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SUMMARY OF SWIFT MONITORING IN LONDON, 2018 
adapted from End-of-season Report for London Chimney Swift Monitors, 2018 (November 5, 2018)  

By Winifred Wake, Chimney Swift Liaison for Nature London  
 

Executive Summary  
 

The Chimney Swift is a Threatened Species in Canada.  Its numbers have declined by 90% 
since 1970.  The current rate of decline is 6 % annually. 
 

In 2018, Nature London operated a much expanded May-to-October program of monitoring 
chimneys occupied by Chimney Swifts.  London Swift Monitoring Coordinator Sandy Sym-
mes recruited, trained, mentored and handled scheduling for approximately three dozen dedi-
cated volunteers.  The primary focus was on weekly Wednesday-evening monitoring at up to 
13 London chimneys (compared to four chimneys monitored in 2017).  Most of the moni-
tored chimneys had served in past years as communal roosts of non-breeding swifts.  In 
2018, monitoring was more frequent in late May and early June during the “national spring 
blitz”, which involved simultaneous counts from Manitoba to Nova Scotia on the same five 
dates.  In late September and October, as numbers of swifts using roosts dwindled, chimneys 
that still harboured swifts were monitored daily. 
 

Data were collected according to a protocol established by Bird Studies Canada: count the 
number of swifts entering a targeted chimney beginning 30 minutes before sunset and contin-
uing for one hour; exits are subtracted from entries so as to determine number of swifts in-
side the chimney for the night.  Data were submitted to BSC (copy retained in London), 
where they became part of a provincial database that helps document population trends and 
inform conservation decisions.  Monitors were kept up to date on the local situation through 
weekly e-mailed communications from the London Swift Monitoring Coordinator. 
 

The swift year can be roughly divided into three periods: spring migration (late April to mid-June), summer breeding 
(mid-June to end of July) and fall migration (August to mid-October). 
 

Observations in London have demonstrated that swifts often switch preferred roost locations from year to year and from 
one season to another within the same year.  Many traditional roost chimneys are empty for significant portions of the 
May-to-October swift season each year.   
 

Here are some highlights of the 2018 London swift-monitoring program: 
 First swifts of the year were spotted on April 27, the last on October 18.  
 During spring migration, the highest combined count total (May 17) for four chimneys monitored since 2007 

(Labatt’s, King’s College, South Collegiate and Smith Fruit) was 187 swifts (versus 501 in 2017 and 546 in 2016). 
 Of eight potential roost chimneys monitored during the spring blitz in 2018, four held swifts (Phoenix, King’s, South 

Collegiate and First-St. Andrew’s church—large N square chimney). 
 Of nine potential roost chimneys monitored during the summer nesting season, four served as roosts (South, King’s, 

Phoenix and Hunt’s), and there was a mini-roost at Elborn.   
 Of ten potential roost chimneys monitored during the fall migration period, nine held at least a small roost for a min-

imum of a few weeks (South, King’s, Labatt’s, Smith, Phoenix, Ryerson, Elborn, Hunt’s and Huron).   
 The largest roost during spring migration was at Phoenix (165 on May 28). 
 The largest roost during the summer nesting period was at Huron College (173 on July 23). 
 The largest roost during the fall migration period was at Labatt’s (1397 on September 12). 

 A video of part of the flock of 1397 entering the Labatt’s chimney is posted on the swift page of the Nature 
London website (www.naturelondon.ca). 

 The last night a London roost was occupied was October 9 (2 swifts). 
 Monitors helped find optimal release sites for 23 orphaned or injured juvenile swifts raised by Swift Care Ontario.  
 From May to October, 298 monitoring visits were made to the 13 regularly monitored chimneys. 
 Fifty-two monitoring visits were made to 41 other chimneys. 

 Twenty-nine of the 41 chimneys were previously known swift chimneys being checked for nesting activity; 
swifts were present at 19 and absent at 10.   

 Twelve of the 41 were considered potential swift chimneys being checked for possible roosting or nesting 
activity. 

 Swifts were discovered in seven previously unknown chimneys. 
 

Sincere thanks to all who helped make the 2018 swift-monitoring season in London such a success.  

 

Swifts cling vertically to 
bricks. 

Abridged version created Feb 5, 2019 
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SUMMARY OF SWIFT MONITORING IN LONDON, 2018 

adapted from End-of-season Report for London Chimney Swift Monitors, 2018  
 

Original report dated Nov 5, 2018; this abridged version prepared Feb 5, 2019 
 

By Winifred Wake, Chimney Swift Liaison for Nature London 
 
Introduction 
 

Our Amazing Monitors  
 The year 2018 was by far the best year ever for swift monitoring in London.  More 
than two dozen dedicated core volunteers spent many evenings checking on 13 swift chim-
neys, and more people helped out on a casual basis.  This amazing crew enabled regular 
monitoring coverage (usually weekly) to more than triple from 2017 levels, when just four 
chimneys were documented from May to September.  Thank you!  Thank you!  Thank you! 
 

First Swifts of the Year 
The pattern of activity in 2018 was generally similar to previous years.  Starting in 

late April, swift watchers tuned up their antennae (eyes and ears), ready to detect the earli-
est returning swifts.   

This year the honour of spotting London’s first swifts of the season went to Quinten 
Wiegersma.  In the early evening of April 27, Quinten observed seven swifts flying high 
above the Civic Garden Complex (625 Springbank Dr near Wonderland Rd).  The swifts were with a mixed flock of 
swallows.  As is typical of early spring sightings of aerial insectivores in London, these birds were foraging over the 
Thames River corridor.  (Insects associated with water bodies often emerge earlier in the season than do land-based in-
sects.)  By way of comparison: in 2017 the first swifts were reported on April 28, and in 2016 on April 24.   

By early May, swifts were being reported from various locations around the city.  Before very long, curiosity 
got the better of some of our seasoned volunteers.  Soon they were making evening visits to known roost chimneys to 
see how many swifts were back and which chimneys were shaping up to be the most popular roosts.  (With swifts, one 
can never predict!)   

On May 14 an orientation session held on the parking deck of South Collegiate (with an excellent view of the 
school’s chimney) attracted 13 people and 88 swifts, the former mainly being newcomers to swift monitoring.   

