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Introduction 

The year 2017 was a banner year for the monitoring of Chimney 
Swifts in London.  Thanks to the diligent efforts of more than a dozen core 
volunteers, weekly monitoring coverage of the city’s four main traditional 
roost chimneys was more complete than it had been for a number of years.   

In early June, Sandy Symmes assumed the role of SwiftWatch Coor-
dinator for London.  From then until the end of the season she ensured that a 
volunteer was matched to every monitoring slot at a roost chimney, that 
weekly (and later daily) updates were sent out in a timely fashion, and that 
all problems were expeditiously resolved.  In the early part of the season Pat 
Tripp also helped with the scheduling of monitors. 

As in previous years, all volunteers monitoring swifts under the Na-
ture London umbrella collected data according to protocols established by 
Ontario SwiftWatch (a program of Bird Studies Canada).  For each monitor-
ing visit to a chimney, all data were submitted to Bird Studies Canada (on 
line, via e-mail or by Canada Post).  Volunteers also e-mailed numbers and 
highlights from each count to the local coordinator. 

All monitoring was carried out by volunteers stationed on the 
ground, who made visual counts or estimates of swifts entering chimneys 
during a one-hour period bracketing the official time of sunset.  Because it was impossible to count or even 
estimate with any degree of precision when large numbers of swifts entered roost chimneys in a tightly com-
pressed period of time, volunteers did their best in such situations but numbers reported should not be consid-
ered absolute counts.  This needs to be kept in mind when comparing count results, especially large ones. 

In 2017 the first record of swifts seen in London was April 28 (the early date in 2016 was April 24).  
Many of the early seasonal records that are noted each year are associated with swifts foraging above or near 
the Thames River or other large body of water.   

In 2017, the last of London’s swifts to occupy a roost were observed on October 10.  In the fall, except 
when they are about to enter roosts, swifts are often more difficult to detect because they tend to spend day-
times foraging at great heights and descend to levels where they can be readily seen only as dusk approaches. 

Although there is some overlap, swift monitoring activities in London in 2017 can be separated into 
several initiatives, which are considered individually in the discussion that follows. 

 
National Spring Roost Monitoring (Spring Blitz) 

In an effort to track swift populations as they migrate north, volunteers in Manitoba, Ontario, Quebec 
and the Maritimes simultaneously visit known roost chimneys on the same late May and early June evenings.  
In 2017, the dates were May 24 and 28, and June 1 and 5.  In Ontario, participants counted on two additional 
dates (May 14 and 18) to capture data on earlier migrants.   

As part of this national program, for many years London volunteers have monitored four long-
established roost chimneys: King’s University College Wemple Building (266 Epworth Ave), Labatt’s garage/
warehouse (183 Simcoe St), South Collegiate School (371 Tecumseh Ave) and Smith Fruit (22 Maitland St).  
The Smith Fruit chimney has never held a significant roost during spring migration (though it always has 
some swifts), but is always active  as a roost to differing degrees during the summer and fall.  The other three 
chimneys usually host spring roosts of varying size and, depending on the year, often summer and fall roosts 
as well. 

When the spring blitz results for 2017 were compared with equivalent 2016 data, numbers of swifts 
and patterns of usage were found to be generally similar between years.  In both years, the Labatt’s chimney 
consistently held the largest number of roosting birds, followed by King’s College, then South Collegiate and 
Smith Fruit.  Also, in both years the combined total of swifts in all four chimneys peaked on May 24 or 25 and 
was noticeably dropping off by June 5 or 6.  The highest count during the 2017 spring blitz was at Labatt’s on 
May 15 when 334 swifts were tallied.  The highest combined tally for one night was achieved on May 27, 
when a total of 501 swifts entered the four chimneys.  



It should be noted that these roost counts provided no information on waves of migrating swifts that 
may have been passing through the city between count dates nor on how long swifts remained in a roost be-
fore moving on.  This observation applied not only to spring blitz counts but also to the weekly and spot-check 
counts at roost chimneys conducted during the reminder of the 2017 season.   

