding had been paused.

The team won a reprieve, but the grant expired in February. And although the organization
has applied to the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service for a new round of funding to support its
crucial next phase of study, Lausen doesn’t have much hope of success.

The funding debacle leaves Lausen with a mix of emotions — excitement that early results
are promising and panic that the Trump administration’s funding cuts could unravel the
whole project.

“It’s like seeing the Gnish line, but not quite being able to cross it,” she says.

An ‘ugly death’: white-nose syndrome eats away
at bats’ skin as they hibernate
Bats are often misunderstood and maligned. They’re seen as scary pests, linked with
vampires or the spread of disease. But these Lying mammals are a crucial part of
ecosystems — nighttime predators that help keep insect populations in check. They’re
important in their own right, but also to people. When bat populations decline, farmers use
more pesticides, costing them money and putting human health at risk.

White-nose syndrome has devastated bat colonies in North America. It takes hold during
hibernation, the time of year when bats’ defences are weak. Their bodies have cooled and
their immune systems have essentially switched oM to conserve energy, giving
Pseudogymnoascus destructans ample runway to develop into a disease that can be fatal.
As the fungus grows on their noses and wings, it eats away at their skin, rousing bats from
their hibernation several times through the winter. As they groom the fungus from their
wings, and their bodies warm up, their immune system turns back on, joining the battle
against the disease. But the Gght comes at a  cost. It uses vital fat stores, putting bats at
risk of starvation before their Grst feed of spring. “It’s a pretty ugly death,” Lausen says.

Canada listed three bat species as endangered in 2014 after the disease caused populations
to plummet in eastern provinces. Since then, white-nose syndrome has spread further
west, leapfrogging into Washington State in 2016. The leading hypothesis, Lausen says, is
that a stowaway bat hitched a ride on a transport truck travelling west from the state of
Kentucky to the Port of Seattle.

Lausen knew it was only a matter of time before the fungus showed up in B.C. She also
knew treatments being tested in the east wouldn’t work in the west. In the east, thousands
of bats spend the winter in caves. But in the west, bats seem to hibernate in smaller groups
dispersed across the landscape, often in deep crevices or hollows underground. 

It means the fungicides and other chemicals scientists spray on hibernating bats in the
east aren’t really an option here. But the large maternity roosts, where hundreds or
thousands of bats congregate over the spring and summer to birth and raise their babies,
present an opportunity. 

Lausen worked with scientists at Thomson Rivers and McMaster universities to develop
the probiotic, a cocktail of beneGcial bacteria — originally sourced from bats — that they
hoped would give bats the boost they needed to Gght oM the fungus before it developed into
the disease. Lab trials were promising, but Lausen needed to test it in the real world.

Each spring and summer since 2019, her team has applied the probiotic to bat boxes at
Hayward Lake, a site near Squamish, B.C., and another site closer to Vancouver. The fungus
hasn’t yet been detected in the area. But the idea is the bats will pick up enough of the
probiotic as they move in and out of the boxes to keep the disease at bay through
hibernation if they do become infected. 

Bat biologist Cori Lausen (left) holds a small canister of probiotics mixed with clay as field
technician Maleen Mund preps to apply the probiotic to two test bat boxes at their
Hayward Lake site. Lausen’s team has been applying the probiotic at this site each spring
and summer for years. Photo: Ainslie Cruickshank / The Narwhal

Bat conservation technician Maleen Mund has been using a modified bike pump to apply
the probiotic, but it’s messy, so she’s testing out a new tool to apply the powder. Photo:
Ainslie Cruickshank / The Narwhal

Outside the workshop, Mund dons a yellow poncho and a fresh pair of green lab gloves. She
heads up the ladder to one of the three bat boxes Gxed to the side of a red building. For the
past few years, the team has been using a modiGed bike pump to apply a mix of clay and
probiotics to the bat boxes. It works, but it’s messy: hence the poncho. 

Today Mund is trying out a new applicator on a test box. First, she soaks each chamber of
the box with water, so the mixture has something to stick to, then she puMs in the powder. 

Even with the study at risk from Trump’s funding cuts, the team is thinking about the best
options for scaling up the treatment. The hope is that one day they’ll be able to ship the
probiotic mix to community volunteers who can apply it at local roosting sites around the
continent to protect as many bats as possible. 

The probiotic mix is based on naturally occurring bacteria Lausen and her team collected
from a range of bat species found in B.C. Photo: Ainslie Cruickshank / The Narwhal

Lausen says the probiotic mix has shown up at control sites where the researchers never
applied it, evidence the bats themselves are spreading it around. That could make it
slightly more diZcult to parse the results of their study, but she says it’s ultimately good
news.

If the probiotic proves eMective at Gghting oM white-nose syndrome, it means the bats
themselves can help redistribute the wealth of good bacteria — it’s why Lausen calls this a
“Robin Hood” treatment. The beneGcial bacteria could become part of the bats’
microbiome, eventually negating the need for frequent treatments. But without more
deGnitive evidence the probiotic works, she worries they won’t get the funding they’d need
to go full sail. 

Washington study sites key to understanding
probiotic’s promise in white-nose syndrome
fight: biologist 
Lausen is conGdent, though, that the compelling evidence the researchers need can be
found across the border in Washington. In the past several years, there have been two mass
mortality events attributed to white-nose syndrome documented in the state. About 100
bats succumbed to the disease — all of them yuma myotis, a species found only in the west.
For Abby Tobin, the Washington state bat biologist working with Lausen, the deaths
underscore the risks for bats in the region, raising questions about how many are already
dying unseen.