 

Spring Blitz 
From mid-May to early June, local monitors participated in the “national spring blitz”, which saw volunteers 

from Manitoba to Nova Scotia all counting at the same chimneys on the same five designated evenings.  The data col-
lected provide a snapshot of swift numbers in Canada over a succession of dates during the peak of northward migration.  
During the blitz, 22 London volunteers counted swifts at 11 different chimneys.  See details, beginning on page 2. 

 

Weekly Monitoring, Spring to Fall 
In mid-June, Sandy Symmes, London Swift Monitoring Coordinator, began organizing volunteers to carry out 

weekly Wednesday-evening monitoring at ten chimneys.  By July, three extra roosts were added to the roster as addi-
tional volunteers became available.  From June through September, Sandy ensured weekly coverage at all chimneys.  
Later, as roosts began to empty in September, she organized nightly monitoring at the single remaining roost still active  
(Phoenix) until mid-October.  For details, see later sections. 

In 2018, instead of matching one or two monitors to a single chimney for long-term assignments (frequently the 
practice in the past), volunteers were rotated among different chimneys and could choose how often they wished to 
monitor.  This made it easier for people to participate if they were juggling other obligations or were away for extended 
periods on vacation.  It also meant everyone had the opportunity to become familiar with a number of different chim-
neys around the city.  And, it made sure that all volunteers had a diversity of experiences that ranged from monitoring 
chimneys occupied by very few swifts to those that harboured large flocks.   

Sandy also compiled and circulated weekly updates that kept interest high by informing monitors of what was 
happening at other sites around the city.  (Sincere thanks to everyone who lightened her load by sending in weekly re-
sults promptly.)   

 

Monitoring Protocol 
In 2018 the Nature London swift monitoring initiative continued its practice of collecting data according to pro-

tocols established by Ontario SwiftWatch (a program of Bird Studies Canada).  After each visit to a chimney, monitors 
submitted data to Bird Studies Canada (on line, via e-mail or by Canada Post).  They also e-mailed their results 
(especially numbers and highlights) from each count to the London Swift Monitoring Coordinator for retention in the 
local records’ repository and inclusion in the weekly update.   

All monitoring was carried out by observers stationed on the ground.  They made visual counts or estimates of 
swifts entering chimneys from one-half hour before official sunset to one-half hour after.  Departures were subtracted so 
as to achieve a count that represented the number of swifts actually inside the chimney for the night.   
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At communal roosts, large numbers of swifts sometimes enter chimneys in a tightly compressed period of time.  
In such instances, it is often impossible to count or even estimate with any degree of precision, even when tallying en-
tries by 5s, 10s, 50s, or whatever seems most expedient in the instant.  For example, on one September date, three moni-
tors counting independently estimated 530, 759 and 860 swifts entering the Labatt’s chimney.  The numbers were aver-
aged, and 716 was reported as the count for the evening.   

How accurately one can count or estimate large numbers depends greatly on the behaviour of the swifts on a 
particular evening.  If swifts are entering a chimney a few at a time, it can be quite feasible to come up with a fairly ac-
curate tally.  But, if large numbers of swifts are pouring down the chimney at a high rate of speed within a short period, 
then accuracy may be much reduced.  Also, when individuals in a large, fast-moving, swirling flock of swifts repeatedly 
pass close to the mouth of a chimney with few or no birds entering each time, it is an added challenge to determine how 
many swifts actually go inside rather than ducking behind the chimney at the last possible moment.  In many cases, 
when there are more than about 100 swifts present, coming up with a number can be daunting.  On these occasions, 
monitors simply do their best and make the most reasonable count or estimate they can. 

 

Last Swifts of the Year 
Each year, everyone is always eager to find out when the last swifts leave London in 

the fall.  In 2018 the last evening for an occupied roost was October 9 (one day earlier than in 
2017).  Nine days after the last known roost was occupied, early in the evening of October 
18, Susan Relecom looked out a window of University Hospital and saw seven swifts flying 
by.  Occasionally, in past years, a few random swifts have been seen in London days or 
weeks after southward migration has seemingly ended.  This is evidently such a year.   

 

Although there is some overlap, swift monitoring activities in London in 2018 can be 
separated into several initiatives, which are considered individually in the discussions that 
follow. 

 
National Spring Roost Monitoring (Spring Blitz) and Early Season Observations 

 

Early Season Observations 
During the first two weeks of May, volunteers visited three chimneys—a sampling of potential roost chimneys.  

Two chimneys showed a tendency for large fluctuations in numbers in this early part of the swift season.  At the Phoenix 
chimney 56 swifts were tallied on May 7, followed by just eight swifts the next day (May 8) and then a dramatic jump to 
104 swifts four days later on May 12.  At Labatt’s, 22 swifts were counted on May 3 but just four were observed a week 
later on May 10.  For neither chimney was weather believed to be a factor in influencing numbers.  Perhaps these early 
migrating swifts are passing through in waves of varying sizes.  It is of interest that, after the count of 22 at Labatt’s on 
May 3, numbers there never exceeded three until the end of June and did not rise above seven until early August.  South 
Collegiate was first monitored on May 12 (85); numbers remained relatively consistent for the next week. 

 

Spring Blitz 
For many years, beginning in 2007, London monitors participating in the spring blitz tracked just four chim-

neys—Labatt’s, King’s, Smith Fruit and South Collegiate.  In 2018, thanks to the availability of many new volunteers, it 
became possible to expand coverage to eight locations (11 chimneys).   

In 2018 five blitz dates were scheduled: May 17, 23, 27 and 31 and June 4.    
The purpose of the spring blitz is to inform population estimates of swifts during their northward migration.  

Hence, the original four chimneys are all known roosts of long standing, and most of the chimneys selected for addition 
to the roster in 2018 had a history of hosting swift roosts at some time in the past, whether during spring, summer or fall, 
or all three.  One chimney (Elborn College) was added because there was a willing volunteer available.  Three other 
chimneys (all at First-St. Andrew’s church) were included because they could be viewed at the same time as a fourth 
First-St. Andrew’s chimney that had served as a roost in the fall of 2017.   

