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OVERVIEW 
          The Chimney 
Swift is a little, high-
flying, dark grey bird 
whose diet consists 
entirely of insects 
caught on the wing.  
It spends summers in 
eastern North Amer-
ica and winters in 

South America.  In the 40 years since 1968, 
Chimney Swift numbers in Canada have declined 
by 96% (8.3% annually, on average). 

Ontario’s population of Chimney Swifts is 
dwindling even more rapidly than swift numbers 
are falling in Canada as a whole.  Among various 
monitoring tools, the most alarming evidence 
comes from the Breeding Bird Survey, which, in 
the decade between 1997 and 2007, showed an 
Ontario decrease of 18.7% annually. 

During 2009, the Chimney Swift was offi-
cially designated as Threatened under both fed-
eral and provincial species-at-risk legislation. 

Each year, Chimney Swifts return to Lon-
don to seek out suitable chimneys for nesting – 
one pair (or family unit) per chimney.  During 
spring and fall migration, large numbers of swifts 
gather to roost for the night in broad-diameter 
chimneys.  Non-breeders also roost communally 
during the nesting season.  The spectacle of a 
great flock of swirling swifts descending by the 
hundreds into a chimney for the night is a mar-
velously breathtaking phenomenon of nature. 

During the daytime, swifts may be visible 
above various sections of London, especially 
older parts of the city.  It is easy to learn to iden-
tify swifts and recognize their calls.  Astute ob-
servers may also notice their entries into and ex-
its from chimneys.   

Read on to learn more about the ways of 
swifts in London, why they are declining and how 
you can help. 
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The chimneys of two 
London buildings that 
provide essential habitat 
for Chimney Swifts: a 
university building used 
for nesting (left) and a 
nine-storey apartment 
building used for both 
nesting and communal 
roosting (above). 
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INTRODUCTION 
The Chimney Swift is aptly named – the 

species is noted for its swiftness of flight and its  
habit of nesting and roosting in chimneys.  The 
scientific name, Chaetura pelagica, gives a nod 
to the bird’s bristle-tipped tail feathers, as well 
as its affinity for water.  Although the species has 
no near relatives in eastern North America, it is 
most closely related to hummingbirds, another 
group of agile fliers that have fast-beating wings.   

A little, soot-coloured bird, the Chimney 
Swift is considerably smaller than a robin.  
Adults weigh about 23 grams (less than 1 ounce).  
Swifts have cigar-shaped bodies and short tails, 
tipped with spines.  The long, narrow, pointed 
wings form a crescent shape during flight. 

From late April to early October, alert 
Londoners may from time to time hear pleasant 
chattering sounds overhead.  An upward glance 
will reveal Chimney Swifts, soaring and banking 
high above downtown streets and well-treed 
residential neighbourhoods.  Stiff, rapid wing-
beats produce a quick, jerky pattern of flight. 

Swifts are among the most aerial of all 
land-based birds.  Because they only rarely come 
down to earth, most people don’t notice them at 
all.  Thanks to their custom of calling while in 
flight, they are often heard before they are seen.  
Swifts are thought to use their voices to convey 
information to other members of the flock, but 
the meaning of these communications is not 
known.  Swifts also have the ability to echolo-
cate.  This adaptation, which involves emitting 
sounds and then interpreting the echoes that 
bounce back from nearby objects, is most often 
associated with bats. 

Swifts spend the entire day on the wing, 
pursuing airborne insects.  
Because of the design of 
their feet, they are unable to 
land on the ground or perch 
on wires, branches or chim-
ney tops.  Swifts come to 
rest only inside wide, hollow 
structures – most fre-
quently old, brick chimneys.  
Here they hang vertically 
against the rough bricks, 
held up by strong claws and 
supported by stiff tail feath-
ers.  Swifts build their nests 
inside chimneys and also 
enter chimneys to roost for 
the night. 

Swifts are often mistaken for swallows, 
although the two groups are not related.  Both 
are aerial foragers, which means they capture 
food while in flight.  Swifts generally hunt in-
sects at higher levels of the air column than 
swallows do.  When viewed from the ground, the 
most common species of swallows are lighter 
coloured on their undersides than swifts are.  
Swallows also have more noticeable tails and 
frequently land on the ground or perch on wires, 
branches or built structures. 

Another bird that is sometimes confused 
with the Chimney Swift is the European Starling, 
a common, year-round city resident.  Like swifts, 
starlings are dark in colour, but starlings’ wings 
are short and triangular shaped.  Starlings tend 
to fly purposefully in straight lines, whereas 
swifts constantly change directions during flight.  
Starlings make noisy, grating calls and often 
perch on chimney tops, something swifts never 
do.  At close range, at some seasons and ages, 
starlings may exhibit a speckled appearance.  

Swifts are sometimes confused with bats, 
as both may be seen flying around at dusk.  
Compared to swifts, bats have heavier bodies 
and longer, more jagged-edged wings that tend 
to be held perpendicular to the body.  Bat flight 
is also more erratic.  Bats emerge to hunt at 
dusk, whereas swifts go to bed at dusk.  Bats do 
not generally occupy chimneys used by swifts. 

Swifts commonly forage at heights of 20 
metres (60 feet) or higher, and sometimes reach 
several hundred metres.  Throughout the time 
they are in Canada, swifts often feed in small 
flocks of up to a dozen or so birds.  To drink, 
they fly low over the water, skimming the sur-
face with their bills. 

          The Chimney Swift is 
probably best known for its gre-
garious habits during the post-
breeding and migratory period.  
From August onward, swifts 
gather in increasingly large 
nightly roosts that may eventu-
ally number hundreds or even 
thousands of birds.  The sight of 
so many individual swifts cir-
cling in a tornado-like cloud 
and then diving into a chimney 
at dusk is truly spectacular.   
            Swifts also roost com-
munally during spring migra-
tion, and, to some extent, dur-
ing the breeding season as well. 

A Chimney Swift in flight, its wing tips ex-
tending beyond the tail.  The pale throat is 
not usually visible to an observer on the 
ground. 
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GENERAL LIFE HISTORY OF  
THE CHIMNEY SWIFT 

The Chimney Swift breeds primarily in 
eastern North America, from the Maritime prov-
inces across southern Quebec, Ontario and 
Manitoba to eastern Saskatchewan, and south to 
Texas and Florida.  (It has recently been discov-
ered nesting in California.) 

The Chimney Swift’s 
wintering range is poorly 
known but may include a siz-
able area of northwestern 
South America, with the up-
per Amazon River basin of 
eastern Peru and northwest-
ern Brazil being the most fre-
quently cited location.   

During fall migration, 
large numbers of swifts con-
gregate in the southern 
United States before island-
hopping across the West In-
dies or flying across or along 
the edge of the Gulf of Mexico 
and following the Caribbean 
coast southward to South 
America.  In spring, swifts 
take the same routes, in re-
verse. 

Before Europeans ar-
rived in North America, swifts 
depended mainly on large-
diameter, hollow trees for 
nesting and roosting.  Such 
trees were relatively plentiful 
in pre-settlement forests, 
where, in the absence of saws 
and axes, many trees grew to 
maturity and died in old age.  
As logging and land clearance 
progressed, old-growth wood-
lands disappeared and trees 
suitable for use by swifts became scarce.  In the 
past, some swifts likely also relied on caves. 

With the settlers came a proliferation of 
buildings and brick or stone chimneys.  Swifts 
quickly recognized an acceptable alternative 
form of large, dimly lit, hollow structure in 
which to take shelter.  In response to the mas-
sive loss of natural nesting and roosting sites, 
they readily switched to chimneys.  Fortunately, 
chimneys used for heating (as opposed to cook-
ing or other purposes) tend not to be used at the 
time of year when swifts need to occupy them. 

Today, swifts rely mainly on chimneys, 
specifically those having a rough inner surface 
(usually brick or mortar) and a minimum inte-
rior diameter of 25 to 30 centimetres (1 foot).  
Most chimneys meeting these criteria were built 
in the 1960s or earlier.   

To a limited extent, especially in rural 
areas, swifts occupy dark 
corners of old barns, silos, 
wells and other structures.  
In older forests, small num-
bers of swifts may use hol-
low trees that have appro-
priate entrance holes and 
exterior diameters greater 
than 50 centimetres (20 
inches) at breast height. 
          To be suitable for use 
by swifts, the inside of a 
chimney (or other nest site) 
must be able to maintain a 
moderate and fairly stable 
background temperature.  
Researchers in Texas have 
discovered that shafts used 
for nesting must have insu-
lative properties that pre-
vent overheating in hot 
summer weather.  In Can-
ada, at the northern edge of 
swift distribution, it may 
prove to be more important 
for swift chimneys to be 
able to sustain relatively 
warm interior temperatures 
during cool nights. 
          Because of their asso-
ciation with chimneys, 
swifts concentrate in urban 
areas.  Nests and roosts 
tend to be located within a 
kilometre (0.6 miles) or 

two of a water body such as a river, creek, pond 
or lake, though swifts may travel several kilome-
tres or more as they forage over buildings, trees 
and open country. 

On a daily basis, an individual swift can 
eat more than 1,000 insects.  When young are 
being fed, one swift may capture several thou-
sand insects per day.  Though the bill is tiny, the 
large gape of the mouth facilitates scooping in-
sects from the air.  The expandable mouth floor 
provides capacity for temporarily holding food 
to be delivered to offspring waiting in the nest. 

A Chimney Swift clinging by its toenails to 
the brick interior of a chimney. 
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Swifts are opportunists, but the main in-
sect groups consumed tend to be associated with 
wetlands.  Insects taken are usually less than 0.5 
centimetres (0.2 inches) in length and include 
mosquitoes, midges, gnats, mayflies and any 
other small species that fly or are wafted up into 
the air column.   

