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Returning swifts herald the start of summer.  
Although these aerial specialists have been in  

serious decline, groups across the UK are rallying to 
help them. Louise Tickle reports on how urban 

communities are offering swifts a lifeline. 

28 summer 2017

Sitting outside at our picnic table, my 
kids are eating their tea as – high 
above us – the warm summer air is 
cut to ribbons by swifts tearing 
through the sky. Neck cricked and 

grinning at their antics, I gaze up at the half 
dozen or so screaming, sickle-winged birds 
overhead as they forage for insects – food for 
hungry chicks.

“Listen – can you hear them screech?”  
I ask the boys. They glance up briefly.

“Mmmm,” says the eldest laconically. 
“Like gliders. But faster,” says the youngest. 

“Can I have my pudding now?”
Three pass in formation, much closer this 

time, and this time the boys’ attention is grabbed 
by the combination of speed and scream. For me 
this is a magical time of year when, almost every 
evening for just three months, I witness a 
natural spectacle in my own back yard, for free. 

Neighbours who have lived in the village 
longer than us say, however, there used to be 
dozens of swifts filling the sky in years gone by, 
and their experience is replicated across much of 
the UK. This serious decline is galvanising bird 
lovers to take action.

“Swifts are primarily urban birds that prefer to 
nest in little nooks and crannies in buildings; 

they only need the smallest of gaps, so when 
people replace soffits and fascias, and seal up 
cracks under the eaves, they often don’t realise 
that they’re blocking up swift nesting sites,” says 
Rebecca Pitman, Project Officer at the RSPB. 
“Because they’re nest-site faithful, loss of nest 
sites can severely affect their breeding.”

National planning policy guidance says that 
councils should enhance biodiversity when 
developments enter the planning process, but 
there’s no statutory obligation for them to do so. 
“There are, however, some enlightened councils, 
and we’re hoping that others will follow what,  
for example, Exeter City Council has achieved,” 
Rebecca says.

EXETER
In Exeter, RSPB volunteer Stephen Fitt 
contributed to a Supplementary Planning 
Document adopted by the council planners  
that included steps to protect and enhance 
biodiversity. This specified integrating nest boxes 
into new-builds to benefit species, such as swifts, 
that are dependent on buildings for breeding.  
The guidance has since been recognised as an 
exemplar of good practice by the Town and 
Country Planning Association and Stephen has 
been involved in promoting similar measures to 

HELPING 
SWIFTS SOAR
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A swift’s feet rarely  
touch the ground. They 

land only during nesting, 
and usually in high places, 

often atop buildings. 
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BELFAST
Across the Irish Sea, the RSPB in Belfast, 
which became the UK’s first-ever Swift 
City in 2013, has recruited dozens of 
volunteers to help carry out population 
surveys. Belfast was particularly at risk of 
losing important swift nesting sites 
because so much demolition and building 
work has taken place, explains Claire 
Barnett, RSPB NI Conservation  
Team Leader.

“It helps that the survey doesn’t need to  
be carried out early in the morning,” she 
says. “Volunteers go walking the streets at 
dusk and record any low screaming 

other local authorities. Swifts and house 
sparrows, he reports, are now successfully 
using nest boxes placed in recently 
completed buildings.  

BRISTOL
Just up the M5, the founders of Bristol 
Swifts, Mark and Jane Glanville, have been 
trialling a variety of swift boxes they’ve 
designed and built over the past decade. 

Stand in their garden from May onwards 
and you’re likely to hear recorded swift 
calls playing near nest boxes mounted on 
their house; it’s known this can help attract 
swifts. The Glanvilles’ various designs for 

swift boxes are available on their website, 
all they ask is for a photo of your box for 
their records or, if you’re not feeling handy, 
you can buy a ready-made box.

