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The trials of providing a nesting box for Common

Swifts Apus apus
Mike Averill

Having had initial success with nesting boxes for Common Swift
Apus apus in 2010 and 2012, | was disappointed that there had been
no activity for some years after that, so I installed three more boxes
(01) to see if a different design or position improved the situation.
All the boxes are hand made to the basic size of 50mm by 50 mm by
370 mm long with a 65 by 30mm access slot. One box is longer and
has an access slot underneath the box. After erecting the four boxes
in 2015, there was a very disappointing lack of interest from the
birds, despite playing calls to a group of around 15 Swifts always in
the area. It should be said that there was always a nest in a house
about six doors away and that was the focus of Swift activity for
several years. Something may have happened to that nest following
repair work to the house, and on the 9t July 2022 one of the boxes
on the rear of my house started to attract interest from a group of
Swifts, flying up to the box and screaming. Cameras are fitted inside
all of the boxes so | was able to watch a pair of Swifts using the box,
roosting together each night from the 15™ July. This daily routine of
leaving the box in the daytime and returning together at dusk carried
on until on 4th August when they left for the last time. Despite
pairing, no eggs were produced, although they did attempt to form a
rudimentary nest, and Common Swifts don’t do much in the way of
nests at the best of times (02). It can only be assumed that this was a
young pair practising and although the results were disappointing, it
left me with hope for the next year.
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02. The simple nest with the entrance hole far ena on ihe right.
Mike Averill.

One of the big problems facing Common Swifts can be competition
from House Sparrows Passer domesticus. Sparrows, although
always visible across the road, never came our side despite feeders
being out all year round, and there is open countryside beyond us. in
But in 2010 something happened and suddenly sparrows came over
to our side of the road and began using any potential nest sites (03),
but generally going back to gardens over the road to feed. This
activity has built up to the point that they will use any opportunity
provided now, so the four swift boxes have had a small flap fitted
that can be left closed from April onwards and only opened at the
first sighting of Swifts which is usually the second week in May
around here. | should say that a communal sparrow box is also on
the house, but for some reason that is rarely used. The sparrows
prefer the swift boxes and so as soon as | opened up the box that
Swifts had used the year before, sparrows began bringing in
material. Sparrows will compulsively fill a box with grassy material
whilst Swifts require a virtually empty nesting chamber. The first
Swift entered the box on the 23 May 2023 for a short time, but it
wasn’t until the 26 May that a second Swift arrived and then there
was a lot of interaction between two Swifts in the box including
several hours of mating.

03. Sparrows take up early residence. Mike Averill. ‘

The other birds that can be a problem are Starlings Sturnus vulgaris,
as they can be quite aggressive in numbers. Although we have never
had a nest at our house, they used to nest next door until 2012, so it
was a bit alarming to hear a lot of noise on the 27™ May at the box
and to see two starlings trying to get in. The two Swifts in there at
the time hunkered down, cowering in the corner and made no
attempt to deter the interlopers. Fortunately this behaviour didn't
happen again, and the swifts weren’t discouraged. They continued to
roost at night and go out in the daytime until 2" June, when the first
glimpse of an egg caused great excitement (05).

Disappointment soon followed though, as the egg was ignored and
placed in the far corner of the box. Rather alarmingly one adult was
seen with the egg in its mouth and seemed to be trying to put it out
of the exit hole. Had the parent lost the plot? Quickly I placed a
large net outside the box to catch the egg if it was ejected. The next
day a second egg appeared, raising hopes somehow birds know
whether an egg is viable or not and realised that perhaps the first
one wasn’t. Initially as I couldn’t see the second egg I hoped that it
was being brooded, but by the 8" June the egg had been moved to
the far end of the box with the first one. Human intervention
couldn’t be resisted so as soon as the pair had left the box | moved
the second egg back towards the nest. On the return of the pair later,
the egg was flicked back to the far end as one Swift turned around in
the box, so that egg was out again either by accident or intention.
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During this time other Swifts would join the nest box pair and fly
round in huge circles centred on the house. On the 13" June there
had been a lot of coming and going, sometimes one adult was in the
box, sometimes two, when at 11:04 whilst the box had just one Swift
in residence another attempted to enter the box that was obviously
not its mate. The resident bird had been screaming from the box to
its mate, but didn’t welcome the newcomer and crouched down tight
in the far corner of the box. During this egg laying phase, the couple
would be in and out of the box through the day, but both always
returned to roost in the box overnight. Eventually a third egg became
visible on the 18th June and they appeared to incubate that one in
relays. By the 7t of July there was a piece of shell visible to the side
of the nest and so it was initially thrilling to see a tiny chick later that
day. Unfortunately it became apparent that this chick was, for some
reason, being ignored and even left to the side of the box. It was
painful to watch this chick which lived for four days totally
unattended. Then on the 8th July another slightly larger chick came
in to view (04). Presumably this chick had also hatched a few days
before and was already being brooded. The very nearest side of the
box is not quite covered by the camera so the second chick could
easily have been out of sight. Perhaps, as the weather had turned
very unsettled in July, the parents had decided they could only safely
bring up one chick. By the 11™ July the two swifts were into a
routine of bringing food back and then taking a turn on the nest. The
14" July was wet all day and the feeding rate dropped from one food
ball every 1-2 hours to one every 3-4 hours.