 

The following 11 chimneys were monitored during the 2018 spring blitz: 
 King’s University College Wemple Building (266 Epworth Ave), viewed from parking lot at NE end of Waterloo St 
 Labatt’s garage/warehouse (183 Simcoe St), viewed from sidewalk near 195 Grey St 
 South Collegiate Institute (371 Tecumseh Ave), viewed from school parking deck at rear of building 
 Smith Fruit (22 Maitland St), viewed from street or visitor parking lot 
 Phoenix Building (300 Wellington St), viewed from Tim Horton’s parking lot 
 Ryerson School (940 Waterloo St), viewed from school parking lot 
 Elborn College (1201 Western Rd), viewed from parking lot in front of building (east side) 
 First-St. Andrew’s Church (350 Queens Ave), viewed from southeast of church  
  SE corner of sanctuary roof (round slim chimney) 
  NE corner of sanctuary roof (round slim chimney) 
  N chimney at rear of annex overlooking north driveway (large, square, two protruding tiles) 
  S chimney at front of annex (rectangular, three flues, behind small decorative cross) 
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Experience during the previous decade indicated that King’s, Labatt’s and South frequently held spring roosts of 
varying sizes but Smith Fruit had never hosted a spring roost.  None of the other seven chimneys on the list had ever 
been monitored in the spring before, so we had no idea what to expect.  The following section includes a general over-
view of early spring and blitz results, and a chimney-by-chimney discussion. 

 

Twenty-five monitors participated in spring monitoring (including the five blitz nights), which ran from May 3 
to June 11.  The highest combined total for all 11 monitored chimneys (424) was attained the first night of the blitz 
(May 17).  Thereafter, combined totals tended to decline over the remaining four nights, though the second-last blitz 
night (May 31) had the lowest combined tally (275). 

For individual chimneys, the highest combined total over the five nights was recorded at Phoenix (742), fol-
lowed by King’s (309), First-St. Andrew’s N (307), South Collegiate (273) and Elborn (44).  The highest individual 
count at any chimney was 165 at Phoenix (May 27).  On all blitz nights, Phoenix held substantially higher numbers than 
any other chimney. 

In considering the four traditionally monitored chimneys (South, King’s, Labatt’s and Smith Fruit), only South 
and King’s held roosts in the spring blitz of 2018 (Labatt’s and Smith Fruit never held more than 8 swifts each during a 
nightly count).  When counts for the four chimneys are added together, the highest night was May 17(187) and the low-
est was May 31 (56).   

In 2016 and 2017, the combined totals for these four spring roost chimneys showed peaks occurring about May 
24/25 each year (546 in 2016 and 501 in 2017).  In 2018 the peak night for the four chimneys occurred a week earlier 
(May 17).  The 2018 combined total of 187 swifts is considerably less than half the totals recorded in 2016 and 2017.   

The decrease may be accounted for as follows: Labatt’s, which often hosts large roosts during spring migration, 
this year was essentially empty, as was Smith Fruit, which has never hosted a spring roost in past years.  Both King’s 
and South, which often host spring roosts of highly variable numbers, never held more than 100 swifts per night per 
chimney during the 2018 blitz.   

Meanwhile, two roosts that had never been monitored in the spring in previous years together hosted more than 
the four traditional chimneys combined.  First-St. Andrew’s (N square, two-tiled chimney) held a roost of similar size to 
those found in South and King’s, while Phoenix hosted a roost that was approximately twice as large as the other three. 

When all 11 chimneys monitored in 2018 were added together, the peak night still fell on May 17 (the first night 
of the blitz), but even this total of 424 swifts was substantially lower than the combined peak count obtained for the four 
traditional chimneys alone in the previous two years.   

By the last two of the five 2018 blitz nights (May 31 and June 4), numbers were noticeably falling off at the 
roosts at King’s, South and First-St. Andrew’s (N large square, two-tiled chimney), though they remained strong at 
Phoenix.  These four chimneys were the only known London sites to serve as roosts during spring migration in 2018. 

It should be pointed out that we have no idea of the night-to-night turnover rate of swifts using London roosts, 
what levels of swift numbers are present in various London chimneys between blitz nights, nor how many (if any) other 
London chimneys are hosting significant numbers of swifts during spring migration.   

Early counts at randomly selected chimneys (e.g., 56 swifts at Phoenix on May 7) suggest that useful infor-
mation might be obtained by commencing spring monitoring somewhat earlier than the prescribed start date of the 
spring blitz (May 17 in 2018). 

 

Labatt’s.  During the spring blitz in 2016 and 2017, Labatt’s consistently held by far the largest numbers of the four 
monitored chimneys.  Yet, in 2018, Labatt’s never held more than three swifts on each of the blitz nights and one even-
ing actually held none (though 22 swifts were in the chimney on May 3, two weeks before the blitz started).  What might 
have caused such a crash in 2018 is a mystery.  The fact that a few swifts were overnighting in the chimney in the spring 
of 2018 indicates it was not blocked or occupied by raccoons.  The chimney is no longer used for heating or other pur-
poses, so smoke would not have been a factor.  We do know that in London 
it is not uncommon for swifts to dramatically, and for no obvious reasons, 
switch roost chimney allegiances from year to year, and sometimes even as 
often as from week to week during their annual period of residency.   
 

King’s.  During spring migration of 2016 and 2017, the King’s roost, aver-
aging about 150 swifts per night, was the second largest in the city, though 
still significantly smaller than Labatt’s.  In 2018, the numbers of swifts at 
King’s during the five blitz nights came in at somewhat less than half the 
tallies of the previous two years.    
 

South Collegiate.  During the 2016 and 2017 spring blitz counts, numbers 
at South Collegiate were a distant third behind Labatt’s and King’s, averag-
ing under 30 per night.  In 2018, averaging more than 50 swifts per night, 
South held far more than the almost-empty Labatt’s chimney, and was ap-
proaching the numbers of the King’s tally.  While 2018 numbers at both 
Labatt’s and King’s were substantially lower than during the previous two 
years, at South, numbers increased from 2016 to 2017 and again in 2018.   
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Smith Fruit.  In 2016, 2017 and earlier years, during the spring blitz, Smith Fruit never held more than a dozen swifts.  
Results in 2018 were consistent with past years, the highest count this spring being eight birds.   
 