One-year-old swifts are capable of breed-
ing, but usually first do so at age two.  Swifts 
mate for life, returning to the same nest site an-
nually to raise one brood per year.  Males and 
females are identical in appearance.   

Migrating swifts pass through London 
from late April until early June.  The city’s earli-
est spring observations are usually of flocks of 
up to a dozen or more swifts foraging over the 
Thames River.  In 2008 and 2009, three com-
munal roosts were known to be active in London 
during the spring migration period.  Numbers 
tend to peak towards the end of May. 

Swifts may be observed courting as early 
as the first part of May.  The most visible court-
ship ritual is synchronized flying, the male be-
hind the female, executing high-speed zigzags 
across the sky.  The two may eventually slow to a 
glide, one behind the other, their wings held 
high in the shape of a V.  Aerial chases by two or 
three swifts together are also common.  Court-
ship is usually accompanied by various rapid 
chattering vocalizations. 

In London, some swift pairs are thought 
to establish themselves in their chosen nest 
chimneys by early May but others do not take up 
residence until mid-June. 

For local swifts, the 
nesting season runs from 
May till mid-August or later.  
Both sexes participate in nest 
construction, which may 
continue for several weeks, 
until well after all eggs have 
been laid.  As they fly by, 
adult birds use their feet to 
break small, dead twigs from 
the tips of tree branches.  
While still in flight, the twigs 
are then transferred to the 
bird’s bill.  Inside the chim-
ney, twigs are loosely woven 
into a nest in the shape of a 
half saucer.  The structure is 
held together and affixed to 
the vertical chimney wall by 
the swifts’ glue-like saliva.  

The copious quantities needed are produced by 
salivary glands that become enlarged during the 
breeding season.  Periods of wet weather may 
delay nest building, as dead twigs will not snap 
off as readily when the humidity is high. 

Nests are about 10 centimetres (4 inches) 
wide, 3 centimetres (1 inch) deep and protrude 6 
centimetres (2.5 inches) out from the wall. 

Nests are usually placed about two-thirds 
of the way down the chimney – up to 10 metres 
down but never less than 2 metres from the top.    
Positioning the nest below the roofline may help 
to ensure a more even temperature regime for 

the developing eggs and young.  
Nests are placed against the flat 
chimney wall, rather than in a 
corner. 
          Eggs are laid every second 
day until the clutch is complete.  
Parents share duties during the 
18-to-21-day incubation period.  
Eggs hatch over a period of one 
to two days.  The usual number 
of offspring is three to five; each 
is about the size of a jelly bean 
and weighs approximately as 
much as three paper clips.  
Hatchlings have huge feet and 
claws, which they use like grap-
pling hooks to cling securely to 
the nest.  Initially blind, naked 
and helpless, they develop rap-
idly on a diet of regurgitated in-

To build a nest, Chimney Swifts glue a shallow platform of 
twigs together to form a half saucer that protrudes horizon-
tally from the chimney wall.  Sometimes additional twigs 
are added in an arc against the wall above the nest.  Swifts 
may continue to bring and add twigs to the nest after incu-
bation has begun, right up until the time of hatching.    

Its breast pressed against the vertical 
wall of bricks inside a chimney and its 
long wings sticking out beyond its tail, a 
Chimney Swift sits on its nest and looks 
up at an observer peering down into the 
chimney.   
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sects delivered 
by the adults.  
Feathers begin 

to unfurl at ten days and eyes open at two weeks.   
After three weeks, the juvenile swifts 

leave the nest.  Aided by strong claws, they climb 
and flap about on the interior walls of the chim-
ney, where the parents continue to deliver food 
to them.  They also practise flying.  A week later 
they take their first flight outside the chimney, 
usually some time between mid-July and mid-
August.  By this time, they are fully feathered 
and generally similar in appearance to their par-
ents – dark brownish-grey plumage with paler 
throats.   

On average, three young fledge (survive 
to independence) per brood. 

Each active chimney harbours only one 
nest, although small (and occasionally large) 
numbers of non-breeders may also roost there at 
night during the nesting season.  In some cases, 
one or two non-breeding swifts may assist the 
parents in feeding the young.  Such birds may be 
yearlings hatched from the previous year’s nest 
in that chimney, in which case they are siblings 
of the current crop of nestlings. 

During June and July, many non-
breeding swifts gather to roost communally for 
the night in assemblages that may number up to 
a few hundred.  Some of these birds may be one-
year-olds, but the make-up and age structure of 
roosts of non-breeders are not well known.  In 
2008 and 2009, three such roosts were known 
to be occupied in London during the nesting sea-
son.  They were in the same chimneys that had 
served as roosts during spring migration. 

In August, as recently fledged young 
swifts become independent, many nesting chim-
neys, particularly smaller ones, are abandoned.  
Non-breeders, failed breeders, parents and juve-
niles, supplemented by swifts arriving from the 
north, congregate in increasingly large flocks, at 
fewer chimneys, to roost together for the night.   

Observations from 2004 to 2009 show 
that, in London, up to a dozen or more swift 

roosts are occupied each year during some or all 
of the fall migration period.  Of these, about half 
will harbour small roosts (of perhaps 50 birds or 
fewer) or be of short duration (a few weeks).  
Some roosts may be empty by the end of August, 
while others remain active into early October.   

Each year, a few roosts that were used as 
fall roosts in previous years, or that served as 
spring and/or summer roosts that year, remain 
empty during the fall migration period.  

About half the swifts in the fall roost as-
semblages are probably young of the year.   

At local roosts, although there is consid-
erable variation among chimneys, total numbers 
peak in late August and the first half of Septem-
ber.  In London, most roosts hold fewer than 
500 birds, and only very rarely are counts ob-
tained of more than 1000 swifts in a single chim-
ney on one night. 

Migration continues through September, 
the numbers waning as swifts gradually drift 
away southward.  The last swifts of the season 
disappear from London in early October. 

CHIMNEY SWIFT FACTS IN A NUTSHELL 
 

• Swifts are small swallow-like birds. 

• For nesting and roosting, swifts need dark, 
sheltered spots with vertical sides that can be 
gripped and to which nests can be attached. 

• Presence of swifts in a particular area de-
pends on availability of suitable nest sites 
(usually chimneys) and an abundance of 
small flying insects. 

• Suitable chimneys must have a large interior 
diameter (usually greater than 25–30 centi-
metres [1 foot]), a rough inner surface and a 
relatively constant temperature. 

• Especially during migration, non-breeding 
swifts gather at dusk by the hundreds to 
make spectacular entrances into roost chim-
neys. 

• The Chimney Swift is designated as Threat-
ened on Ontario’s and Canada’s species-at-
risk lists. 

Before feathers emerge from quill shafts, young 
swifts have a prickly appearance – the punk 
porcupine look (left).  Though their eyes are still 
closed, their adult-sized feet and legs look comi-
cally large.  Feathers in different areas unfurl at 
different times.  In the nestling at right, whose 
eyes are open, the body feathers are sufficiently 
unsheathed to create a soft feathery look, while 
the head feathers are still encased in quills. 
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THE SWIFTS AT KENSAL PARK SCHOOL 

In late June and early July, 2007, John 
Emms, a custodian at Kensal Park School, cap-
tured this series of photos showing swifts nest-
ing inside the school chimney.  Volunteers 
monitored swift activity at the chimney for 
four years (2006–2009).  The school board 
demolished the chimney in October 2009. 

 

A Note of Caution:  Chimney Swifts are sen-
sitive to disturbance, especially during the 
nesting season.  Peering down a chimney to 
take photos may cause a nest to be abandoned. 

The nest was located in an unused chimney. 

The nest contained five white eggs (above). 

Adults took turns incubating the eggs (above).  
Several-day-old young were still naked (below). 

Ten-day-old young still had closed eyes (above). 
At about three weeks of age, wide-eyed youngsters were 
ready to leave the overcrowded nest; note that some still 
had prickly, frosty-looking foreheads (below). 
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A SPECIES IN SERIOUS DECLINE 
 

In Canada and the United States, the 
only two countries where Chimney Swifts nest, 
since the mid-1960s, numbers have been drop-
ping by 1.5% per year.  Continentally, numbers 
have fallen nearly 30% in the last decade.  In the 
spring of 2009, the IUCN (International Union 
for the Conservation of Nature) assigned the 
status of Near Threatened to the Chimney Swift. 

While many states report declines, the 
decrease has been more pronounced in Canada.  
In the past 40 years, Canadian swift populations 
have plummeted by 96%.  This represents a 
8.3% population decrease per year.  In Ontario, 
the average decline rate during the past decade 
or so stands at a staggering 18.7% annually. 

Within the whole of the Chimney Swift 
range, the most acute population declines have 
been found in the northeastern United States 
and adjacent Canada.  This area has a high den-
sity of human population as well as a huge envi-
ronmental footprint. 

In 2007, researchers suggested there 
may be as few as 12,000 breeding Chimney 
Swifts remaining in Canada.  Of these, they esti-
mated that about 7,500 reside in Ontario, 2,500 
in Quebec, and the remainder in western Canada 
and the Maritimes. 

In addition to breeding swifts, an un-
known number of non-breeding adults is present 
in Canada each summer.  This group includes 
one-year-olds that will not nest until the follow-
ing year, and swifts that may fail to breed for 
other reasons, including a scarcity of nest sites. 

About one-quarter of the Chimney 
Swift’s global breeding range is located in Can-
ada.  In the past 15 years or so, the area occupied 
by swifts has shrunk by about half in Ontario 
and by about one-third in Quebec.   

In the early spring of 2009, 
the Chimney Swift was officially des-
ignated as Threatened in Canada by 
the Committee on the Status of En-
dangered Wildlife in Canada 
(COSEWIC).  In September of 2009, 
the species was also officially listed as 
Threatened by the Committee on the 
Status of Species at Risk in Ontario 
(COSSARO). 