The fact that very significant numbers of swifts were already occupying London chimneys on the first 
2017 blitz date (May 14) suggested that starting monitoring earlier in May might reveal when large numbers 
of migrating swifts first arrive in the city. 

 
Weekly Monitoring at Roosts (May to September) 
 After the spring blitz dates had been covered, monitors settled into doing weekly counts at London’s 
four main known roost chimneys.  These counts commenced in early June and continued until mid-September 
2017.  In the latter part of September, monitoring at Labatt’s was conducted daily. 
 
Labatt’s 
 The highest number of swifts (334) in the 
Labatt’s roost during spring migration was recorded on 
May 15, the day after the first monitoring day in 2017.  
Thereafter, numbers gradually diminished, dropping 
from 162 on June 1 to 81 on June 28.  The decline con-
tinued during July, bottoming out at 6 swifts on July 26.   
 Numbers began to creep upwards during August, 
reaching 27 on August 23, and then shooting up to 312 
on August 30.  The highest tally of the season in any 
London chimney (689) was made at this chimney on 
September 6.   
 Starting on September 10, counts were made 
nightly at the Labatt’s chimney until it was empty of 
swifts for the season.  During the first three weeks of 
September, between 300 and 600 swifts were generally 
recorded during each count.  The highest count was 582 swifts on September 15.  From 231 swifts on Septem-
ber 22, the tally rapidly slipped to 0 on September 28 and 29.   
 By a margin of more than three weeks, Labatt’s was the latest of London’s four main roosts to be oc-
cupied by swifts in 2017.   
 In 2016, monitoring at the Labatt’s chimney saw coverage during seven evenings from May 12 to June 
6, with a peak of 360 swifts on May 25.  The chimney was not visited again until July 23 when 21 swifts were 
counted, and then on August 14 when the tally was 0. 

In comparing results at Labatt’s in 2016 and 2017, it appeared that 
both years were characterized by substantial roosts during spring migration 
and by a late-July slump in numbers.   

In 2017, numbers surged upwards in late August and continued high 
until late September.  In 2016, however, it appears the roost was empty by 
mid-August but no further visits were made to determine its status for the 
rest of the season. 

Observations during 2017 indicated that a nesting pair of swifts may 
have been resident at Labatt’s.  
 
King’s University College Wemple Building 

The chimney at King’s hosted a substantial roost during spring mi-
gration, peaking at 271 on May 24.  After mid-June and until late July the 
roost held from 20 to 40 birds per visit.  A sudden jump in numbers saw 148 
swifts using the chimney on July 26 and 170 on August 2.   

By August 16, the number had fallen to 21 and to 0 on August 23 
and 30.  The chimney was still empty on September 6 and 13, after which 
monitoring was discontinued.   

In 2016, the King’s chimney was monitored five times for the spring 
blitz, during which it held at least 140 swifts, peaking at 158 on May 25.  In 

 

The chimney at Labatt’s garage as viewed from a parking 
spot in front of 195 Grey St.  

 

The chimney of the Wemple Building 
at King’s University College, from the 
southeast. 



July, the number was 129 on the 10th, 267 on the 17th; the roost then swelled to 758 (the highest roost count 
in 2016) on the 24th and held at approximately 100 birds until the end of the month.  By mid-August, numbers 
stood at 0, then jumped to 118 on August 28 and were down to 0 again on September 4 and 11.  
 A comparison of 2016 and 2017 data shows both years marked by good-sized spring roosts.  Numbers 
through July seem to have been higher in 2016 than in 2017.  An end-of-July-early-August spike was much 
more pronounced in 2016 than in 2017.  Both years, numbers dropped off sharply in August and the roost was 
empty during September.  In August 2016, however, a brief secondary spike was detected in late August. 
 The surges in numbers at the end of July and early August that occurred at King’s during both years 
suggest a wave of birds arriving at the chimney but remaining for a relatively short period.  It would seem 
that, at least in 2016, another, smaller wave passed through the King’s chimney in late August.   
 In seeking similar patterns at other London roosts in 2017, a late-July spike in numbers was detected at 
South Collegiate but not at Labatt’s or Smith Fruit.  In mid-to-late August of 2017, no upswing was detected 
at King’s, though noticeable surges were recorded at Labatt’s, South and Smith Fruit.   
 Around the beginning of September 2017, a couple of weeks after numbers at the King’s chimney had 
collapsed, the Smith Fruit and South chimneys emptied quickly but numbers at Labatt’s held strong for much 
of the month. 
 