Phoenix.  This chimney had never been monitored in the spring before and only erratically during the fall migration pe-
riod.  Then, in late September of 2017, a roost was discovered and monitoring was carried out until the chimney was 
empty for the year.  In the spring of 2018, Phoenix was by far the largest roost in London, consistently holding approxi-
mately 150 swifts per blitz night.  The cumulative tally at Phoenix for the five blitz nights was more than double that of 
other London roost chimneys during spring migration.   
 

Ryerson.  This chimney was added to the 2018 roost monitoring roster because a roost had been discovered there in the 
first two weeks of September, 2017.  No roost materialized during spring migration 2018, the highest count recorded 
being three swifts.   
 

Elborn.  The Elborn chimney has no past history of hosting a roost though, when checked occasionally over the years, it 
might sometimes hold a small grouping of up to, say, ten swifts.  During the five nights of the 2018 blitz, counts ranged 
from six to 14.  Already in May, swifts at this chimney were notable for their behaviour during the half hour or more 
before they retired for the night.  Their chasing and chattering in the general vicinity of the chimney made them highly 
visible and audible, more so than at other London chimneys where swifts often do not arrive until closer to “bedtime”.    
 

First-St. Andrew’s (N square, two-tiled chimney).  This largest of the five chimneys used by swifts at FSA hosted a 
roost in late August of 2017 (maximum of 124 swifts on August 19).  Consequently it was added to the roster for spring 
monitoring.  During the 2018 spring blitz, its nightly numbers ranged from 50 to 79.  This placed it in the same league as 
South and King’s but less than half the size of the roost at Phoenix, the city’s largest spring roost in 2018.   
 

First-St. Andrew’s (round slim chimney at SE corner of sanctuary roof).  Given its small diameter, this chimney 
was not expected to harbour a roost and did not.  During the blitz, nightly counts ranged from one to three.   
 

First-St. Andrew’s (round slim chimney at NE corner of sanctuary roof).  This chimney is identical to the SE chim-
ney and also was not expected to host roosting swifts.  Its nightly tally ranged from zero to four.   
 

First-St. Andrew’s (S rectangular, three-flued chimney, close to cross motif).  Above the roofline, this chimney con-
sists of three separate shafts/flues that share a common rim.  It too was not expected to host a roost.  Count numbers 
ranged from two to six.   
 
Weekly and Other Monitoring at Roosts and Other Chimneys (June 20 to October 13) 

 

This section discusses the results of weekly Wednesday-night monitoring and other counts at the same 11 chim-
neys described earlier, but from June 20 to August 31.  In late June a twelfth chimney, Hunt’s/Flanagan’s warehouse, 
was added to the roster.  In late July, weekly monitoring began at a thirteenth chimney, Huron College.   

 

The two additional chimneys added to the monitoring roster in late June and July were 
 Hunt’s/Flanagan’s warehouse (551 Nightingale St, located behind Nova Craft Canoe), viewed from the sidewalk or 

street east of the building 
 Huron College (1349 Western Rd, on the university campus), viewed from the lawn on the west side of the building  
 

Thirty volunteers participated in monitoring during the June 20 to August 31 period.  This interval covers much 
of the nesting season for London swifts, as well as the start of fall migration, until its peak about the end of August.  In 
August, when the earliest of the young swifts from Swift Care Ontario were nearing readiness for release, additional 
between-Wednesdays monitoring visits were made at targeted roosts in an effort to identify optimal sites for release.   

Up to mid-July, only two of 12 monitored chimneys tallied counts of more than 100 swifts (Phoenix and 
Hunt’s), while two more chimneys had counts that peaked at fewer than 30 swifts (South and King’s).  The mini-roost at 
Elborn had a high count of 14 (Jul 4).  All other monitored chimneys seemed to be occupied only by single pairs or fam-
ily units.  The highest combined single-night count for all 12 chimneys was recorded on July 4 (366).  Interestingly, this 
high count of mostly communally roosting, non-breeding swifts was 86% of the peak combined roost count at 11 chim-
neys during the height of spring migration (424 on May 17).   

From July 25 to August 15, combined totals at 13 monitored sites held fairly steady at between approximately 
500 and 600 swifts, but on August 22 the number jumped to 1179, and on August 29 it reached 1802.   

During late July, four chimneys (South, Phoenix, Hunt’s and Huron) achieved high counts of greater than 100 
swifts.  Elborn and King’s had high counts of fewer than 30 swifts.  During the first half of August, five chimneys 
(South, Labatt’s, Smith Fruit, Hunt’s and Huron) had high counts of greater than 100.  During the last half of August 
two chimneys held counts of greater than 500, both on August 29 (810 at Labatt’s and 763 at Smith Fruit).  Huron 
peaked at 300 on Aug 22 and two chimneys (Ryerson and Elborn) peaked at between 20 and 60 swifts in late August.   

For the period as a whole (June 20 to August 31), Smith Fruit (1428) held the highest combined tally of weekly 
counts.  Labatt’s came second (1324), though no roost was present at either location until early August.  The third high-
est combined tally was recorded at Huron (1232); a roost was already present when monitoring commenced there on 
July 25.  The roost at Phoenix was essentially empty by early August, at South by mid-August, and King’s and Hunt’s 
by the end of August.. 
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Thirteen chimneys were monitored from September 1 to 30, covering the period from the peak of fall migration 
in early September until most swifts had departed the city by the end of the month.  Initially, chimneys were visited 
weekly on Wednesday evenings but, as swifts began abandoning roost chimneys, monitoring was discontinued at those 
chimneys, usually after no swifts had been encountered on two or three successive weekly monitoring visits.   

As additional young swifts matured and gained flying skills at Swift Care Ontario, extra visits were also made to 
the most promising chimneys to determine the best release sites.    

More frequent visits were instituted when very large roosts began to develop at Labatt’s and Smith Fruit.  Moni-
tors enjoyed the spectacle of massive numbers of swifts coming in to roost at dusk and also helped track the movement 
of swifts through London as migration season began to wind down.  Thirty monitors helped during September.  

