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	Surveying Churches and Chapels for Swifts

By Peta Sams


	What to look for
	

	Swifts are birds that are rely on our buildings to build their nests and raise their young.  They will be somewhere where there is a relatively clear flight path into and out of the nest site as they fly straight in and then drop out of the nest and rise with the help of the air currents.  Swifts will be found somewhere high – the recommendation when installing boxes is to put them at least 5m high – so you will not find Swifts on bungalows or low houses. That said there are some known Swift nest sites that are surprisingly low.
Swifts do not build mud nests outside houses and barns like house martins and swallows so if you see a bird going into a nest outside a building it is not a Swift. You will never see a Swift’s nest from outside a building. Swifts definitely do not nest in trees.

	

	When to look
	

	Swifts arrive at the start of May and soon return to their nest sites. However the best times to find where swifts are nesting are in June and especially July when the young are being fed.
Sunny, calm days are best for finding swifts. If the weather is cold, wet or windy they will move to where they can find food more easily and it is believed that they will go into nests earlier in the evening – perhaps 7pm.
On fine days swifts will probably get up earlier than you so looking for them in the evenings at dusk is usually successful. Once they have young they will be going in and out of the nest many times each day so morning, afternoon and evenings are good times to see them.

	Where to look
	

	Look around old buildings where there are nooks and crannies.

Screaming parties in high summer are a very good indication of nest sites in the locality but they may not be nesting immediately near where the swifts are screaming – look perhaps up to 100m away for suitable buildings.
Churches are a good place to find swifts if there if a clear flight path either to the tower or the eaves. Swallows and bats are often known about by the PCC and parishioners but perhaps there are swifts that have not been noticed.


	How to see these birds
	

	Look for birds flying close to buildings – often they will fly round a few times which gives you a chance to focus on them and work out where they might be going. But once they do decide go into their nest hole it can all be over while you blink so watch carefully.  Once you have seen a few go into nest sites you will become more aware of their behaviour and able to pick up the dash for the nest more quickly.  When there are young in the nest the arrival of the parent can sometimes be confirmed by a lot of loud squawking.
 

	What to record
	

	A simple recording sheet – either paper or a spreadsheet – can be used.  

Date

Church name & address 

Name of observer

Comments – e.g. where on building

Postcode

Grid Reference

T

Postcode can be found from the Royal Mail website http://www.royalmail.com/find-a-postcode.

Grid reference can be found by using http://www.gridreferencefinder.com/ although you may to prefer surveying using a GPS or smartphone app so that you can record the grid reference immediately.

A photograph may be useful to show exactly where the nest is within the building.

It is also worth recording where and when you see screaming parties (and approximate numbers if you can count them) as this is an indication of nest sites nearby. It can also help to give an idea of numbers of birds breeding in a locality.

Local councils, local bird clubs, RSPB Swift Survey and local Wildlife Trusts will all take Swift records and use them to contribute to the picture of wildlife in the area. Records will also be used when planning applications are submitted and this is a key use of the information. Caring for God’s Acre would also like to receive swift records on churches or chapels.

It is important to resurvey each year to see if nest sites are still in use and to re-report these annually.


	Cautions
	

	If you are surveying on private houses as well as churches and chapels then remember that swifts often nest under the eaves so take extreme care when looking at – or around – people’s bedroom windows especially around dusk.  Many people love their swifts but there are some people who are better off not knowing that they have birds nesting in/on their house so do not draw attention to yourself when surveying. Do not stand outside a property for too long and do not point binoculars at windows. Fortunately with a bit of practice it is easy to spot swifts going into nest sites with the naked eye.
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