The couple aims to support their existing 
colonies across the city, which Mark says are 
typically small – just one or two nests in a 
single building. “Once a traditional nest site 
has been lost it’s difficult for the birds to find 
new ones nearby and this will often lead to a 
colony disappearing from the area,” he says. 
“To reverse this trend, we’re safeguarding 
the original nest sites by putting up boxes as 
close as possible, in case something happens 
to that building in the future.”

A swift box under the eaves 
makes some amends for 
the loss of traditional 
nesting sites. 

priority species

REPORT  YOUR SWIFT SIGHTINGS
Swifts need your help.  
We are desperate for 

sightings of nest sites and screaming parties in flight. Please report your sightings 
at rspb.org.uk/ 
swiftsurvey



Nature’s Home 31summer 2017

 

THE TOWN 
PLANNER
“In September 2010 
Exeter council adopted 
a supplementary 
planning document 
requiring new 

residential developments to protect and 
enhance biodiversity. We now talk to 
developers in the planning stages, 
whether it’s a single house or hundreds 
of units, about incorporating swift 
bricks and swift boxes, as well as other 
measures to support local wildlife. 
People can worry about bird mess, and 
then RSPB works with us to explain 
how this isn’t really an issue with swifts 
because they spend so much time flying 
at height. There’s very little expense to 
install swift bricks and nesting boxes so 
it’s surprising perhaps that other 
councils haven’t taken the same 
planning approach. It’s been extremely 
successful – almost all our new 
building projects, especially large 
housing estates, have installed them, 
and we’ve also managed to add the 
same conditions to non-residential 
developments, so we’re now seeing 
them on new offices and hotels.”
Roger Clotworthy,  
Exeter City Council 

THE 
HOMEBUILDER
“We’ve worked with the 
RSPB to commission 
manufacturer 
Manthorpe Building 

Products to develop a swift brick that 
can be used by ourselves and the wider 
construction industry. They’re an 
industry first; fully drained, ventilated 
and unobtrusive. The design is also 
cheaper than others on the market, and 
can be installed within a wall as it’s built 
rather than being mounted externally. 
We’re about to install 180 of them in our 
Kingsbrook development, rising to 900 
in total, before rolling them out to other 
developments. Other house builders are 
also now ordering them, so the new swift 
bricks are really building momentum.” 
Michael Finn, Group Design and 
Technical Director, Barratt 
Developments plc

THE MP
“As an MP from a city 
seat, I was more than 
happy to accept the 
RSPB’s invitation to be 
species champion for 
this iconic urban bird. 

On a visit to the Bristol home of Mark 
and Jane Glanville it was fantastic to see 
the efforts they’ve made to attract swifts 
to nesting boxes and watch the birds 
swoop in and out of them at high speed. 
I’ve since spoken about swift 
conservation at an event at Bristol Zoo, 
which focused on how we can adapt 
and preserve the built environment to 
protect wildlife’s natural habitats, and 
I’m now encouraging Bristol City 
Council to emulate Exeter Council in 
making planning permission for new 
developments conditional on the 
inclusion of nesting spaces for swifts.  
If the government would adopt this  
on a nationwide basis, it would be a 
very easy step which could make a  
huge difference.”
Kerry McCarthy MP, Bristol East 

THE 
COMMUNITY 
ACTIVISTS
 “We joke, but it’s a 
full-time job. For 
example, we scour 
through the weekly 

planning applications: owners of an old 
mill building wanted to take the roof 
off and demolish the top floor, so all last 
week was taken up designing the 
mitigation. We run swift strolls around 
the town, and we’ve put up over 100 
swift bricks and nest boxes, including 
in public buildings such as the 
community centre, school and church 
tower. My husband Edmund and Nick, 
our local vet, hauled all the equipment 
up the tower on ropes so they could 
construct bespoke boxes in situ.  
It’s extremely exciting that two pairs 
have settled in the first year of the school 
boxes, so we are now putting in 
webcams so we can stream conservation 
in action to the local community.”
Tanya and Edmund Hoare,  
founders, Sedbergh Community 
Swifts, Cumbria

SWIFT HEROES
Four special people who are helping to save the species.
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47 % 
decline in UK swift 
numbers (1995-2014)

111.6 KM/H
Top flight speed recorded in 

a swift (or 69.3 mph). Only a 

stooping (diving) peregrine 
moves faster. 