The Chimney Swift and its 
habitat are now protected under both 
federal (Canadian) and provincial 
(Ontario) species-at-risk legislation. 

WHY SWIFT NUMBERS ARE DROPPING 
 

Nearly all aerial foragers – bird species 
that specialize in hunting insects on the wing – 
including swifts, nighthawks, martins, swallows, 
whip-poor-wills and flycatchers, are undergoing 
range-wide declines across North America.  Mul-
tiple factors are likely at work, with existing evi-
dence pointing strongly to a decrease in the 
availability of food (flying insects) as a primary 
cause. 

The population drop in swifts is more 
severe than in most other members of the aerial 
forager group.  Chimney Swifts, in addition to 
coping with insect scarcity, also face a progres-
sively dwindling supply of nesting and roosting 
locations, mainly in the form of older chimneys.   

While reasons for the swifts’ precipitous 
decline are complex and poorly understood, a 
combination of insufficient food, inclement 
weather (related to climate change), and a short-
age of suitable nest sites likely plays a significant 
role.  Other factors may also contribute to the 
swifts’ problems.  A closer look at the various 
possibilities follows. 

 

1. Food Availability (Insect Scarcity) 
When an assessment is made of possible 

causes for decline in each affected species of ae-
rial forager, a single common factor stands out.  
While wintering destinations, nesting strategies 
and foraging habitats show considerable vari-
ability among species, all aerial foragers rely on 
a common food source – airborne insects. 

No long-term monitoring programs are 
in place to unequivocally prove a widespread 
decline in flying insects.  Many in-the-know re-
searchers believe, however, that one is under-
way.  At an anecdotal level, think back 40 or 50 

years: a drive through the 
countryside on a summer af-
ternoon would frequently re-
sult in a car windshield and 
grill plastered with dead in-
sects.  Such an event occurs 
much more rarely today. 
          Lately, Canadian re-
searchers are pointing the fin-
ger ever more strongly to-
wards food shortage as a (and 
perhaps the) major reason 
behind catastrophic swift de-
clines in this country.  Why 
flying insects, many of which 
have aquatic larval stages, 

The relatively close position of a 
swift’s “elbows” (actually, wrists) to 
its body contributes to the long, 
narrow, swept-back appearance of 
a swift’s wings. 
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might be experiencing scarcity (whether peri-
odic, localized, system-wide, or involving spe-
cific groups of insects) invites much speculation.  
Here are a number of factors and considerations 
that may be part of the story.  

— Habitat loss and degradation, in the 
form of urbanization, woodland clearance and 
wetland drainage, are ongoing.  Like all other 
creatures, insects need adequate quantities of 
healthy habitat in order to thrive. 

— It is possible that the survival rate of 
aquatic insect larvae is being lowered by increas-
ing levels of ultraviolet radiation (caused by 
ozone depletion). 

— Water chemistry that has been altered 
by runoff laced with manure, fertilizer, pharma-
ceuticals, road salt, heavy metals and vehicle 
residues disrupts entire aquatic food chains.  
Weather events and changing patterns of stream 
flow, pH, temperature and turbidity may affect 
insect numbers.  

— Changing and more erratic climatic 
conditions are a side effect of global warming.  
They may be altering insect phenology, causing 
mismatched timing between peak insect emer-
gence and the time when growing nestlings are 
most in need of food. 

— Another angle relating to climate 
change is an increased frequency of prolonged 
stretches of unduly cold or wet weather, which  
leave the skies devoid of flying insects.  Although 
it is reported that adult swifts may have an abil-
ity to enter into a state of torpor under such con-
ditions, lack of prey during crucial times 
could result in reduced fitness or outright 
starvation, especially among young. 

— Across the landscape, the wide-
spread use of chemical insecticides by the 
agricultural industry leaves vast acreages 
of rural lands with greatly reduced insect 
diversity and abundance.  Additional pes-
ticides are deployed by property owners 
on lawns and gardens. 

— In recent years, the use of Bt 
(Bacillus thuringiensis) has become a 
popular means of reducing numbers of 
small biting insects.  It is often applied in 
natural areas such as woodlands and wet-
lands to lower the risk of infection from 
West Nile virus or to create more pleasant 
conditions for recreational users of such 
sites.  Touted as safe and natural, Bt is a 
bacterium.  Although it contains no 
chemicals that are toxic to humans, it may 

be negatively affecting insect populations on 
which many other species, including aerial in-
sectivores, depend for food. 

Whatever the precise combination of rea-
sons behind insect declines, simply put, an in-
adequate food supply means fewer swifts. 

 

2. Decrease in the Supply of Nesting and 
Roosting Chimneys 

A drop in the number of suitable chim-
neys and other nesting/roosting sites is believed 
to be a factor in swift declines.  This may, how-
ever, play a more significant role in some juris-
dictions than in others.   

For the past several hundred years, 
swifts have relied heavily on large-diameter, 
rough-inner-surfaced chimneys for nesting and 
roosting habitat.  In London, most chimneys 
used by swifts were constructed prior to the 
1960s.  In the last half century, the stock of such 
structures has been declining.  Several reasons 
are driving this ongoing loss.   

– Many older buildings are deteriorating 
as they age, and maintenance can become pro-
hibitively expensive.  Sometimes developers or 
proponents of urban renewal have aspirations to 
use a site for a different purpose.  Each year in 
London, some older structures fall victim to the 
wrecker’s ball. 

– In some cases, buildings are not de-
molished, but their chimneys are removed.  The 
chimneys may no longer be in use for heating 
and have started to crumble or leak or have been 
deemed to constitute a health and safety hazard. 

The chimney at Jeanne Sauve School (formerly Empress School) 
hosted a roost of up to 150 swifts in the fall of 2004.  In 2005 it was 
occupied by swifts during the nesting season.  Later that summer, 
the school’s heating system was upgraded and a metal flue installed 
(right).  Since then, no swifts have been able to enter the chimney. 
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– Fire-prevention standards for chimney 
flues have been updated in recent years.  Some 
building-code regulators and insurance compa-
nies may now be requiring that chimneys be 
lined with metal, even if they are not in use. 

– Many people have retrofitted their 
heating systems, converting from oil- to gas-
burning furnaces.  The use of gas mandates that 
the existing chimney be lined with metal and an 
aluminum device fitted over the top, which ef-
fectively excludes wildlife.  (In any event, metal-
lined chimneys, if left open at the top, would be 
death traps for swifts.)  

– In the London area, preferences in 
heating systems have changed in the past half 
century.  Gas is now the main choice for heating 
newly constructed buildings.  Gas furnaces are 
usually vented without resort to a conventional 
chimney, and many new buildings (including 
houses) have no chimneys at all.  If a wood-
burning fireplace is built and a conventional 
chimney installed, invariably it is lined and 
capped with metal. 

– Many home owners have coverings 
placed over open-topped chimneys.  These re-
duce the fire risk from sparks landing on the 
roof and prevent access by nuisance wildlife, 
such as raccoons.  Such devices often take the 
form of a wire mesh “cage”. 

The loss of existing chimneys (to demoli-
tion, lining with metal, or capping to exclude 
wildlife), coupled with little or no new construc-
tion of suitable chimneys in the past half century 
has resulted in a reduction in the absolute num-
ber of nesting and roosting sites for Chimney 
Swifts in London and many other places. 

 

Chimney Shortage Not Limiting in London 
It appears unlikely that a shortage of 

suitable chimneys is limiting swift nesting in 
London at present.  Of 46 active chimneys 
known in 2007, only 38 were occupied in 2008.  
Of the eight abandoned sites, one chimney had 
been torn down, one had had a new animal 
guard installed and one was experiencing distur-
bance.  Why the remaining five chimneys were 
empty is unknown.  (Three chimneys that had 
been empty in 2007 were active again in 2008.)  

In 2009, the 93 London chimneys that 
were known to have harboured swifts during the 
2008 nesting season were revisited.  Eighty-one 
were in use.  Of the 12 inactive chimneys, two 
had been taken down and one was capped, but 
why the others were abandoned is not known.   

Meanwhile, three chimneys that had not 
been active in 2008 but had been in 2007 were 
again occupied by swifts in 2009.  A total of 112 
chimneys in London were known to have had 
swift residents for at least some of the nesting 
season in 2009. 

Of the 2008 data, the eight inactive sites 
(of 46) represent a decline of 17.4% in occupancy 
rate, but a decline of just 4.3% (two chimneys) in 
actual chimney availability.  In 2009, the 12 
empty chimneys (of 93) indicate a 12.9% decline 
in occupancy, but only a 3.2% loss of chimneys 
(three chimneys). 

If chimney availability were a limiting 
factor in London, it would seem likely that some 
of the numerous non-breeding swifts using city 
roosts during the 2008 and 2009 breeding sea-
sons should have been able to take up residence 
in the still-suitable but vacant chimneys that had 
been used by swifts in previous years (five in 
2008, nine in 2009). 

No rigorous investigation has been car-
ried out in London to determine the yearly rate 
of chimney loss (due to demolition or capping).  
It would appear, however, that the rate is lower 
than the 18.7% by which swift populations are 
annually dwindling in Ontario – i.e., swifts in 
London seem to be disappearing faster than 
their chimneys are.  More work needs to be car-
ried out to determine why there is a vacancy rate 
among London chimneys that have harboured 
swifts during previous nesting seasons. 

Since 2003, it has also been noted that, 
for no known reasons, some traditional fall swift 
roosts in London have ceased to serve as roosts 
altogether or are not used for the purpose of 
roosting every year. 