September began with nine of the 13 monitored chimneys empty.  Two chimneys (Ryerson and Elborn) held 
small roosts that dwindled to zero over the next few weeks; the larger roost at Smith Fruit (267 on September 5) was 
empty by September 19.  The only really large and sustained September roost was at Labatt’s, peaking at 1397 
(September 12), before undergoing a rapid decline in the following week.  Meanwhile, Phoenix, which had been empty 
at the beginning of the month, developed a roost, peaking at 100 on September 22.   

When counts were combined for all monitored roosts, the highest night recorded 1484 swifts (September 12).  A 
week later (September 19), the combined tally had fallen to 97.   

Nightly monitoring was instituted beginning on September 26, when Phoenix was the only London chimney 
known to still harbour roosting swifts.  October numbers peaked on October 3 (32).  Daily coverage continued until Oc-
tober 13, by which time no swifts had been seen using the roost for four days running.  Eleven monitors helped during 
October.   

 

As the foregoing discussion amply illustrates, the numbers of swifts roosting in London chimneys can fluctuate 
unpredictably throughout the season.  Swifts also change roost sites on an unpredictable schedule. 
 
Labatt’s, 183 Simcoe  

The 22 swifts recorded on May 3 suggest there may have been a small wave of swifts 
stopping briefly to spend the night at the chimney before continuing northward.  Thereafter no 
sustained roost, not even a tiny one, developed until August.   

From mid-May through June 2018, no more than three swifts were tallied during week-
ly counts.  By the end of July, the number had risen to seven.  In early August, numbers began a 
steady climb, reaching 810 by the end of the month.  The rise continued, peaking at 1397 on 
September 12.  Thereafter counts dropped off rapidly, during the next week plummeting to 250 
on September 18, just five birds on September 19 and zero on September 26.   

The peak count recorded on September 12 was by far the highest number tallied at any 
London roost in 2018 and was approximately double the peak count at Labatt’s in 2017.   

In 2018 Labatt’s maintained high fall roost numbers (> 300) for more than three weeks, 
encompassing the interval from August 22 to September 15.  Despite the precipitous drop in 
numbers after September 12, 2018, Labatt’s was one of only three London chimneys to hold 

any swifts at all on September 19.   
          Of the four traditionally monitored London roosts, King’s 
and South were essentially empty for the season by late August 
while Smith Fruit maintained a roost until almost mid-September, 
having peaked about two weeks before Labatt’s.   
          As has frequently been the case in past years, during fall 
migration in 2018, there was an inverse relationship between num-
bers of swifts at Labatt’s and numbers at South.  Between August 
8 and August 15, numbers at South dropped sharply while num-
bers at Labatt’s increased dramatically; these trends continued in 
subsequent weeks. 
          In 2018 numbers reached their highest point at Labatt’s a week later than in 2017, 
though in 2018 swifts vacated the chimney more than a week earlier than the previous year.   
The chimney was not purposely monitored for nesting activity or success in 2018 (no mid-
day observations were made).  Regular observations of two-to-three swifts using the chim-
ney at night from mid-May to early July suggest that a nesting pair may have been resident.  
Records of four, six and seven swifts entering the chimney for the night on July 11, 18 and 
25 might be indicative of helper birds and/or fledged young.   
          In comparing patterns of chimney occupancy at Labatt’s during the three years of 
2016, 2017 and 2018, it appears that both 2016 and 2017 were characterized by substantial 
roosts during spring migration and by a late-July slump in numbers.  In sharp contrast, in 
2018, the chimney was practically empty from May to early August.  The chimney is 
thought to have been empty during fall migration in 2016. 

 

Swifts entering the 
Labatt’s chimney to 
roost for the night. 

 

The Labatt’s chimney 
viewed from the north-
east.  During monitoring, 
volunteers usually view 
the chimney against the 
northwest sky.   
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At Labatt’s, during the fall of both 2017 and 2018, a significant migratory roost developed.  In 2018, late-
summer numbers increased and later decreased earlier and rose to a higher peak than in 2017.  Because the nightly turn-
over rates at this chimney and others in the city during migration are unknown, and because we can’t be sure that swifts 
are not present in good numbers at other city chimneys that are unknown to us, it is not possible to infer any annual 
changes in swift populations based on these data.  

 
South Collegiate, 371 Tecumseh 

During spring migration, the chimney at South 
hosted a modest roost (topping at 95 on May 17), then held 
no more than 20 swifts until mid-July.  Numbers increased 
for a few weeks in late July and early August (maximum 
112), then dropped quickly.  The chimney held no swifts 
from late August through September.  

As indicated earlier, 2018 numbers at South and 
Labatt’s exhibited the inverse relationship often observed in 
previous years.  The sharp drop in numbers at South about 
the second week of August was paralleled by an even 
sharper rise in numbers at Labatt’s.  Labatt’s is located 
about 800 m north of South Collegiate.   

Compared to 2017, the spring migration peak at 
South in 2018 was higher and came earlier in the season.  In 
2018, numbers during the prime nesting period of mid-June 
to late July were markedly lower than in 2017.  The late 
July / early August peak was smaller and came somewhat 
later in 2018, after which numbers fell off more quickly 
than in 2017.    

The picture in 2016 offers a sharp contrast to the 
two recent years.  In 2016, during spring migration, the 
summer nesting period, and the early part of fall migration, 
the chimney never held more than about 20 swifts.  In mid-
August, numbers began a steep increase, reached a peak of 
605 on September 6, then emptied about mid-September.  On the other hand, in 2017 and 2018, the South chimney was 
essentially unoccupied by swifts throughout September. 

There appears to have been a resident pair of swifts during the nesting season, though there is no conclusive evi-
dence of fledging success. 

 
King’s University College Wemple Building, 266 Epworth 

Roost numbers at King’s in 2018 were far smaller than during the previous two years, being approximately the 
same as numbers at First-St. Andrew’s and a little larger than South.  During spring migration in 2018 (peak of 83, May 
17), roost numbers tended to be approximately half the tallies recorded during the same time periods in 2016 and 2017.   