04. Swift chick at 10 days old, 17" July 2023. Mike Averill.

It may be weather related but from the 18t to the 24t only one adult
stayed in the box overnight and only one adult was feeding in the
daytime. After the 25™ the second Swift had returned and a routine
of one in, one out gathering food resumed. By now the chick was
moving around a bit, and starting to lose the early feather fluff. The
end of July saw the chick scuttling towards the entrance (05) to
defecate and these pellets would be collected by the adults and taken
out.

The chick would quietly twitter the whole time and often long after
the adults had joined it in the nest at sunset. On one occasion an
adult came back soaking wet and rather than avoid getting the chick
wet, it appeared to present itself so that the chick could gather
moisture to drink.

05. Swift chick stretching near exit hole at 24 days old, note the
abandoned egg, 31% July 2023. Mike Averill.

On the 3rd August, at 19:34, the two adults were in the box with the
chick when a wasp Vespula sp. entered in a slow, searching sort of
way. The three Swifts scuttled to the back of the box and crouched
down motionless: Swifts obviously don’t like wasps.

By the 7" August, the chick was looking fully feathered (06) with no
fluff and when on its own was doing a lot of ‘press ups’ and wing
stretching. Occasionally it would sit by the exit hole taking in the
view of the outside world, awaiting its parents return. If both adults
were out, the young Swift would show an exuberant response when
one returned, almost seeming to attack the food provider and
overwhelm them with enthusiasm. The last time | saw the chick was
on the 15" August as | had unfortunately arranged to be away but |
believe it flew on the 16™ or 17" August. This is about two weeks
later than most Swift nests, which makes sense as this nest was late
starting on 23 May by about that length of time.
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06. Yuhg Swiﬁ a{ few days before flying. Mi

ke Averill.
Most Common Swifts at a nest need about 75 days to fledge a chick:

15 days to lay an egg after arriving in the nest site, 20 days to hatch,
40 days feeding to first flight.

‘My’ Swifts were 83 days from first arrival on the 23" May to 16%"
August so they obviously had problems such as coping with a very
wet July which would have delayed growth.

So was it worth all that nervous tension wondering if any Swifts
were going to make it? Definitely - it was fascinating viewing the
life of such incredible creatures and a privilege that they chose our
house. So if you are thinking of putting up a swift box (and why
not), try to save up for a camera as well, as you really will have no
idea what’s going on without one.
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01. Swift box in situ on west side of the house. Mike Averill.
02. The simple nest with the entrance hole far end on the right.
Mike Averill.

03. Sparrows take up early residence. Mike Averill.

04. Swift chick at 10 days old, 17th July 2023. Mike Averill.
05. Swift chick stretching near exit hole at 24 days old, note the
abandoned egg, 31st July 2023. Mike Averill.

06. Young Swift a few days before flying. Mike Averill.

Editor’s note (GF)

I have had some success with a purchased ‘wood-stone’ swift nesting
box fitted to the front of my house in Redditch. Interestingly House
Sparrows nest early in the box and fledge before the Swifts return. |
also built boxes similar to Mike’s but fitted them to the side of the
house, and these have been occupied by Starlings rather than Swifts
every year since.

The internet has many sources for purchasing and building Swift
boxes, two are shown below:

Swift Conservation website. Available at:
https://www.swift-conservation.org/Nestboxes%26Attraction.htm
[Accessed 18.12.23]

Action for Swifts website. Available at:
http://actionforswifts.blogspot.com/p/diy.html [Accessed 18.12.23]
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