London chim-
neys are being lost on an 
ongoing basis (with loss-
es documented every 
year).  Although a pau-
city of suitable chimneys  
appears not to be a lim-
iting factor in swift nest-
ing activity here at pre-
sent, there is strong evi-
dence that a lack of 
chimneys (or equivalent 
nesting sites) is a seri-
ous problem in other 
parts of the Chimney 
Swift’s range. Swifts entering a chim-

ney to roost for the night. 
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Still, stemming the rate of loss in the 
stock of existing London swift chimneys 
(structures known to be suitable, based on re-
cords of past occupancy) is important.  Swifts 
returning to London to nest continue to need 
chimneys every year, and, if and when the cur-
rent population slump can be reversed, the 
availability of a sufficient quantity of suitable 
nesting chimneys is expected to play a crucial 
role in the long-term recovery of the species. 

 

The Question of Artificial Swift Chimneys 
In Texas, newly erected artificial nest 

towers are quickly occupied by swifts, indicating 
that a scarcity of nest sites is limiting breeding 
activity there.  Designs developed by the Drift-
wood Wildlife Association in Austin have been 
widely circulated, and numerous towers built to 
these specifications have been successfully occu-
pied by swifts in the southern United States.  
Unfortunately, when constructed in the northern 
United States and Canada, the towers have uni-
formly failed to attract nesting swifts. 

Efforts are now underway in Ontario, 
Manitoba and Quebec to develop prototype arti-
ficial swift towers that are suitable for Canadian 
conditions.  Work is also being done to devise 
workable means of modifying existing chimneys 
that are becoming unstable or unsafe.  This may 
involve lowering the height of the chimney, im-
proving drainage, altering the chimney rim, or 
erecting a new structure above an existing shaft 
in the case of a chimney that has been removed 
to roof level.  It may be several more years be-
fore practical solutions of this sort are available 
in Canada.   

The construction of new towers and the 
modification of older 
chimneys are expen-
sive undertakings that 
cost hundreds or even 
thousands of dollars, 
with no successfully 
proven prototypes yet 
available for Canada.  
It is thus desirable to 
do everything possible 
to encourage building 
owners to preserve 
existing swift chim-
neys and, if need be, to 
find ways to support 
them financially in 
their endeavours. 

3. Climate Change  
Climate change is being mentioned with 

increasing frequency as a possible contributor to 
plummeting Chimney Swift numbers.  Its effects 
can be manifested in various ways and may be 
working in combination with other factors that 
are mentioned elsewhere in this discussion.   

 

Asynchronous Food Supply 
Changes in climate may cause particular 

insect groups to emerge earlier or later in the 
season than formerly.  If the timing of the swift 
nesting cycle has evolved to coincide with peak 
availability of certain insect groups, then re-
duced insect abundance at crucial times could 
result in lowered survival rates for nestlings. 

Climate change may be causing swifts to 
modify the timing of their return from wintering 
quarters, which could place their needs out of 
phase with critical insect hatches.  An examina-
tion of early spring arrival records for the Lon-
don area going back to the 1870s suggests that 
Chimney Swifts may now be returning a week or 
more later than they did a century ago.   

 

Extreme Weather Events  
A greater frequency of extreme fluctua-

tions in weather in spring and summer could 
create prolonged periods of cold or wet condi-
tions, resulting in a scarcity of flying insects and 
the starvation of adults and offspring.  Inclem-
ent weather early in the season might also cause 
swifts to delay nesting, making young less fit for 
departure at the time of fall migration. 

When temperatures drop and insects be-
come inactive, adult swifts are reported to have 
some capacity to enter a state of torpor, tempo-
rarily lowering their metabolic needs.  This solu-
tion is not a feasible option for hungry nestlings 
and the adults delivering food to them. 

A heightened frequency and intensity of 
rain storms is an expected aspect of climate 
change.  Torrential downpours during the breed-
ing season may wash more swift nests from 
chimney walls, resulting in loss of eggs or young. 

Mass direct swift mortality due to severe 
weather (e.g., very high winds) during breeding 
and migration times has been reported, and may 
increase substantially with global warming. 

Historic records show mass mortality of 
roosting swifts occurring when unexpected cold 
snaps cause furnaces to be lit.  Extreme and er-
ratic temperature fluctuations in the spring and 
fall shoulder seasons may be resulting in more 
smoke inhalation deaths than in former times. 

An artificial swift tower 
near Port Stanley, Ontario.  
Built from a Texas design, 
it failed to attract swifts.  
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4. Other Factors 
Besides the main con-

cerns of food scarcity, chimney 
shortage and climate change, a 
number of other factors may be 
exacerbating the problems ex-
perienced by swifts and contrib-
uting to the downward spiral in 
their numbers.  The issues men-
tioned below, however, are not 
at present thought to be of ma-
jor importance in explaining 
swift declines. 

 

Decrease in Natural and Rural 
Nesting and Roosting Sites 

In rural areas, logging 
practices, the extreme scarcity 
of old-growth woodland and the 
ongoing loss of older buildings 
such as barns and silos have 
diminished the amount of both 
natural and built roosting and nesting habitat.   

 

Competition for Nest Sites 
It is possible that raccoons and European 

Starlings, both common urban dwellers, com-
pete with swifts for chimney shafts in which to 
nest (starlings), or raise families or sleep during 
the day (raccoons).  Not all chimneys suitable for 
swifts, however, would meet the needs of the 
other two species for a recess, alcove or ledge 
within the chimney. 

 

Harassment  
In urban settings, starlings frequently 

live in proximity to swifts, which may bring the 
two species into contact.  In downtown London 
in 2008, starlings, which had a nest nearby, 
were observed repeatedly harassing a newly fly-
ing juvenile swift that was clinging to the outside 
of its nest chimney.  Attack and/or harassment 
by more aggressive species such as starlings 
might well reduce the survival rate of inexperi-
enced young swifts. 

It is possible that negative effects from 
other species may be occurring in other ways, as 
in the case of gulls roosting on chimney tops and 
inhibiting or preventing access by swifts into 
otherwise suitable chimneys. 

 

Predation 
Although swifts nest relatively far down 

inside chimneys, it is possible that a predator 
might venture as far as a nest.  Raccoons rou-
tinely enter chimneys.  If swifts are present, 

adults, nestlings or eggs could 
become prey.  Grey squirrels 
(known consumers of birds’ 
eggs) have been seen entering 
a London chimney when 
swifts were inside. 
          Even if predators enter-
ing a chimney failed to reach 
a nest or to capture the adults, 
it is possible that resident 
swifts might be sufficiently 
terrorized to abandon the 
shaft. 
          Though exceedingly 
rare, there are records of 
swifts being killed by owls and 
domestic cats. 
          Because of their swift, 
evasive flight pattern and 
small size, swifts generally 
hold little interest for raptors.  
Swifts are commonly seen fly-

ing about (apparently unconcernedly) when 
London’s downtown Peregrine Falcon family is 
on the wing or in hunting mode and all other 
bird species have vacated the skies. 

There may be occasions, however, when 
swifts have increased vulnerability to raptor pre-
dation.  In late August of 2009 a Sharp-shinned 
Hawk was observed darting in and snatching a 
swift from among an assemblage descending 
into a London chimney to roost for the night.  
The attack occurred in the instant when the swift 
had slowed ever so slightly as it was dropping 
into the actual opening. 

 

Disturbance 
In London a few cases have been noted 

in which traditional swift-nesting chimneys were 
not used in a particular year (or were abandoned 
after initial occupancy) when construction was 
underway close by.  On the other hand, we have 
also documented swifts successfully nesting in a 
chimney adjacent to a noisy construction site.  
They may have varying degrees of sensitivity to 
disturbance, depending on the stage of the nest-
ing cycle.  Swifts may be more prone to abandon 
a shaft before they have invested in egg laying. 

In London, there is some evidence to 
suggest that swifts may prefer not to nest in 
chimneys of buildings that are used as night-
clubs (where loud music is played).  Reports 
from elsewhere in Ontario, however, indicate 
that swifts sometimes use such locations. 

For communal roosts, swifts prefer 
older, large-diameter chimneys that 
have not been lined with metal or tile. 
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Pesticide Contamination 
Widespread use of agricultural and forest 

pesticides can significantly reduce the numbers 
of flying insects on which swifts depend for food.  
In addition, insects that survive spraying may be 
contaminated with toxins that accumulate (with 
harmful effects) in the bodies of their predators, 
including swifts.  The result may well be im-
paired health and reduced fitness. 

 

Need for Neighbourhood 
During the nesting season, some species 

of birds need not only mates but communities in 
which social interactions occur.  Swifts are very 
social and highly gregarious.  Although just one 
pair nests per chimney, breeding swifts often 
forage in small groups and engage in other social 
behaviours.   

It is possible that swifts select chimneys 
in part because other chimneys in the same gen-
eral neighbourhood are also in use.  If so, de-
spite the presence of suitable chimneys, a given 
area might be abandoned if too few swifts are 
present to create the minimum level of social 
milieu desirable in a swift community. 

In London, clusters of up to a dozen ac-
tive swift chimneys have been noted.  Such 
chimneys generally occur within several blocks 
of each other. 

 

Withdrawal from Fringes of Range 
When a species is in widespread decline, 

as the Chimney Swift is, numbers often fall most 
rapidly at the farthest fringes of the species’ dis-
tribution.  The fewer available birds may choose 
to abandon remote or outlying habitat and more 
fully occupy the core of the range.   

High rates of population loss and range 
contraction in Canada may be, in part, a reflec-
tion of its location at the northern margin of 
swift distribution.  This, however, does not fully 
explain why the rates of population decline and 
range contraction are greater in Ontario than in 
Quebec.  (Perhaps the greater extent of Ontario’s 
agricultural and urban presence is relevant.) 

 

Nest Destruction 
Cleaning of chimneys during the nesting 

season and negative attitudes by property own-
ers present additional threats. 

Though the nests are tiny and pose no 
fire danger, during a two-week period, young 
swifts make boisterous begging calls each time 
an adult enters the chimney to deliver food.  
These sounds may irritate building occupants, 
who then have the nests removed. 