South Collegiate School 

The chimney at South harboured a smallish roost during spring 
migration, topping out at 65 on June 1.  For the rest of the month there 
were generally 30 to 60 swifts using the chimney, though no swifts were 
recorded on June 22.  Early July saw a gradual increase in numbers, with 
highs of 161 on July 21 and 121 on July 26.  The tally tapered down-
wards in early August, but rose to 131 on August 16.  By August 30, on-
ly 2 swifts were present and the chimney was empty on September 6 and 
13.  

Records from 2016 for the South chimney show fewer than about 
20 swifts using the chimney from May to mid-August.  Thereafter, num-
bers increased to peak at 605 (the highest fall roost count in London in 
2016) on September 6, then dropped to 2 birds by mid-month.     

Over a number of years, swift monitors have frequently observed 
an inverse relationship between numbers of swifts roosting at Labatt’s 
and at South.  Observations in 2016 and 2017 confirmed this pattern at 
the two chimneys, which are located about four blocks apart, one 
(Labatt’s) on the north side of the Thames River and the other on the 
south.   

During fall migration in 2016, Labatt’s chimney was believed to be 
empty while South hosted a very large roost.  In contrast, in 2017, the chim-
ney at South was empty during September while Labatt’s held a significant 
roost for most of the month. 

 
Smith Fruit 
 Following the pattern of past years, the Smith Fruit chimney held 
fewer than a dozen birds through May, June and July.  Though small, num-
bers were usually a bit higher than might be expected if only a mated pair 
and a couple of helper birds were spending nights in the chimney.  True to 
tradition for this chimney, numbers began to climb in early August, peaking 
at 483 on August 29, but falling rapidly over the Labour Day weekend to 8 
on September 5 and 0 on September 11 and October 1.   
 In 2016, similar numbers were noted during the spring blitz but the 
chimney was not visited again until August 8 when 171 swifts were count-
ed.  The roost continued to be active during August and early September, 
peaking at 397 on August 25 and emptying in mid-September.  In 2016, 
Smith Fruit was the last of the four main London roosts to hold swifts.   

Repeated observations of swift activity, including feeding visits, in-
dicated that Smith Fruit hosted nesting swifts in 2017.   

 

 

South Collegiate’s chimney from the 

southeast.  

 

The chimney at Smith Fruit from the 

south. 



Phoenix Building 
During the last week of September, 2017, the chimney at 

Labatt’s garage/warehouse on Grey St was rapidly emptying.  The 
monitors on duty there on September 28 reported a count of 0 but not-
ed that 5 swifts had circled the chimney before departing to the north-
east.   

The following evening a spot-check visit was made to the 
Phoenix Building at 300 Wellington St, which is located about two 
blocks northeast of Labatt’s.  This chimney had been known as a roost 
for several years about a decade earlier and also during the 1990s.  It 
had not been checked in 2016. 

In 2017, the first visit to 300 Wellington was made on Septem-
ber 29 when 150 swifts were tallied.  Nightly monitoring was immedi-
ately instituted.  Numbers generally trended downward from 104 on 
October 5.  

Monitoring continued until October 13, by which time the 
chimney had been empty for three nights in a row.  This was the latest 
roost chimney in London known to harbour swifts in 2017. 