For the past two years, Lausen’s been working with Tobin to test the probiotic at three roost
sites in the state. Early results show bats with higher levels of the probiotic had lower
levels of Pseudogymnoascus destructans and, in some cases, no fungus at all. “Nothing has
ever looked so positive until this winter,” Lausen says.

Tobin agrees. “It’s helping shift the microbiome on these wings for the better, so that’s
really promising and hopeful,” she says in an interview.

But can probiotics deGnitively treat white-nose syndrome? The scientists need more time
to be sure.

“This is a critical point in the study,” Tobin explains. While the preliminary results are
encouraging, the disease is still in the early stages at all three sites. Studying the probiotic’s
eMect over the next two years as the disease develops could oMer “pretty clear results,” she
says. They just need the money to do it.

One small saving grace is that white-nose syndrome seems to be spreading slightly slower
in the west than it did in the east. Lausen says it’s not entirely clear why: it could be that
bats are dying during hibernation undetected or, because the winters are shorter, the
fungus has less time to take hold before bats emerge in the spring better able to Gght it oM. 

At the Hayward Lake workshop, Lausen holds up a small bag, the outline of a bat just
barely visible through the backlit cotton. As Mund raises the “bat detector,” a device that
picks up ultrasonic frequencies, squiggly lines dance across the screen. The bat’s
echolocation calls are too high a frequency for human ears to hear, but the shape of the
sound waves tell Lausen this is a yuma myotis bat, the same species found in the
Washington state mass mortality events.

Every spring, before the next treatment, the researchers catch bats and swab their skin.
They want to know how the probiotic lasted through the winter — and if the fungus has
made any inroads to B.C.

Lausen pulls the tiny fur ball from the bag and gently extends one wing. As Mund takes a
swab, the light from her headlamp illuminates the veins that weave through the delicate,
translucent membrane. As Lausen scrambles to secure new funding for the Washington
study, her team will swab many more wings as more bats emerge from hibernation. But this
is all for now. Lausen releases the bat to return to its slumber, its speed and agility on full
display as it swoops down, then up and away.

Before applying the probiotic each spring, field technician Maleen Mund will swab the
roosts to see how the bacteria fared over winter. Photo: Ainslie Cruickshank / The Narwhal

Endangered little brown myotis bats and yuma myotis bats, which are only found in
the west, look similar and can often be found roosting together. Photo: Ainslie
Cruickshank / The Narwhal

Biologist Cori Lausen sweeps bat feces, called guano, from a picnic table in the
workshop into a sample envelope. Photo: Ainslie Cruickshank / The Narwhal

The secret lives of Vancouver’s ‘invisible mammals’ — and the race to save them

Yuma myotis bats aren’t listed under the Species at Risk Act, but bat biologist Cori Lausen
warns they’re vulnerable to white-nose syndrome, a fungal disease that’s devastated bat
populations. Photo: Ainslie Cruickshank / The Narwhal

The yuma myotis is a small bat. Its body ranges from about four to five centimetres in
length, with a wingspan of about 24 centimetres. Photo: Ainslie Cruickshank / The Narwhal

Yuma myotis and little brown myotis bats look so similar that it’s easier to identify the
species by their echolocation calls. Bat echolocation calls are too high frequency for
human ears to hear, so Maleen Mund uses a device called a “bat detector” to capture
the sound. Photo: Ainslie Cruickshank / The Narwhal

Bat biologist Cori Lausen releases the yuma myotis bat so it can return to its roost in a
workshop at Hayward Lake. Photo: Ainslie Cruickshank / The Narwhal

P U B L I S H E D  B Y

Ainslie Cruickshank
Ainslie Cruickshank is a Vancouver-based
journalist covering biodiversity issues for
The Narwhal. She has previously written for
The Walrus, The Toron...

See similar stories

bc  biodiversity  Endangered Species

M O S T  S H A R E D

B.C. quietly allowed an oil and
gas giant to sidestep rules for
more than 4,300 pipelines

🕓 6 min. read

By Matt Simmons (Local Journalism Initiative
Reporter) and Zak Vescera

April 2, 2025

Content for Apple News or Article only Get the inside scoop
on The Narwhal’s environment and climate reporting
by signing up for our free newsletter. This...

Continue reading

BECOME A NARWHAL

Investigating problems. 

Exploring solutions

The Narwhal’s reporters are telling environment 

stories you won’t read about anywhere else. Stay 

in the loop by signing up for a weekly dose of 

independent journalism.

Email Address* SUBSCRIBE

Another year of keeping a close watch

Here at The Narwhal, we don’t use proGt, awards or pageviews to measure
success. The thing that matters most is real-world impact — evidence
that our reporting inLuenced citizens to hold power to account and pushed
policymakers to do better.

And in 2024, our stories were raised in legislatures across the country and
cited by citizens in their petitions and letters to politicians.

In Alberta, our reporting revealed Premier Danielle Smith made false
statements about the controversial renewables pause. In Manitoba, we
proved that oZcials failed to formally inspect a leaky pipeline for years. And
our investigations on a leaked recording of TC Energy executives were called
“the most important Canadian political story of the year.”

We’d like to thank you for paying attention. And if you’re able to donate
anything at all to help us keep doing this work in 2025 — which will
bring a whole lot we can’t predict — thank you so very much.

Will you help us hold the powerful accountable in the year to come by giving
what you can today?

Yes, I’ll support independent journalism
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Bat biologist Cori Lausen and
her team have been working for
years to develop and test a
probiotic that can help bats fight
off white-nose syndrome, a
deadly fungal disease that eats
away at bats' skin as they
hibernate.
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