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ID of Swifts, Swallows and Martins
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House Martin Swallow

Common Swift Sand Martin



The ‘Scanish Swift’ fossil

Birds evolved from 
dinosaurs

49 million years 
old

Senckenberg 
Museum in 
Frankfurt

200mm wingspan



Swifts in Britain

Eight species of swift have been recorded in Britain though 
only the Common Swift breeds here and all the others have 
just occurred as rare or very rare migrants.
• Common Swift
• Pallid Swift }
• Alpine Swift }  from Europe
• White-rumped Swift }
• Little Swift }

• White-throated Needle-tail }
• Pacific Swift }   from Asia

• Chimney Swift }   from America

Alpine Swift



What are Swifts?

• Swifts belong to a family of 
birds called the Apodidae (“no 
feet”).

• 92 species.  Found on all 
continents except Antarctica. 



Feeding and Drinking



How high do Swifts fly?



The Common Swift: distribution

Breeding areas

Wintering areas



Migration

Arrival and 
departure dates



Fastest in level flight

Peregrine

Hobby

69.4 mph



Where do Swifts nest?

Swifts are entirely 
reliant on finding gaps 
or holes in buildings to 
access a safe place to 
breed.

If you can see the nest 
it’s not a Swift’s.



Nesting in trees and quarries

Swifts used to nest Odiham chalk quarry



Swift arrival & departure dates



Breeding

• Sexual maturity – 3-4 years
• Life-span – average 8-9 years
• Low mortality and slow reproduction rate
• Single brood of mainly two young
• Colonial nesters and Site faithful and Partner faithful
• The young can go into a state of torpor in cold weather 

when the adults are unable to find food.



Breeding

Life-span

Minimum nine weeks to fledging is the 
longest of any smaller bird.



Population Status of Swifts in the UK

Source: Woodward, I.D. et al. (2018) BirdTrends 2018: trends in numbers, breeding success and survival for UK 
breeding birds. Research Report 708. BTO, Thetford



The cause of the decline - exclusion
TN1
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TN1 Tim Norriss, 25/03/2021



How can we help Swifts?
• Swift boxes
• Cost is low - £35 incl installation
• Free advice from Hampshire Swifts
• Locations



How can we help Swifts?

• Swift bricks

• 200,000 new homes each year

• RIBA, RSPB and the NHBC recommend 
1 per dwelling

• House Sparrows use them too



Not just Swifts - Biodiversity crisis



Hampshire Swifts

• Formed in 2016 with the aim 
of reversing the decline in 
breeding Swifts in Hampshire

• Lobby local councils and 
developers

• Exhibitions and talks
• Advise about the provision of 

Swift nest boxes & Swift 
bricks

• Hampshire Swift Survey
• And we supply and install 

boxes



Hampshire Swifts



Hampshire Swifts



Hampshire Swifts Nesting Survey 

1815 nesting records

1787 to 2021



Hampshire Swifts Nesting Survey 

No Swifts nesting in 
South Wonston that we 
know about

Sports Pavilion boxes??



Projects – Winchester Cathedral

20 internal boxes early 2021

1 pair nested in 2021

2 pairs nested in 2022 and

11 boxes being used in 2022



tim@norriss.me