 
Other Roosts  
 Since 2003, when London volunteers first began searching for 
chimneys occupied by swifts, approximately 170 such chimneys have 
been identified in the city.  Most are used for nesting only, but roosting activity has been detected in approxi-
mately 30 of these shafts.  Of the 30, six have been demolished and five capped, leaving 19 chimneys that 
have been known to have served as a swift roost on at least one occasion over the years.   
 Among the roost chimneys that have been lost are seven of the eight shafts (three shafts were located 
at one site) that were monitored in September of 2004, the first time Nature London tried its hand at organiz-
ing swift monitoring.  Of the cohort of roosts active in 2004, the lone survivor is Smith Fruit, which, to this 
day, continues to host an annual fall roost.  Some of the other chimneys that harboured significant roosts a 
decade ago are still available to swifts but, for unknown reasons, no longer seem to regularly host roosts.   
 Of the 19 chimneys, 15 are considered “lesser” roosts that are not known to be active in the spring and 
are not active every fall.  Even in years when they are occupied in the fall, they may harbour a small roost for 
only a relatively short period of time.  Some of these may serve as neighbourhood roosts, where local swift 
families gather for a few weeks (usually in August) after leaving their nest chimneys before moving on to 
larger roosts elsewhere in the city.  
 Due to time and manpower constraints, for the past number of years Nature London has tended to fo-
cus its roost monitoring efforts on the four chimneys deemed most likely to hold significant numbers of swifts.  
Annually, as time permits, it has become the custom to 
do a few spot checks during August and early September 
at some of the remaining 15 roosts-of-record on our list.   
 In the effort to visit lesser roosts, we tend to target 
locations that have the best potential for occupancy 
(based on past history) and also those chimneys whose 
settings make them suited for swift releases should the 
need arise.   
 In 2017, under the spot-check program, evening 
monitoring protocols were carried out on spec at the fol-
lowing locations, but were not followed up by additional 
visits:  
95 Ridout St, apts (August 15 = 0),  
388 Dundas St, office bldg (August 20 = 5; August 30 = 
4),  
520 Wellington St, Centennial Apts (August 20 = 3),  
551 Nightingale St, warehouse (August 20 = 14),  
1265 Richmond St, Whitehall Apts (August 23 = 0),  
423 Colborne St, apts (August 30 = 0).    

 

 

The free-standing chimney of the Phoenix 

building from the southwest. 

The old warehouse at 551 Nightingale St. 



Well known over many years for up to 
five active nesting chimneys, First-St. An-
drew’s Church (350 Queens Ave) was re-
ported to also hold a roost in its largest chim-
ney in early September 2006.  In 2017 Pat 
Tripp and Judy Shaw discovered a roost in this 
chimney.  It was monitored for several weeks 
with the following results: August 19 = 124, 
August 23 = 120, August 29 = 21, September 
6 and 12 = 0.   

Ryerson School (940 Waterloo St) 
served as a significant fall roost for a few 
years a decade or so ago.  Visits in 2017 yield-
ed the following numbers: September 1 = 62, 
September 5 = 57, September 9 = 39, Septem-
ber 13 = 3.   

 
Nesting Activity 
 From 2004 to 2013, London volunteers 
identified 162 chimneys occupied by swifts in the city (additional chimneys are likely used by swifts but have 
not yet come to the attention of swift watchers).  When each of the 162 chimneys was revisited in 2015, it was 
determined that 47 had been capped or demolished.  Most of the other 115 chimneys are believed to be still 
available to swifts (though some have been lost since 2015).  The majority of these chimneys would serve as 
nest sites for a single family of swifts per season.  Evening visits to carry out a formal monitoring protocol 
were made to a number of the 115 chimneys in June, July or early August of 2015, 2016 or 2017.  The pur-
pose was to ascertain whether or not swifts are still occupying the chimneys on the date of the visit.   

In 2017, evening monitoring visits, as well as some daytime checks, were made between June 21 and 
July 30.  Olga Nemeroski was particularly helpful in carrying out this work (Dave Wake and Ric and Sandy 
Symmes also participated).  It was determined that 22 of the visited chimneys were actively occupied by 
swifts, whereas 13 chimneys did not show evidence of swift presence at the time of the visit.   

At some locations, paired entries and exits of adult swifts indicated that young were being fed inside 
the chimney.  Also, there was evidence that the chimneys at Labatt’s and Smith Fruit each held an active nest, 
in addition to a roost of non-breeding swifts.   

 
When Do the Last Chimney Swifts Leave Town for the Season? 