In 2016 King’s had a good-sized roost during spring migration (peaking at 158 on May 25).  The chimney main-
tained substantial numbers through July (267 on July 17, 758 July 24), petered down to zero on August 16, swelled 

briefly to 118 on August 28 and then 
dropped back to zero on September 4.   
          In 2017, King’s held a significant 
roost during spring migration but small 
numbers through the nesting season; an up-
ward surge occurred around the end of July, 
but the chimney was empty from the third 
week of August on   
          During the 2018 nesting season and 
the fall migration period, roost size at 
King’s rarely exceeded 30 birds.  A spike 
that might be indicative of a wave of fall 
migrants passing through was barely dis-
cernable (high of 42 on August 15).  The 
chimney was empty by September 5.   
          It is thought that a resident pair of 
swifts occupied the King’s chimney in 2018 
and there may have been fledged young, 
though this is uncertain.   

 
 

 

The chimney at South Colle-
giate viewed from the south-
east.  The location is the 
parking deck at the rear of 
the school.  This is the best 
place from which to observe 
swifts entering the chimney.   

 

The chimney on the Wemple 
Building at King’s College: left: 
viewed from the southeast; right, 
swifts entering the chimney at 
dusk, seen from the southwest. 
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Smith Fruit, 22 Maitland 
For a decade the Smith Fruit chimney has been the only 

monitored site in London to show annual consistency in its pat-
tern of occupation, harbouring a roost each year during fall mi-
gration but not during spring migration or the summer nesting 
season.   

True to form, in 2018, numbers at Smith Fruit  never 
rose above eight birds during May, June and July.  Again fol-
lowing tradition for this chimney, at the beginning of August, 
numbers began to climb.  A high of 763 swifts was recorded on 
August 29, dropping back to 267 on September 5, 59 on Septem-
ber 12 and zero on September 19.  The peak counts in 2016 
(397, August 25) and 2017 (483, August 29) were considerably 
lower than the high number for 2018. 

One interesting aspect of swift activity at this site was 
observed in 2018 and also in other years.  At Smith Fruit, espe-
cially during spring migration, monitors often observed flocks of 
swifts (up to 20 or more individuals) flying about in the general 
area but not ending up inside the chimney for the night.   

Smith Fruit has one of the better track records among 
London swift chimneys for successful nesting.  In 2018, for sev-
eral successive weeks, monitors observed behaviour suggesting that young were being fed inside the chimney.  They 
later reported what may have been young swifts practising diving into the chimney. 
 
Phoenix Building, 300 Wellington 

The Phoenix Building has been checked for swifts intermittently since the 1990s.  Sometimes a roost or small 
numbers of swifts would be found using the chimney, sometimes not.  In late September of 2017, Phoenix was discov-
ered to be harbouring London’s last known roost of the year.  Daily monitoring was immediately instituted until the 
roost was abandoned for the season about two weeks later.   

With extra monitoring manpower available in the spring of 2018, Phoenix was added to the roster for the spring 
blitz as well as for weekly monitoring from May to September.  Nightly counts were carried out during October until the 
chimney’s last swifts had departed. 

During the first two weeks of May, roost numbers showed considerable fluctuation that seemed to be unrelated 
to weather conditions.   

While spring migration was underway, the chimney at Phoenix held the largest of four roosts of any size known 
to be active in London at the time (the others being South, King’s and the big north chimney at First-St. Andrew’s).  A 
dip in numbers during the latter part of June is consistent with the possibility that the last of the migrating swifts that 
roosted at Phoenix had moved on to set up housekeeping in separate nesting chimneys.  A rise in numbers around the 
first week of July may have coincided with swifts that experienced nest failure abandoning their nesting chimneys and 
moving into the Phoenix shaft to roost communally.  There were sever-
al torrential downpours around that period in London that might have 
washed out swift nests at some chimneys.   

The other three chimneys used by swifts for spring roosting in 
2018 also showed a late June dip in numbers.  The increase that fol-
lowed did not develop as soon at King’s and South as at Phoenix, and 
numbers never picked up again at First-St. Andrew’s.  Whatever the 
reason for the pronounced pattern at Phoenix, numbers there fell off as 
July waned.  For the month of August, the chimney was essentially 
empty (only two swifts for three weeks in a row) and held no swifts at 
all on September 5.   

Thereafter, numbers rose steeply through September to peak at 
88 on September 19 and gradually taper off in early October.  Similar 
to the situation in 2017, the Phoenix chimney was the last known Lon-
don chimney to harbour roosting swifts during fall migration in 2018 
(two on October 9).  When October data are compared for 2017 and 
2018, it is obvious that the roost size was far less in 2018.   

It is interesting to note that swifts arriving to roost in October 
exhibited markedly different behaviour from that found in the large 
swirling, twittering flocks of early September.  The late-season birds 
tended to appear out of nowhere, with little or no fanfare, and drop like 
a stone or rapidly spiral downward into the chimney. 

 

The Smith Fruit chimney viewed from the south-
west.  Bricks have been missing from the top edge 
of the chimney for some time but the deteriora-
tion was noticeably increased in 2018.  

 

Left: the Phoenix chimney from the south-
east, the preferred monitoring direction.  
Right: from the east, showing the chimney 
to be freestanding and to have a rebuilt top.  
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That the Phoenix roost was as good as empty during much of August and recorded actual counts of zero on in-
termittent days during October is a reminder that one cannot assume that, when a count drops to zero or very close to 
zero, a particular chimney is necessarily empty for the season.   

There seems to have been a resident pair associated with this chimney through much of the nesting season 
though there was no clear evidence that young were being fed. 

 
First-St. Andrew’s 
Church, 350 Queens 
          For some years, First-
St. Andrew’s church has 
been known to have up to 
five active nesting chim-
neys.  A roost was discov-
ered at the largest chimney 
(north square chimney with 
two tiles) in mid-August of 
2017.  It was monitored for 
several weeks but was emp-
ty by September 6.  This 
chimney serves the church’s 
large boiler that heats the 
building. 
          All five of the 
church’s chimneys are be-
lieved to have at least initial-
ly hosted resident pairs of 
swifts in 2018.  Until early 
July there was generally 
considerable daytime swift 
activity by up to a dozen 
birds flying and chattering 
overhead near the church.  
Three late-morning visits 
were made (June 13, 20 
minutes; and July 1 and 8, 1 
hour each).   

 

Large N Square Chimney with two tiles protruding.  Based on its 2017 history of roost activity, this chimney was 
monitored in 2018.  The roost was active from mid-May (and probably earlier) to about mid-June, tapering off to 16 
birds on June 20 and seven on June 27.  For much of its duration, the roost held 50 to 75 swifts.  No roost was present 
during July, August or September. 