Some people, fearing that swift drop-
pings harbour disease, evict the birds.  Swifts do 
not carry histoplasmosis, a disease often associ-
ated with poultry, bat or starling roosts.  Owners 
of chimneys in which swifts nest generally do 
not experience problems with bad odours. 

Chimneys are also frequently cleaned 
and nests destroyed without the building resi-
dents being aware that swifts are nesting inside. 

 

Perils of Migration and Overwintering 
Hurricanes encountered during fall mi-

gration can cause broad-scale mortality among 
many species of birds.  High swift losses due to 
this cause have been documented.  Such extreme 
weather events are expected to increase in fre-
quency with global warming.  

Human populations are growing rapidly 
in Central and South America, the swifts’ off-
season home.  Roost trees and foraging habitat 
may be subject to land clearance, fire or logging.  
Swifts may also be exposed to highly toxic pesti-
cides that, although now banned in Canada and 
the United States, are still in widespread use in 
their wintering areas or along migration routes. 

 

All of the aforementioned concerns can 
be considered as possible factors contributing, 
either individually or in combination, to the 
dangerous declines in Chimney Swift numbers.  
Much more research is necessary to sort out the 
roles played by each.  In the meantime, efforts 
should be directed at maintaining the existing 
stock of chimneys known to be suitable to swifts.  
It is also important to protect the natural habitat 
that supports the swifts’ food supply.  In addi-
tion, new initiatives are required to investigate 
swifts during migration and on their wintering 
grounds in Central and South America. 

Swift monitoring, education, and re-
search projects have been springing up across 
southern Ontario in the past few years.  Among 
them, finding an an-
swer to the question of 
why swifts are disap-
pearing at such an 
alarming rate stands as 
a top priority.  Many of 
these initiatives invite 
volunteer participation.  
By becoming involved, 
local citizens have the 
opportunity to make a 
very real contribution 
to swift conservation.  

In flight, Chimney 
Swift wings are 
shaped like a 
swept-back arc. 
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This graph shows the kind of information typically collected at London roost chimneys by local volunteers.  In September 
2005 and 2006, hundreds of swifts roosted at Ryerson School in London’s Old North.  In 2007, the peak was a mere 26.  The 
graph also shows considerable variation from year to year in how early in the season swift numbers began to build and how 
long high numbers were sustained.  [In 2008, numbers peaked at 298 (August 26) and in 2009 at 188 (August 22).] 

THE SITUATION IN LONDON 
 

Fall Roosts 
In September of 2003, members of the 

McIlwraith Field Naturalists of London (MFN, 
now called Nature London) began informally 
observing swifts roosting at two downtown loca-
tions.  The following year, they gave their initia-
tive a name – SwiftWatch, and a focus – to sys-
tematically track numbers of migrating swifts as 
they passed through the city each fall.  A moni-
toring protocol was developed, which was field 
tested and refined as the years went by. 

Beginning in early August, volunteers 
visited potential roost chimneys at dusk.  When 
active roosts of more than 10 birds were found, 
regular weekly (and, if possible, twice-a-week) 
visits were made to count all swifts spending the 
night inside. 

After monitoring fall swift roosts for four 
years (2004 to 2007), on July 1, 2008, the MFN, 
in partnership with Bird Studies Canada, re-
ceived a 12-month grant of $61,200 from the 
Ontario Trillium Foundation.  The grant allowed 
BSC staff to undertake various conservation ini-
tiatives related to birds.  These included the de-
velopment of a protocol for monitoring Chimney 
Swifts that could be implemented province wide, 
the creation of an online data-entry system, and 
the analysis of the data collected. 

London volunteers, commencing in Au-
gust 2008, started monitoring chimneys and 
gathering data following BSC protocols, with all 
data collected being entered online and submit-
ted directly to BSC.  Anyone wishing information 
on numbers or locations of London swift roosts 
since then is directed to Bird Studies Canada. 

In general, the BSC monitoring protocol 
calls for an observer to take up position one eve-
ning a week near a chimney known to be used by 
swifts.  During the 40-minute period bracketing 
sunset, all swift entries and exits from the chim-
ney are counted and recorded by five-minute 
intervals. 

Since 2003, 20 fall communal roost loca-
tions have been identified in London.  These are 
also used earlier in the season for nesting.  One 
site consisted of three adjoining silos, while the 
remaining 19 roosts were located in chimneys 
constructed in the 1960s or earlier. 

Of the 20 known roosts, five have since 
been lost (two chimneys capped, two structures 
torn down and one, for reasons unknown, aban-
doned).  Roosts are always located in large chim-
neys, which are usually associated with large 
buildings.  Six roosts were in educational edi-
fices (mainly schools), four in high-rise apart-
ments and three in office buildings.  The remain-
der represented various uses, including com-
mercial and industrial. 
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No swift roosts have been 
found in house chimneys.  Even large 
house chimneys, though they may be 
suitable for a pair of nesting swifts, are 
too small to serve as communal roosts. 

Of the known, current roost 
sites in London, up to twelve are gen-
erally active each fall (though there 
may be additional roosts that have not 
yet come to the attention of local ob-
servers). 

Seven years of records show 
that swifts do not invariably form 
large roosts at the same chimneys 
every fall.  A chimney that holds very 
few or no roosting birds one year may 
harbour high numbers the following 
year, and vice versa. 

Of the eight chimneys for 
which a minimum of five years of fall 
observations (2005 to 2009) is avail-
able, two hosted roosts (minimum of 
10 swifts on at least one evening after mid-
August) during all five years, four held roosts in 
four years, one was active for three years, and 
one served as a roost site for just two years.   

Some roosts are very small (20 to 50 
birds on the peak count) and/or of short dura-
tion (one to two weeks).   

Large roosts hold many hundreds of 
swifts.  The timing of peaks in numbers of mi-
grants varies from chimney to chimney and year 
to year.  In some chimneys, highest single-night 
tallies are noted as early as mid-August and, at 
others, as late as the third week of September.  
Some roost chimneys are abandoned by Labour 
Day while, at other locations, swifts will linger a 
week or longer into October. 

          In general, the main mi-
gration period falls between 
the third week of August and 
the third week of September, 
with the highest numbers  
noted during the first two 
weeks of September.  When 
totals were combined for all 
active fall roost chimneys dur-
ing a single two-or-three-day 
count period (using the proto-
col in place 2004 to 2007), the 
maximum city-wide tally infre-
quently surpassed 2,500 birds.  
          High fall counts at one 
chimney rarely exceed 1,000 
birds.  Anyone lucky enough to 
witness such a show is indeed 
fortunate.  As darkness gath-
ers, a whirling, tornado-like 
mass of chattering swifts de-
scends into the chimney below, 

followed by silence.  The biggest London roost 
found in the fall of 2009 held 500 swifts.  
          Historic fall roost numbers in London are 
scarce and often incomplete (missing date, loca-
tion or number).  The known complete records 
are 500 (September 15, 1907, Carling’s Brewery, 
W.E. Saunders), 120 banded (September 18, 
1940, Grand Theatre, H. Hitchcock) and 725 
banded (September 28, 1940, Metropolitan 
United Church, H. Hitchcock).  The highest fall 
tally (presumably a roost, unknown location) 
was 2000 on August 20, 1901 (W.E. Saunders).   

 

Swifts roost in the chimney (left) of Labatt’s garage at vari-
ous times during the spring, summer and fall.  The chimney 
of an empty downtown office building (right) serves as a 
roost only during fall migration. 

Up to half an hour before sunset, non-breeding swifts begin 
to come and go in swirling circles above a chimney, indicat-
ing their possible intention of roosting there for the night 

Rarely holding more than 100 
swifts, the greenhouse chimney 
at 1205 Riverside Drive was 
monitored from 2004 to 2008.  
It was demolished in 2009.   
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Spring Roosts 
When swifts are migrating northward in 

the spring, they gather to spend the night to-
gether in much the same way as they do in the 
fall.  Numbers at fall roosts are swelled by the 
addition of recently fledged young-of-the-year.  
By the following spring, due to the rigours of 
overwintering and two long migration journeys, 
swift numbers are considerably reduced. 

For swifts in this part of southwestern 
Ontario, the spring migration season runs from 
late April to about June 5, or perhaps later in a 
cool, wet spring.  During this period, swifts con-
tinue to pass through London heading north-
ward.  Beginning in May, however, those that 
intend to spend the summer in the city com-
mence courtship and start to claim chimneys.  A  
mated pair of swifts will usually return to the 
same chimney that it occupied the previous year. 

During the early years of swift monitor-
ing in London, no organized effort was made to 
find and monitor roosts that are active during 

spring migration.  In early May of 2007, how-
ever, a roost of several hundred swifts was dis-
covered at South Secondary School, after which 
it was monitored at approximately weekly inter-
vals.  Numbers held steady at more than 150 
from late May to early June, dropped to about 
50 in mid-June and remained strong at 150 to 
200 through July and into early August.  After 
that, numbers fell quickly and the chimney was 
empty by the third week of August.   

In 2008, a spring roost monitoring pro-
tocol was developed by London volunteers, who 
searched out and monitored active roosts that 
season.  From early May to early June, 15 Lon-
don chimneys each received between four and 15 
dusk-time visits.  Most sites monitored had 
served as a fall roost in at least one previous year 
since 2003.  While all chimneys but one har-
boured at least a few swifts (presumably nest-
ers), only three roosts were discovered.  The 
peak number attained on a single night was un-
der 400, but most tallies fell well below 200. 
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King's 

Labatt's

South

Counts at London swift roosts during spring and summer of 2008.  Very low numbers during May may indicate times of very 
cold weather when few or no swifts emerged from roost chimneys to forage during the day.  High numbers in late May and 
early June may indicate a concentration of migrants passing through the city.  Numbers at roosts do not show a shift in the 
pattern of occupancy that would allow the end of the spring migration period to be clearly distinguished from the onset of 
occupancy of these three roosts by non-breeders during the summer nesting season.  In contrast to the situation at South 
Secondary School, during July, numbers of swifts using King’s College (Wemple Building) and Labatt’s garage dwindled and 
these two sites were empty during fall migration.   
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In 2007, 2008 and 2009, the chimney at South Secondary 
School held a roost during spring migration and the sum-
mer breeding season.  The roost was empty during fall 
migration in 2007, but was occupied in 2008 and 2009.  