Back in 2004, when we first organized formal fall roost monitoring in London, we had no real idea of 
the best dates or locations for looking for swifts or when the birds would depart for the season.  Having identi-
fied a few occupied roosts in the fall of 2003, we scurried around during the first half of September 2004 and 
identified additional chimneys that held active roosts.  In our total inexperience with the habits of swifts, that 
year we scheduled just two monitoring evenings – September 19 and 26 – and simultaneously covered six lo-
cations (though one site actually consisted of three separate shafts).  All sites were inhabited on September 19 
and all but one still held swifts on September 26.   

Since 2004, we have learned to expect that the last occupied roosts will generally empty in late Sep-
tember or early October.  See Table 1  Dates presented on the table are the last for which we have positive 
monitoring data.  In some, but not all, cases the chimney was revisited the following evening and found to be 
completely empty. 

In the first nine years of monitoring, all last dates for known roost occupancy fell in October.  In the 
subsequent six years, four of the latest dates have been in September and only two in October.  At first glance, 
it might seem that there is a tendency for swifts to leave London earlier as the years go by. 

Last year (2016) was the earliest year on record for swifts to abandon their London roosts – 2 swifts at 
South Collegiate School on September 14.  The latest year for roost occupancy was 2011, when 3 swifts were 
at Labatt’s garage on October 17. 

It is worth noting, however, that we have not expended equal effort each year in identifying the latest 
active roost.  In the early years of roost monitoring in London (up to about a decade ago) it was usual to have 
about ten roost chimneys or potential roost chimneys under regular surveillance during the fall migration peri-
od (from mid-August on).   

  

Left to right: the roost chimneys at First-St. Andrew’s Church (swifts 

enter through the large tile on the left) and Ryerson School. 



Since about 2012, the number of roosts 
monitored each fall has generally been lower, and 
monitoring has generally been somewhat sporadic.  
For example, in 2016, when no active roost was 
located later than September 14, only the four main 
London roost chimneys (as described earlier) were 
being monitored.   

It is quite possible, in any given year, that 
there were active fall roosts that we were not moni-
toring (even in a limited way), where swifts may 
have continued to roost after the still-monitored 
roosts had emptied.  Even so, it is very unusual for 
all four of the main roosts (King’s, Labatt’s, South 
and Smith Fruit) to all be empty as early as mid- or 
late September. 

Although the Breeding Bird Survey may 
not be the best tool for determining trends in swift 
numbers (because it mostly samples birds in rural 
areas), analysis of BBS data from 2005 to 2015 
suggests that Chimney Swifts in Canada declined 
by 43% during that period (http://wildlife-species.canada.ca/breeding-bird-survey-results/).  If progressively 
declining numbers of swifts are passing through London each fall, this may make it more difficult to identify 
locations of roosts, especially since swifts in London have a well-documented history of shifting among roosts 
during the fall migration period. 
 Over and above the cautions raised in the preceding paragraphs, dates presented in Table 1 should not 
necessarily be taken as the latest end-of-season records for swifts in London.  In addition to sightings of swifts 
at known roosts, there are usually scattered records of swifts flying above the city a week or more after the last 
known roost has been abandoned for the season.  As birders increase their reporting of sightings on e-bird, the 
number of late-season swift records coming to our attention grows.  
 
An Observation of Unusual Behaviour at a Roost 

On September 21, 2017 Marguerite Annen arrived at Labatt’s at 6:50 pm to begin her monitoring shift.  
Sunset that evening was at 7:22 pm.  There was no wind and the cloud cover was 10%.  The temperature stood 
at 28 oC but the humidex made it feel as if the temperature were in the 30s.  The weather had been exceptional 
that day, setting a heat record for London but, by 6:50 pm, it had begun to feel more comfortable. 

When Marguerite arrived there were no swifts to be seen or heard.  Then, at 7:05, 5 swifts left the 
chimney.  She was puzzled by this, wondering why these 5 birds would have been in the chimney so early in 
the evening (17 minutes before sunset), as it was not breeding season.  Then, at 7:09, she was even more sur-
prised to see the chimney begin to erupt like a witches' cauldron overflowing.  In quick succession, 220 addi-
tional swifts left the chimney.  All headed out in a southwesterly direction.   