21 YEARS
AGE REACHED BY THE 
OLDEST RINGED SWIFT.  
THE AVERAGE IS ABOUT 5.5 
YEARS – A LONG LIFE SPAN 
FOR A BIRD OF THIS SIZE.

40 g 
AVERAGE WEIGHT OF SWIFT 
– EQUIVALENT TO A 
CADBURY’S CRÈME EGG

800 KM
Daily average distance 
covered by a swift (nearly 
500 miles). That’s about  
2 million km, or 1.24 million 
miles in a lifetime.

parties of swifts and any nest sites that 
they manage to spot around the city.” 

Thanks to the volunteers’ findings, 
monitoring is now focused on the south  
of the city where the biggest populations 
make their homes. Claire’s remit also 
includes bringing large organisations on 
board, and 10 partners have now signed 
up to the Pledge for Nature project, 
including Queen’s University Belfast, the 
Belfast Health and Social Care Trust and 
the Greater Village Regeneration Trust. 

RSPB NI also initiated Northern 
Ireland’s first ever swift-tagging project 
last year (see box on page 33).
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TAYSIDE
Scotland has seen a bigger decline in swift 
numbers than anywhere else in the UK. This 
prompted Daniele Muir, then a countryside 
ranger, to get involved with the group Tayside 
Swifts, which advises on swift conservation 
in Angus, Perth & Kinross and Dundee.

“I’ve always loved swifts – their screaming 
never fails to take me back to sunny days in 

the school summer holidays,” Daniele says. 
Now the group’s leader, she has secured 
funding to work with schoolchildren, 
community groups, businesses and 
churches to improve buildings in villages 
and towns across the region. Monitoring 
data collected by volunteers is used to create 
Swift Priority Zones so planners are aware 
of the need to protect local nest sites.

“I’ve always loved swifts - their 
screaming never fails to take 
me back to sunny days in the 
school summer holidays.”

PIN BADGE

Get your very own swift pin 

badge at ebay.co.uk from 

seller “rspb”. Visit rspb.org.

uk/pinbadges for  

our full range. 

OXFORD
Flying 450-odd miles south again – a 
distance a swift can easily manage in a day 
– more Swift Cities are in the offing: 
Oxford will launch in May. 

Years of monitoring, swift-box 
installation and relationship-building work 
undertaken by Oxfordshire-based 
volunteer Chris Mason and his colleagues 
underpins Oxford’s forthcoming ‘Swift 
City’ status. “Although it’s such a short 
time we have them here, it’s an amazing 
experience to go out on a summer evening 
and see screaming parties whizzing round 
the houses,” says Chris. “I’ve sat outside in 
a churchyard with someone who’s burst out 
laughing with the pleasure of seeing them.”

In the city of dreaming spires, an 
HLF-funded partnership is hoping to 
increase public awareness of swifts, 

priority species
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TAGGING IN ACTION
Swift GPS tagging project in Northern Ireland.
Last summer, Dr Kendrew Colhoun and his colleagues from RSPB 
Northern Ireland and members of NI Swift Group stood patiently outside a 
variety of buildings for hours on end, holding nets up high in the air – all in 
the hope of catching swifts leaving their nests after feeding their chicks.

In a joint project between RSPB, BTO and NI Swift Group, this was the 
first time in Northern Ireland that breeding swifts would be fitted with 
miniature GPS tags. The tags would gather precise data on where urban 
swifts in Belfast were flying to forage, in comparison with their more 
rural counterparts around Lough Neagh. Understanding the location of 
swifts’ feeding grounds – which can be many tens of miles from where 
they breed – is just as vital to the species’ conservation as ensuring their 
nest sites are protected. 