At this chimney, a daytime entry was detected only on July 1.  During evening watches here, on July 4 there was 
an entry and an exit and on July 11, seven swifts overnighted.  A few swifts also spent the night in the chimney in early 
August.  Based on the low level of comings and goings at this chimney, it is assumed it did not contain a successful nest.  
Of the four regularly monitored chimneys, this one exhibited the least activity that might be indicative of nesting. 

 

SE Round Slim Chimney.  Activity was detected at this chimney on each of the three daytime visits and on all evening 
visits from the end of May until August 1.  What were assumed to be food deliveries were observed during much of July 
but there was never any increase above one or two swifts entering the chimney for the night, so it is unclear whether any 
young fledged.  If any did, they and their parents seem to have vacated the chimney by early August. 
 

NE Round Slim Chimney.  One or two swifts (though four on May 31 and July 18) spent the night in this chimney 
most, but not all, monitored evenings from late May until mid-August.  There was very little behaviour to suggest food 
deliveries might be taking place.  Daytime activity in the chimney was detected only on June 13.  It seems unlikely that 
young were fledged from this chimney. 
 

Rectangular S Chimney behind cross motif.  This chimney vents a fireplace.  Above the roof, it consists of three 
flues.  During June and July, the chimney regularly harboured more swifts per evening (usually two to four, but ten on 
June 20 and five or six in late July / early August) than did the three preceding chimneys.  Three swifts overnighted here 
until late August.  Four entries were noted on June 13, the only daytime visit to this chimney.  Feeding visits were not 
observed so it is unlikely any young fledged. 
 

NW Round Slim Chimney.  This chimney (not visible in photo) was not monitored in 2018 but an evening visit on 
May 24 noted one swift entering for the night.  On August 15, it is thought two swifts may have spent the night inside.   

 

Four of five chimneys used by swifts at First-St. Andrew’s.  (The fifth chimney is out of 
sight behind / to the left of the roof on the main part of the church.)  Inset: square 
chimney with two tiles, sometimes used as a roost.  Left to right: SE round slim chim-
ney, NE round slim chimney, big square N chimney with two protruding tiles, S rectan-
gular chimney (three shafts, cross motif in front).   
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Ryerson School, 940 Waterloo 
A decade or more ago Ryerson sometimes held a sig-

nificant fall roost (up to 600 birds).  In 2017 it was checked 
several times during the first two weeks of September and was 
found to support a roost that hosted 62 swifts on the first visit 
(September 1) but was down to three on the last visit made 
(September 13).   

Based on the 2017 observations, Ryerson was included 
in the 2018 monitoring roster.  From May through July, nightly 
counts usually tallied just two or three birds, but there were 
five on July 18 and eight on August 8.  On August 22 the num-
ber was up to 11 and peaked on August 29 at 21 swifts.  There-
after numbers gradually dropped off.  The last record of the 
season at Ryerson was of seven swifts on September 21.  De-
spite having such a small roost, Ryerson was the second-last 
location in the city to consistently host swifts before their final 
departure southward.   

Observations at Ryerson indicate a resident pair was 
using the chimney during spring migration and the nesting sea-
son.  Evidence, however, is inconclusive regarding nesting 
success, though it is possible that young may have fledged.   

 
Elborn College, 1201 Western Rd 

On occasional visits to Elborn over the years, up to perhaps six or eight swifts might be seen entering the chim-
ney, though it was never targeted for roost monitoring.  In the spring of 2018 a willing monitor was available and Elborn 
was placed on the roster.  The chimney proved to be a most interesting site for observing swifts.   

During spring migration (up to mid-June), the chimney hosted a mini-roost of up to 14 swifts.  From late June to 
late July the count number ranged from eight to 17.  On August 1 the tally was 18.  There followed a dip before a small 
roost developed in late August, petering out in early September (consecutive counts of 24, 59 and 24).   

Compared to other monitored chimneys in London, Elborn was notable for the behaviour of the swifts associat-
ed with it.  Elsewhere in the city, nesting swifts tended to be very secretive when coming and going from their nesting 
chimneys during the one-hour monitoring session, often approaching and departing quickly and silently.  At chimneys 
used for roosting, swifts often didn’t have a significant presence near the 
chimney until ten minutes after sunset, when they circled, chattered and 
dipped at the chimney for ten or 15 minutes before entering for the night.   

In sharp contrast to the situation elsewhere, from spring right 
through to fall, the swifts at Elborn were generally very much present near 
the chimney from the time monitoring commenced 30 minutes before 
sunset until the last swifts had entered for the night.  There was usually a 
group of up to a dozen swifts milling about in the general area of the 
building.  Much of the time these swifts were chasing, chattering and cir-
cling around, above and in the general vicinity of the chimney.  In addi-
tion, they usually made frequent and multiple entries and exits, such that 
several birds might enter or exit at one time and there might be half a doz-
en swifts inside at once for a brief span of time.  The only exception oc-
curred on August 8, when only four swifts entered for the night and there 
was little or no fanfare or chatter and no larger milling flock on the wing.  

Given the behaviour exhibited by the Elborn swifts throughout 
the season (sometimes referred to by monitors as “party time at Elborn”), 
it was impossible to single out activity that might be attributed to a single 
nesting pair and a helper or two.  It is also doubtful that a pair would tol-
erate such a level of intrusion by swifts apparently not associated with the 
nesting effort. 

One factor may have some relevance to the unusually high visibil-
ity of swifts at Elborn during the half hour before sunset.  This is the pres-
ence of a large roost at Huron College about 600 metres north.  It is be-
lieved there was a certain amount of interaction between the swifts using 
Elborn and those at Huron.  The roost at Huron was not discovered until 
July 23 but may well have been active much earlier in the season.  In early 
September, numbers dwindled to zero at Elborn about a week later than 
they did at Huron. 

 Ryerson School, 
with its strikingly 
ornate chimney, is 
more than a cen-
tury old.  At one 
time it hosted 
large swift roosts, 
but in recent years 
roosts, when pre-
sent, have been 
more modest in 
size.  Regular an-
nual monitoring is 
needed to reveal 
more of the story.  
In past years this 
area has been one 
of the best in the 
city for seeing 
nighthawks. 