After that, no swifts were seen or heard until 7:20, when 6 were seen and heard to the south of the 
chimney, towards the river.  Gradually, swifts began to congregate.  At 7:30, 2 swifts entered the chimney, 
followed soon by a group of 32.  There followed 3 singletons and, at 7:35, a group of 15.  The deluge began at 
7:36, with 305 swifts entering in rapid succession.  Five birds entered at 7:37, 13 at 7:38 and 56 at 7:39.  The 
remaining 8 birds dribbled in, one at a time, between 7:40 and 7:49.   

The total number of swifts inside for the night was 439.  Marguerite departed at 7:55 pm. 
For the next several nights, during which weather conditions continued to be very hot and humid, nightly swift 
monitors arrived at Labatt’s earlier than usual.  They hoped to be on hand in case of a repeat of the unusual 
activity of September 21, but no similar behaviour was observed. 
 There ensued much discussion regarding the September 21 incident as to what had precipitated the ear-
ly exodus of swifts followed by a more typical pattern of evening entry about 25 to 30 minutes later.  The 
main questions centred on why the swifts were inside the chimney at that time of day and for how long they 
had been there.  It is not unprecedented for swifts to roost inside a chimney during the daytime in summery 
weather, but such behaviour had not been observed before in London (perhaps in part because we have never 
purposely looked for it).   

     Table 1.  Latest Fall Records of Chimney Swifts at London  
     Roosts 2003–2017. 

*Shaft or chimney capped or demolished prior to 2017. 



 The next question was why the swifts had chosen to exit at the time they did.  Previous reports of 
roosting swifts exiting en masse at unexpected times usually involved some sudden disturbance (e.g., noise, 
furnace turned on).  There was no indication of any such disturbance on September 21.   
 One theory put forward was that migrating swifts arriving during the day from further north may have 
entered the chimney to rest, then, as light levels began to wane, decided to come out to forage in the cool of 
the evening before retiring for the night. 
 It is interesting to note that 225 birds left the chimney about 15 minutes before sunset, but that approxi-
mately twice that number (439) entered the chimney about 15 minutes after sunset.  It is quite possible that the 
225 departing swifts returned a half hour later to spend the night.  It is also possible that the 225 moved on to 
another chimney.  If the departing swifts did return to form part of the much larger flock overnighting at 
Labatt’s, then it would seem that there were two distinct groups of swifts in the chimney that night – those that 
were inside but left about 15 minutes before sunset and those that entered for the first time about 15 minutes 
after sunset.   
 As happens so often with swifts, we are left with more questions than answers as we seek to under-
stand what seems to us to be unusual and puzzling behaviour. 
 
Releases of Rehabilitated and Hand-raised Chimney Swifts 
 Beginning in 2008, London’s volunteer swift monitors have been pleased to assist the efforts of wild-
life rehabilitators who need suitable release sites for hand-reared orphaned or injured juvenile swifts.  Since 
2012, our main contact person in this endeavour has been Debbie Lefebre of Swift Care Ontario.  Based here 
in London and specializing in the rehabilitation of aerial insectivores, SCO is so well recognized for its exper-
tise that it serves as a referral centre, and often takes in swifts from far-flung locales.   

The protocol for releasing rehabilitated swifts requires that the birds be let go late in the day, close to a 
chimney that held at least 75 to 100 roosting swifts the previous evening.  Ideally there will also be natural 
habitat (such as meadow, waterway or woodland) nearby and good sight lines for observing the newly re-
leased youngsters.  Because swifts in care often require a little extra time to get up to speed before release, fall 
migration may be well advanced before the last batch of rehabilitated swifts is ready to go free.  By then, 
flocks have often completely abandoned their roost chimneys further north in Ontario and, even in the south-
western part of the province, numbers may have begun to substantially thin out. 
 London’s swift monitors, who are already tracking roosting swifts, keep especially close tabs on swift 
numbers at local roosts as each batch of young swifts approaches readiness for release.  When all pieces of the 
puzzle, including weather, come together, monitors advise swift rehabbers of the optimal release site and the 
rehabbers make the final decision as to date and time.   