Because May and early June of 2008 
were characterized by unusually long stretches 
of inclement weather, it is speculated that swifts 
may have remained inside chimneys in a state of 
torpor for varying periods of time (perhaps 
days), thereby confounding attempts to count 
them as they returned to roost for the night.  
Thus, no clear waves or peaks of migrant pas-
sage pertaining to all three chimneys could be 
discerned from the data collected.  Patterns var-
ied among the three spring roost chimneys, 
though there appears to have been some aug-
mentation of swift numbers in late May and 
early June, by which time there were short 
stretches of more favourable weather. 

The same three spring-season roosts that 
had been occupied in 2008 were active again in 
2009.  They were monitored according to BSC 
protocols, with data submitted directly to Bird 
Studies Canada.   

A number of historic records of spring 
roosts in London are found in the papers of W.E. 
Saunders.  Maximums of up to 300 were re-
ported during May (from the 1890s to the 19-
teens), the notable exception being May 12, 1906 
when 3000 swifts were reported (no locations 
given). 

 
Summer Roosts 

Prior to 2008, when a local monitoring 
protocol was created, during the nesting season, 
little effort went into identifying 
roosts of non-breeding swifts.  An-
ecdotal records from 2006 and 
2007, however, indicated the exis-
tence of several roosts of varying 
sizes (mostly small – e.g., 20 to 50 
swifts) during late June and July.   

The three roosts that had 
been active in London during the 
2008 spring migration season re-
mained active as roosts through-
out the remainder of the nesting 
season (mid-June to early August).  
Twice-weekly monitoring was con-
tinued at each location.  The tran-
sition from migration-season roost 
to breeding-season roost was fairly 
seamless, there being no signifi-
cant shift in numbers to clearly 
mark the end of the movement of 
spring migrants through the city.  
No other summer roost sites were 
discovered in 2008. 

By early August, 2008, two of the sum-
mer roosts had dwindled to nothing, while the 
third went on to become a significant fall roost.  
In addition to harbouring roosts of non-
breeders, each of the three summer roost chim-
neys is believed to have contained a pair of nest-
ing swifts. 

In 2009, once again the same three 
spring-active roosts continued to be occupied 
during the summer breeding season.  Monitor-
ing was carried out under the auspices of Bird 
Studies Canada. 

Historic records from W.E. Saunders 
show several large nesting-season roosts: July 

16, 1893 (500 swifts, un-
known location); July 12, 
1906 (700) and July 11, 1907 
(500) (both at Carling’s 
Brewery). 
          It has been proposed 
that the phenomenon of 
communal roosting by non-
breeding swifts during the 
summer is of relatively re-
cent occurrence and related 
to a shortage of available 
nesting chimneys.  That Lon-
don was hosting roosts of 
500 to 700 swifts in mid-
July 1893, 1906 and 1907 
indicates the practice to be of 
long standing in this city.  
The maximum number of 
swifts at a summer roost in 
London in recent years 
peaked at fewer than 300 
swifts (2008). 

The big chimney on the Wemple 
Building at King’s College frequently 
serves as a spring and summer swift 
roost and sometimes as a fall roost 
as well. 
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Nesting Sites 
In the London area, 

some swifts start courting 
and occupying their chosen 
nest chimneys as early as the 
first part of May, while other 
swift pairs do not take up 
residence in chimneys until 
as late as mid-June.  Mean-
while, some swifts may still 
be migrating through the city 
until early June. 

In June 2007, local 
volunteers first began a con-
certed search for chimneys 
that were occupied by swift 
pairs and families during the 
nesting season.  Although 
swifts will nest in the very 
large-diameter chimneys 
used for communal roosting, 
they will also nest in much 
smaller chimneys.  For pri-
vacy reasons, only candidate chimneys on com-
mercial, educational, or industrial buildings (but 
not single-family homes) were checked. 

In checking chimneys, volunteers worked 
from a list of potentially “right-looking” swift 
chimneys that had been prepared in advance.  
Each year, all chimneys known to have been 
used by swifts in a previous year were visited 
first.  Then, as time permitted, additional build-
ings were checked.  The protocol involved ob-

serving the chimney for 40-to-
60 minutes at sunset to watch 
for swift entries or exits.  Most 
visits were made between 
early June and early August.  
          In 2007, 46 active swift 
chimneys (in 43 buildings) 
were identified; the number 
was 93 (in 88 buildings) in 
2008 and 112 (in 100 build-
ings) in 2009.  Some buildings 
contain more than one occu-
pied chimney.  Most such 
cases involve two chimneys, 
but four and even six active 
swift chimneys have been 
found on a single building.  
          Many additional candi-
date chimneys were also vis-
ited.  For example, in 2008, a 
total of 151 buildings contain-
ing 202 chimneys were 
checked to determine whether 

swifts were present.  In 2009, 178 chimneys in 
156 buildings were visited. 

A few atypical sites, such as silos and 
barns, were visited in 2008, but none was found 
to hold swifts. 

Each active chimney harboured only one 
pair of nesting swifts, though sometimes a few 
non-breeding swifts also over-nighted in the 
chimney.  In some cases in London, chimneys 
harbouring summer roosts of non-breeders also 
hosted a breeding pair. 

Due to a shortage of time and manpower, 
in the vast majority of cases, the determination 
of swift occupancy during the nesting season 
was based on a single check.  This means that, 
depending on how early or late in the season 
that visit was made, swifts that did not occupy a 
chimney until mid-June, or that experienced 
nest failure and abandoned in early July would 
not be detected.  

A look straight down this school chimney 
reveals it to be lined with squarish terra 
cotta tiles, rounded at the corners, 
stacked one on top of the other and 
separated by a course of mortar.  Swifts 
use their toenails to cling to the rough 
surface.  Though swifts often nest in tile-
lined chimneys, no known roosts in Lon-
don are lined with tile.  In the picture 
above, the nest is barely visible as a tiny 
white spot on the left side of the shaft just 
where it disappears into darkness.  For 
better views of this nest, see page 6. 

Swifts nested in these two London chimneys in 2008 but 
only the right one was occupied in 2009.  The dimensions 
of the main shaft of the chimney of the heritage house (now 
apartments) (left) measures 2 bricks by 3 1/2 bricks.  Swifts 
nesting in the elementary school chimney (right) were un-
deterred by the presence of an aerial. 

The chimneys 
of a heritage 
church in south 
London (left) 
and a heating 
plant for a large 
institution in 
north London 
(right) served 
as swift nest 
sites in both 
2008 and 2009. 
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The new monitoring protocol adopted by 
Bird Studies Canada in the spring of 2009 goes a 
long way to overcoming the deficiencies of the 
single-visit approach for checking potential nest 
chimneys.  The BSC protocol involves volunteers 
making weekly evening visits to known swift 
chimneys (whether used for nesting or roosting) 
from early May until the chimney is abandoned 
for the season.  This enables the collection of ad-

ditional information such as nest success rates 
and timing of fledging.  During 2009, 30 London 
swift chimneys were monitored for at least part 
of the season using this protocol.   

For a more complete understanding of 
what swifts are up to during their time in Lon-
don and what factors might be affecting the suc-
cess of their nesting efforts while here, many 
more volunteer monitors are needed.  Only with 
more information will it be possible to deter-
mine actions that can best contribute to the con-
servation of this declining species. 

Most, but not all, sites used by swifts in 
London are located in older parts of the city.  Of 
133 London chimneys known to have been used 
by swifts in the past decade, about 64% lie 
within a kilometre of the Thames River or other 
water body shown on a 1:50,000 topographical 
map.  Distance from water ranges from 50 me-
tres to 2.4 kilometres (0.03 to 1.5 miles), the av-
erage being about 831 metres (0.5 miles). 

Although nesting chimneys are widely 
spread across the city, about eight loosely de-
fined clusters have been identified, in which half 
a dozen or more chimneys are situated within a 
radius of several blocks.  These include areas 
containing a mix of commercial, industrial, insti-
tutional and residential uses (e.g., sites in the 
down town, Old South and east London, as well 
as the vicinity of the university). 

Although a great many of the best poten-
tial candidate swift chimneys in London have 
already been checked for occupancy, there un-

More examples of London chimneys used by swifts for nesting: left to right, above: 1) a south 
London supermarket, 2) a downtown deli whose chimney is just two bricks wide; the upper part 
of the chimney consists of two separate shafts that join to become one just above roof level, 3) 
a downtown framing shop with apartments above, 4) a former downtown bank, now empty, 5) a 
mansion now used for university offices; three apparent flue tops protrude above this stone 
chimney, but inside there is just one large shaft; the swifts gain access through the round, tile-
topped opening on the left;  right: 6) a former church converted to apartments; two separate 
chimneys, each topped by four small chimney pots, are joined externally by a decorative arch; 
the internal dimensions of the two chimneys make them adequate for swift use; the birds gain 
entry to a chimney shaft through one of the small chimney pots that tops the structure. 