Around a dozen swifts were successfully tagged with devices 
weighing under 1 gram, or around 2% of a swift’s body weight, and data 
was collected as the breeding season continued. Around half of these 
were programmed to record the migratory movements to and from 
Africa. It’s hoped that when these birds return to Northern Ireland in 
June, scientists will be able to download data on their migration 
journey, as well as fitting another cohort of breeding swifts with tags 
in order to gather comparison data over the 2017 summer period. 

Aerial acrobats
A swift only touches down during nesting. They eat, drink and sleep on the wing, and bathe by flying 
relatively slowly through falling rain. They even mate on the wing, with the male and female birds 
carefully manoeuvring themselves into position. Here’s how it’s done: 

The male flies up 
behind the female. 

He clings to her 
back to stabilise 
himself.

Flight continues 
during copulation.

Swifts snatch 
insects from the air. 

In some habitats, the 
feasting is better at 

lower altitudes.
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Having been inspired by Bristol Swifts’ 
easy-to-follow instructions for making a 
swift nest box, I’m heading off to get some 
plywood and a tin of black emulsion for 
painting the interior. Perhaps, as there are 
saws, screwdrivers and paintbrushes 
involved, I’ll be able to persuade the boys 
to join in. n

encouraging the local community to help 
through a variety of swift-based activities 
such as talks, walks, and work in schools. 
“We’ll also be running a competition 
to design a “swift tower” – a 
structure with space for nesting 
swifts – to be built in Oxford,” 
says RSPB Conservation 
Officer Charlotte Kinnear.

CARDIFF
In Cardiff, enthusiasm for 
swifts bubbles up in RSPB 
Project Manager Carolyn 
Robertson’s voice as she talks 
through the plans – if funding 
becomes available. “Hundreds of 
swifts have nest sites across the city,” she says, 
“and they also feed in Cardiff Bay – we’re 
lucky that we have lots of old, swift-friendly 
architecture and sites that have been left 
undisturbed for years.”

Carolyn is already working to persuade 
Cardiff City Council to adopt planning 
guidance similar to Exeter’s, and is hoping 

Louise Tickle is an 
award-winning journalist 
who writes about travel, 
the environment and rural 
affairs. Her first job was as 
public affairs officer for the 
RSPB in Wales. She now 
lives in Gloucestershire 

and heads west for the Pembrokeshire 
coast and islands whenever she can.

to recruit more volunteers to help with 
mapping all the swifts in the constituency of 
Welsh Assembly Member Jenny Rathbone, 

who has been named as swift Species 
Champion for Wales. 

Carolyn pays tribute to the 
Glamorgan Bird Club (GBC), 
whose volunteers already 
pound the Welsh capital’s 
streets, eyes raised to the 
sky trying to spot swifts 
speeding to their nests.

“These birds are summer 
to me – they’re an iconic 

species,” says GBC member 
Alan Rosney, who co-ordinates 

12 volunteers monitoring sites 
around Cardiff, Llantwit Major, 

Pontypridd and Merthyr Tydfil. A grant 
from the Welsh Ornithological Society has 
enabled them to construct and install swift 
boxes, the most recent of which went up in 
a church tower. “The big expense isn’t the 
boxes, it’s the scaffolding,” says Alan wryly. 
“Swifts like to nest about five metres up.”

➜ GIVE SWIFTS A HOME
Put up a swift box and see if you can 
attract a colony to your area. Buy our 
handmade box at rspb.org.uk/shop, as 
featured on p87.
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A swift’s  
egg can survive 

chilling at any stage 
of development if the 
adults have to spend 
more time away from 

the nest – which 
would kill the 

embryos of any  
other bird.

Our towns, cities and 
housing developments 
stand to play a key role  
in the fate of this species. 