In 2017, three groups of swifts were released in London.  These included young birds from various 
places in Ontario and Quebec, as well as from Mani-
toba.  Swift Care Ontario released birds on August 26 
at Smith Fruit and on September 12 at Labatt’s gar-
age.  As she does each year, Sue Wylie of Le Nichoir 
in Hudson, Quebec (another wildlife rehab centre that 
has expertise in Chimney Swifts) brought swifts from 
its regional catchment area to London.  The Le 
Nichoir swifts that were ready to go were released on 
August 27 at Smith Fruit.  Those that needed more 
time to recover from injuries, perfect flying skills or 
gain maturity were left in the care of SCO until the 
next release date, which turned out to be on Septem-
ber 12. 

As mid-September 2017 approached, the Lon-
don monitoring crew was aware of just one active 
swift roost in the city.  Out of concern that it might 
empty quickly before the last group of swift young-
sters was ready for release, we contacted swift watch-
ers in Windsor.  They checked out traditional roost 
chimneys there but did not find an appropriate active 
roost, though they did identify one in Kingsville.  In 
the hope of finding an active roost chimney closer to 

 

Part of the flock of 500 swifts that entered the roost chimney on 

the evening of the release at Labatt’s on September 12.  As gen-

erally happens in such situations, as soon as the young swifts 

were released, the swirling flock, which had been foraging at 

heights barely detectable by the naked human eye, began to 

drop downward to the level where the youngsters were flying.  

Soon the young swifts were enveloped in the flock, which then 

gradually moved upward again to spend additional time foraging 

before descending into the chimney for the night.   



home that might serve as an alternative release site if suitable London roost chimneys no longer held swifts, 
two London volunteers paid a visit to St Thomas.  There they carried out a dusk-time monitoring protocol on 
September 11 at 344 Talbot St.  This site was on record for hosting a large roost during fall migration in some 
past years, but no swifts were seen or heard on September 11. 
 
Common Nighthawks 
 Like the Chimney Swift, the Common Nighthawk is an aerial insectivore and listed as Threatened on 
both Canada’s and Ontario’s species-at-risk lists.  Until the 1990s, nighthawks were common summer resi-
dents in London, where they placed their nests on flat, gravel roofs.  Today there appear to be few nighthawk 
territories within the city (e.g., downtown near Victoria Park and at the university).  Because nighthawks come 
out to feed at dusk and are often quite vocal, it is relatively easy for swift watchers to detect their presence and 
report such information when carrying out swift monitoring duties. 
 Over the years, the frequency of London sightings and the numbers of nighthawks involved have been 
declining.  In 2017, there was one report from spring migration: 1 at South Collegiate on May 18.  There was 
one report during the nesting season: 1 at 388 Dundas on July 30 (downtown area).  Six reports of nighthawks 
came in during fall migration: 1 at Labatt’s on September 3; 2 at King’s on September 6; 2 at Ryerson on Sep-
tember 9 and 4 there on September 13; 1 at 300 Wellington on September 30 and on October 10.  In addition, 
a swift monitor observed 8 nighthawks flying in the vicinity of Pall Mall near Richmond on September 12.   
 
Summary 
 In 2017 London swift monitors participated in several initiatives to track swifts in this city: the nation-
al spring roost blitz, weekly monitoring of four local roost chimneys from June to September, spot checking of 
selected additional roosts in August and September, daily monitoring of known active roosts after mid-
September, the revisiting of many known nest chimneys to check for occupancy, and the facilitation of swift 
releases by identifying optimal sites.  Records were also kept of Common Nighthawks.   

Organizing volunteers to carry out swift monitoring is an extremely time-consuming activity.  In June, 
Sandy Symmes assumed the role of SwiftWatch Coordinator for London.  In this capacity she oversaw the 
monitoring schedule, collated local data and compiled weekly updates for monitors.  Monitors were also asked 
to submit all data to Bird Studies Canada.  London swift watchers sincerely hope that our many years of data 
forwarded to BSC will contribute to Chimney Swift conservation over the long term. 
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The above summary has been adapted from “End-of-season Report for London Chimney Swift Monitors, 
2017” (Oct 16, 2017).  For a copy of the full report, including tables and graphs, please contact the author at  
chimneyswift@naturelondon.com.  
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