Two chimneys of this former heritage home (now used for 
offices) are occupied by swifts during the nesting season.  
Though joined at the top by a common rim, the upper por-
tion of the left chimney consists of two separate shafts 
(each two bricks by two bricks) with a space in between. 
Just above the roofline, the two shafts join to become a 
single larger shaft that continues downward.  The square 
chimney second from the left is also used by swifts, but the 
two shorter chimneys to the right are inaccessible, due to a 
wire mesh animal guard / spark arrester (second chimney 
from right) and an aluminum device inserted into the chim-
ney top (far right). 
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The above chimneys all hosted nesting swifts in 2008: left to right: a post-war suburban church (note the tile liner protruding 
from the chimney top), and three chimneys used for various commercial or light industrial purposes.  In 2009, a metal cover-
ing was fitted over the concrete rim of the second chimney from the left and it is no longer available to swifts.  The other three 
chimneys were occupied by swifts in 2009. 

doubtedly remain many as-yet-undetected chim-
neys (and possibly other structures) that serve as 
swift nest sites.  In future, efforts will continue 
to be concentrated on industrial, commercial 
and institutional structures that were built in the 
1960s or earlier. 

Many of the city’s larger heritage homes 
have chimneys that are appropriate for swift use, 
but these have not been checked, unless the 
structures are now used for business purposes.  
Reports from private homeowners whose chim-
neys harbour swifts would be welcome (see con-
tact information on page 24). 

 
HOW TO DETERMINE IF SWIFTS ARE 
USING A CHIMNEY 
 

To determine whether a chimney is being 
used by swifts, it is not necessary to climb up on  
the roof and peer down into the chimney (in fact 
such an activity may cause harmful disturbance 
to swifts that might be nesting inside).  Begin by 
identifying, while standing on the ground out-
side the building, what appears to be a good can-
didate chimney.  Swifts have a wingspan of 30 
centimetres (1 foot) and generally enter chim-
neys by dropping or diving straight down inside.   

The minimum chimney dimensions re-
quired are slightly greater than those of many 
house chimneys, which are often only two bricks 
wide on the narrower side.  In a very high per-
centage of London homes, chimney flues are 
topped by metal structures or wire mesh animal 
guards; both types of device prevent swift use.   

A chimney suitable for nesting swifts will 
be a wide-diameter (minimum interior 25 to 30 
centimetres [1 foot]) brick, stucco, stone or con-
crete chimney, usually, but not always, round, 

square or rectangular in profile.  There will be 
no visible spark protector, animal guard or other 
device covering the top of the chimney opening 
and no aluminum flue protruding from it.  
Chimneys may have a terra cotta tile sticking up 
from the top, but will not be lined with metal 
(which may not be discernible from the ground 
outside). 

In assessing chimneys, it is useful to have 
a “yardstick” that can help provide a rough esti-
mate of exterior chimney dimensions.  Standard 
bricks are 21 centimetres (8.5 inches) long, 10 
centimetres (4 inches) wide and 6 centimetres 
(2.5 inches) thick.  A handy rule of thumb states 
that, for a chimney to be suitable for swift use, a 
horizontal course of bricks, viewed from the out-
side, must be a minimum of 2 1/2 bricks wide on 
each outer side of the chimney shaft (wider, if 
there is a tile lining inside). 

Generally speaking, to be large enough to accommodate 
nesting swifts, a chimney must be at least 2 1/2 standard 
bricks wide on each side.  If the chimney is lined with tile, 
however, the minimum is slightly greater.  Occasionally a 
chimney that is only 2 bricks wide on one side will be used 
by swifts if its other dimension is greater and if the chimney 
is not lined or divided into more than one flue.  
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Occasionally swifts will nest in a chimney 
whose main shaft is only 2 bricks wide on one 
side, provided that the second dimension is at 
least 3 or 3 1/2 bricks wide and that the chimney 
interior is not narrowed by a liner or divided 
into multiple small flues. 

Sometimes large-scale chimneys are di-
vided into two or more separate flues.  In such a 
case, no more than one flue will be occupied by 
nesting swifts, and it must meet minimum di-
mension requirements, as described.  A few nest 
chimneys have a smaller entrance than the mini-
mum diameter specified; in these cases the 
chimney shaft widens out lower down. 

Chimneys that serve as roosts accommo-
date large numbers of swifts entering at the 
same time.  Hence, they require a considerably 
larger opening and interior diameter than chim-
neys used for nesting only.  In London, roost 
chimneys have never been found in private 
homes.  Instead, they are located in old educa-
tional, institutional, industrial or commercial 
establishments or similar buildings.  In roost 
chimneys, the horizontal course of bricks visible 
on each side of the chimney is usually between 
five and ten bricks across. 

While swifts are content to nest in some-
what smaller chimneys, including those found 
on some houses, they will also happily nest in 
the larger-sized chimneys that double as roosts.  

After identifying an appropriate candi-
date chimney, the next step in verifying chimney 
use by swifts is to find a good vantage point on 
the ground, such that the chimney is silhouetted 
against the northwest sky.  Beginning about 20 
to 30 minutes before sunset and continuing until 

about 20 to 30 minutes after sunset, watch care-
fully to see if any swifts drop into the chimney.  
Sometimes individual swifts will enter and leave 
a chimney several times before settling in for the 
night.  At certain stages of the nesting cycle, 
swifts can be very secretive around their home 
chimneys.  There will be little or no circling 
overhead, and approaches and entries may be 
silent, rapid and direct (sometimes even hori-
zontal).  It is very easy to miss such an entry. 

Daily sunset times are printed in The 
London Free Press (usually on the second last 
page of section D, but sometimes in section C).  
Sunset times are also available on the internet at 
www.theweathernetwork.com/weather/.   

The table on page 21 summarizes typical 
swift behaviours expected at various stages of 
the nesting cycle, as well as the times of the sea-
son to watch for them.  For example, in 2009, 
swifts in a northwest London chimney had taken 
up residence by mid-May.  Behaviour suggesting 
that young were being fed was first noted the 
third week of July, and flying young were first 
observed on August 22.  At a northeast London 
chimney, flying young were seen on July 28. 

Keep in mind that individual pairs may 
vary considerably in when they initiate nesting; 
this will then influence the timing of all later 
stages.  Some swift pairs also tend to be quieter 
and more secretive than others around their nest 
chimneys. 

If there is an active nest in a chimney, 
swifts may enter and depart a number of times 
during the day, especially if they are feeding 
young.  Since it is hard to predict when such vis-
its might be made, if attempting to ascertain 
swift occupancy by a single visit, it is most effi-
cient to observe the chimney for the 40-to-60-
minute interval bracketing the time of sunset.  
Monitoring at this time of day will reveal most, 
and possibly all, swifts using the chimney, 
whether a resident nesting pair with or without a 
helper bird or two, other non-breeding adults 
using the site as a night-time roost, or both. 

Swifts nesting in a chimney can some-
times be detected from inside a house by the 
sound of noisy begging calls made by the young.  
These may occur during the two-week period 
before fledging.  If you hear suspicious sounds 
coming from the chimney above your fireplace, 
be sure to also do a visual check from outside the 
house to observe what species is entering.  It is 
possible that starlings or young squirrels or rac-
coons are inside. 

At 2 1/2 bricks wide on its narrow side, this chimney would 
be just wide enough inside to accommodate nesting swifts 
if it were not lined and divided into small flues.  The actual 
dimensions are irrelevant, however, since the fireplace and 
spare flues are covered by metal and wire mesh animal 
guards and the furnace flue has an aluminum cap. 
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Nesting swifts, though resident for much 
longer, are probably most readily detected in 
chimneys from mid-July to early August, when 
many feeding visits are being made (though a 
check then will miss swifts that abandoned early 
due to nest failure).  Roosting swifts (which will 
not be in house chimneys) are usually most obvi-
ous in August and September.  

In the off season, one can sometimes de-
termine that swifts have previously used a chim-
ney.  This is done by checking the chimney clean 
out in the basement and looking for evidence of 
a fallen nest made of tiny sticks (no grass, straw 
or mud).  Absence of such evidence does not, 
however, prove that swifts have never been pre-
sent. 

STAGE LENGTH DATES EXPECTED BEHAVIOURS   

Arrival  late April 

to mid-June 

Individual pairs vary considerably in how early or late they return to London and 

occupy a chimney. 

Courtship 

and nest 

construc-

tion 

 May 

through 

June  

Often courtship (V-flights, chases, vocalizations, etc) in area of nest chimney, may or 

may not be vocalization and circling before entries; entries and exits during daytime 

to bring in twigs and carry on mating activities inside chimney; if unwanted extra 

swifts attempt to enter chimney, agitated chatter may be heard.  Nest construction 

may be delayed up to a month after first occupancy of chimney; probably begins 

about a week before egg laying starts.  Courtship sometimes observed later in season. 

Egg lay-

ing  

approx 1 

week or 

longer 

early June 

to mid-July 

Eggs are laid every second day; 2 to 7 eggs may be laid but 4 or 5 is the most com-

mon number; incubation begins after the second-last egg is laid; additional twigs may 

be added to the nest after egg-laying has commenced and even during incubation. 

Incuba-

tion 

approx 

18-21 

days 

mid-June to 

early Au-

gust 

During incubation, by times, some swift parents become exceedingly secretive 

around nest chimneys; they tend to stay well away from the chimney and avoid forag-

ing or vocalizing in the area.  Instead of circling and dropping downward before en-

tering the chimney, they may approach directly and rapidly, flying horizontally just 

above the roofline in the manner of a stealth bomber to suddenly dip into the chimney 

and disappear, leaving the observer to wonder if he actually saw something or only 

imagined it.  Intervals between shift changes from one incubating bird to the other 

may be as long as a few hours.  When observing at dusk during the incubation period, 

depending on the behaviour of that pair that evening, it can be easy to miss detecting 

swift activity: during a one-hour watch, one might see as little as one entry and no 

exits at all (the incubating bird is already inside and the off-duty bird enters to spend 

the night).  

Feeding 

of young 

approx 4 

weeks 

early July 

to late Au-

gust 

Frequent entries followed within a few minutes by exits; these paired in/out events 

represent food deliveries to young and may occur at any time during the day between 

sunrise and sunset.  If the pair is nesting in a chimney that is also serving as a roost of 

non-breeders during the nesting season, the resident pair usually retires for the night 

before the flock of roosting birds; the pair also does little of no circling before entry, 

compared to much circling and often vocalizing by members of the roosting flock. 

Fledging 

of young 

several 

days 

late July to 

late August 

As young emerge from the chimney and develop their flying skills, there may be a 

sudden increase in the number of swifts around the chimney, including during the 

daytime.  Youngsters may appear to be flying more slowly or awkwardly than adults.  

Practice dives into the chimney may be observed.  In such cases, when a youngster is 

diving or dropping down towards the chimney opening, if it aborts the entry at the 

last moment, it will often fly straight down the outside of the chimney for a metre or 

two before flying away horizontally. (This is different from swifts in large flocks that 

circle and dive at a chimney prior to communal roosting; such birds, if they abort an 

entry, usually fly away horizontally from about the height of the chimney top.) 

Departure  early Au-

gust to 

early Octo-

ber 

Although it is difficult to tell when swifts actually begin heading south, numbers at 

communal roosts increase during August and September; there may be dramatic 

changes in numbers from day to day, suggesting waves of swifts passing through.  In 

London the last swifts disappear in early October. 

Approximate Timetable for Swift Nesting-season Behaviours in London, Ontario 
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EDUCATION AND OUTREACH 
 

An illustrated PowerPoint presentation 
about London’s Chimney Swifts, delivered by a 
knowledgeable speaker, is available (free of 
charge) to interested audiences.  A tabletop bul-
letin board display on swifts and their habitat 
needs can be set up on request.  

Nature London continues its long-
standing commitment to advancing the cause of 
Chimney Swifts.  It watches for opportunities to 
promote the conservation of older chimneys.  It 
also advocates for the protection of natural habi-
tats, such as woodlands and wetlands, and the 
reduction in the use of insecticides.  A healthy 
environment is the basis of a healthy food supply 

for swifts.  The website (www.naturelondon.ca) 
includes information about swifts in London. 

The History of SwiftWatch in London 
 

In response to dramatic declines in Chimney Swift numbers, members of Nature London 
(the McIlwraith Field Naturalists of London, Ontario) founded SwiftWatch in 2004.  Under this 
banner, local volunteers monitored numbers and locations of nesting and migrating swifts within 
the city.  They also educated the public about the needs of Chimney Swifts.  In particular, they 
encouraged actions that would protect chimneys used by swifts and that would improve the qual-
ity of the habitat on which swifts and their food supply depended.  The London SwiftWatch pro-
gram, under the general auspices of Nature London, operated until 2009. 

In 2009, Bird Studies Canada (BSC) formally launched Ontario SwiftWatch, a province-
wide program that carries out weekly monitoring of chimneys used by swifts.  Beginning in the 
fall of 2008 (as a pilot project), the swift monitoring program in London was folded into the pro-
vincial initiative, which refined protocols and developed an on-line data-reporting system.  On-
tario SwiftWatch is administered from Port Rowan, Ontario, the headquarters of BSC. 

From 2007 to 2009, under the umbrella of Nature London’s SwiftWatch initiative, a swift 
brochure was prepared and distributed, and landowner-contact programs were carried out.  Cer-
tificates of thanks (and information packages) were presented to the owners of buildings used by 
swifts.  These recognized the important contributions landlords were making to swift conserva-
tion and encouraged the continued sympathetic stewardship of active swift chimneys. 

Since the federal and provincial designations of the Chimney Swift as Threatened became 
official in 2009, landowner-contact initiatives by Nature London’s swift volunteers have been 
largely placed on hold.  With swift protection now governed by species-at-risk legislation, it no 
longer seems appropriate for local volunteers (who have no official authority) to approach build-
ing owners to request voluntary stewardship compliance. 

The federal and provincial governments are currently in the process of developing recov-
ery plans for the Chimney Swift.  These will include determining how to best implement habitat 
protection for a species that relies very heavily on privately owned, built structures for nesting 
and roosting sites.  After recovery plans are completed, a clearer picture is expected to emerge 
regarding the roles in swift conservation to be undertaken by the various stakeholders. 

Meanwhile, the name SwiftWatch is now being used exclusively by Bird Studies Canada 
for its swift monitoring program.  At this time, there is no official initiative operating under Na-
ture London to spearhead swift conservation efforts in the city.  A club member has, however, 
been appointed to the volunteer position of swift liaison.  Duties include liaising with individual 
and group stakeholders involved in swift protection; encouraging local participation in activities 
that benefit the species; engaging in education and outreach (e.g., talks, displays and other mate-
rials pertaining to swifts); and providing information and input, as appropriate, to relevant par-
ties and to various levels of government and other agencies on matters related to swifts. 

A display on Chimney Swifts and a speaker are available. 
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WHAT YOU CAN DO TO  
HELP CHIMNEY SWIFTS 
 

Educate Yourself and Others 
• Learn to recognize Chimney Swifts and their 

vocalizations, and develop the habit of look-
ing up to enjoy the birds’ aerial acrobatics.  
Point out swifts to friends and colleagues. 

• Educate family and neighbours about Chim-
ney Swifts, which have been designated as 
Threatened on both Canada’s and Ontario’s 
species-at-risk lists. 

• Tell associates about the alarming decline of 
swifts and advise them of the importance of 
preserving existing chimneys as nest and 
roost sites. 

• Make copies of this document and distribute 
them to friends, neighbours and teachers 
(download at www.naturelondon.ca). 

 

Preserve Chimneys 
• If your home, business or workplace has a 

large-diameter, 1960s or earlier, brick chim-
ney suitable for swifts, try to ensure that it 
remains so (i.e., avoid capping it or lining it 
with metal). 

• If you are converting a furnace or hot water 
heater to gas, rather than installing a metal 
chimney lining, investigate the option of an 
alternative venting system, leaving the chim-
ney unlined and uncapped for the swifts. 

• If your building has two chimneys and you 
have decided to line and cap, consider leav-
ing one unmodified for use by swifts. 

• If raccoons or squirrels are a concern, to pre-
vent access, add a 60-centimetre (2-foot) 
band of metal flashing to the outside of the 
chimney just below the top.  Trimming back 
overhanging branches also reduces access by 
nuisance wildlife to your roof and chimney. 

• If your fireplace flue is suitable for swifts, 
keep the damper closed and the top open. 

• If you detect swifts nesting in your fireplace 
chimney and are bothered by the noise, close 
the damper tightly and pack insulation (tem-
porarily) beneath it to mute the sound until 
the young have learned to fly and feed on 
their own (usually within about two weeks). 

• Have your chimney (especially if wood is 
burned) cleaned annually, avoiding the nest-
ing season (mid-May to mid-to-late August).  
Regular cleaning reduces the risk of creosote 
accumulation and fire, and lessens the likeli-
hood that swift nests will fall down before 
young are fledged. 

• If rain entering your chimney is a concern, 
place a small “roof” high enough above the 
top of the chimney (about 30 centimetres [1 
foot]) to allow swifts to enter. 

• If your chimney is lined with metal, keep it 
capped to prevent swifts and other wildlife 
from entering and becoming trapped inside. 

• If your chimney is deemed unsafe, instead of 
demolition, explore the possibility of repairs 
or modifications that will permit swifts to 
continue to use it.   

 

Advocate for the Protection of Natural  
Habitat 
• Advocate for the protection of old-growth 

forests, and help identify and preserve large-
diameter, hollow trees suitable for swift nest-
ing and roosting. 

• Advocate for the protection of more undis-
turbed natural areas such as wetlands and 
woodlands, which help produce the insects 
on which swifts depend for food. 

 

Reduce Your Ecological Footprint 
• Avoid using pesticides; they harm the envi-

ronment and reduce the swift’s food supply. 
• Become involved in campaigns to help re-

duce pesticide use across society.  
• Drastically reduce your ecological footprint.  

Lowering your demand for consumer goods 
and services reduces both air and water pol-
lution, and slows the rate of habitat loss, cli-
mate change and other environmentally 
damaging effects of a consumptive lifestyle.  

Woodlands where older trees end their lives as snags pro-
vide natural habitat for nesting and roosting swifts. 
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Help Monitor Chimney Swifts 
• Report all sightings (including location and 

estimated numbers, if possible) of swifts en-
tering chimneys in London to Nature Lon-
don (see contact information to right). 

• Sign up with Bird Studies Canada’s Ontario 
SwiftWatch program to help monitor chim-
neys used by swifts for nesting and roosting 
(see contact information to right). 

 

Celebrate Chimney Swifts 
• Chimney Swifts are cute, talkative, gregari-

ous and endearing, as well as accomplished 
stunt flyers.  With their Ontario populations 
plunging at the rate of 18.7% annually, there 
may not be many decades left to enjoy them. 
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CONTACT INFORMATION  
for Nature London 
E-mail: info@naturelondon.ca 
Phone: Leave a message on the 
Nature Line (519-457-4593) 
Address: Box 24008, London 
ON  N6H 5C4 
Website: www.naturelondon.ca 
 

Nature London (McIlwraith Field Naturalists of 
London Ontario, Incorporated) is a registered 
charity. 
 

CONTACT INFORMATION for Ontario 
SwiftWatch (Bird Studies Canada) 
Elisabeth van Stam 
evanstam@birdscanada.org 
1-888-448-2473 x 173 
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COMMON NIGHTHAWK 
The Common Nighthawk, also a Threatened spe-
cies, is active at dusk, when watchers of swifts 
are often about.  Please report nighthawk sight-
ings in London to the Nature Line (see above). 