 In 2016 the deteriorating top of the 
chimney at Elborn College was cut down 
in height and a new rim applied to the 
top edge.  Swifts have continued to use 
the chimney in subsequent years.  
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Hunt’s/Flanagan’s Warehouse,  
551 Nightingale 

Over the years, occasional visits 
have been paid to the old warehouse be-
hind Nova Craft Canoe at 551 Nightingale 
Ave.  Some years a small to mid-sized fall 
roost was detected.  In 2017, the site was 
visited on August 20, when 14 swifts were 
counted entering the chimney.  Initially, 
there was insufficient manpower available 
to include the Hunt’s chimney in the 2018 
monitoring schedule.  A spot-check on 
May 20 yielded 56 swifts.  When addition-
al volunteers materialized in late June, reg-
ular monitoring was commenced at Hunt’s.   

From late June to early August the 
Hunt’s chimney hosted a relatively steady-
sized roost of at least 66 swifts, peaking on 
July 4 at 148 swifts.  Numbers using the roost dropped off rapidly during the last two weeks of August.   

The Hunt’s building is six storeys tall and the chimney on top is relatively short.  Observers on the ground are 
therefore considerably constrained in their ability to get a clear view of swifts approaching the chimney from some direc-
tions.  They are also handicapped when it comes to distinguishing swifts that drop into the chimney and those that drop 
behind.  Also, because nesting swifts tend to keep very close to the top of the chimney when arriving and departing, they 
are particularly hard to detect at this site.  Nevertheless, on a few evenings in July some evidence was detected suggest-
ing that nesting swifts might be resident in the chimney.  No information was obtained as to nest outcome. 

 
Huron College O’Neil/Ridley Hall, 1349 Western Rd 

Occasionally in past years the big chimney at Huron College (O’Neil/Ridley Hall) was checked for swift occu-
pancy.  A roost was never detected though sometimes there would be swift presence in the chimney during the nesting 
season, with perhaps up to eight or ten swifts noted.   

Checking for indications of swifts using the chimney for nesting was the intended purpose of a visit on July 23, 
2018, when a roost of 173 swifts was discovered.  Weekly Wednesday evening monitoring was instituted immediately.  
For a few weeks from late July to mid-August this chimney hosted the largest known roost in the city at the time. 

Numbers peaked at 364 on August 17, dropped to 132 on August 29 and the chimney was completely empty a 
week later on September 5.   

An interesting aspect of pre-roosting behaviour at Huron was the tendency of the swirling flock of swifts to 
begin congregating in the vicinity of the chimney about a half hour before sunset.  This is considerably earlier than roost-
ing swifts gather at most London chimneys.   

A large swath of woodland bordering Medway Creek is situated immediately to the west and northwest of Huron 
College.  It is speculated that the airspace above this natural area may provide good-quality feeding opportunities for 
swifts.  If so, swifts coming in to roost at Huron would have a short distance to travel, and it would be easy for foraging 
groups to drift into and out of the area near the chimney somewhat before intended “bedtime”.  Indeed, most swifts arriv-
ing to roost at this site seemed to approach from the west or northwest. 

In contrast, at most other monitored London chimneys, swifts coming in to roost in the late summer (i.e., August 
and September) often seem to descend 
from very high overhead or drift in from 
various directions in discrete flocks or 
waves and generally don’t start arriving 
until closer to or just after sunset.  
          As the first monitoring visit to the 
Huron chimney took place on July 23, it 
was too late in the season to expect 
much evidence of nesting activity.  And, 
indeed, no behaviours were observed to 
clearly suggest this might be the case 
(e.g., discrete or isolated entries or exits 
at the chimney somewhat earlier than the 
mass of roosting birds was gathering).  
The few early entries observed came 
from swifts separating themselves from 
the larger flock. 

 

Left: the old Hunt’s ware-
house building from the 
southeast; right: the chim-
ney from the northeast.  
Part of the building is used 
for storage but much is 
believed to be empty . 

 

View from west of the chimney at O’Neil/Ridley Hall 
at Huron College; swifts coming in to roost.   



11 

 

Looking for Patterns in Roosting Preferences 
 

In London in 2018 weekly monitoring was carried out at ten known roost chimneys (plus three nest-only chim-
neys) from May to September (in two of these cases—Hunt’s and Huron—monitoring did not begin until later in the sea-
son).   

Four out of the eight monitored roost chimneys (South, King’s, Phoenix and First-St. Andrew’s N) were active 
roosts during spring migration (May to approximately mid-June).  Elborn could also be considered a mini-roost during 
spring 2018.   

Five of the ten monitored roost chimneys (South, King’s, Phoenix, Hunt’s and Huron) held active roosts during 
the summer nesting period (approximately mid-June to end of July).  Elborn also served as a mini-roost during this time. 

During the early part of fall migration (August), nine of the ten roost chimneys hosted roosts of varying sizes 
(South, King’s, Labatt’s, Smith, Phoenix, Elborn, Ryerson, Hunt’s and Huron).  Two of these (South and Phoenix), how-
ever, were essentially empty for approximately the latter half of the month (or earlier), and three others (King’s, Huron 
and Hunt’s) were empty by the end of the month or very early in September.  On the other hand, at Ryerson and Elborn, 
numbers increased through August and, by month’s end, both held smallish roosts.  Labatt’s and Smith Fruit, which had 
accommodated very few swifts until the beginning of August, were host to very large roosts by the end of the month.  Of 
the ten, First-St. Andrew’s N was the only roost chimney that did not host a roost in August.   

The latter part of fall migration (September and October) began with just four active roosts.  The small roosts at 
Ryerson and Elborn were depleted by the middle of the month or earlier.  Large numbers of swifts were present at only 
two locations—Labatt’s and Smith Fruit.  Both were empty by the beginning of the fourth week of September.  Bucking 
the trend towards downward tallies, Phoenix started the month as an empty chimney, gradually increased its counts to-
wards the last week of September and continued to hold diminishing numbers of swifts until October 9, the last known 
night for a London chimney to be occupied by swifts in 2018. 

In considering relative importance of various roosts during the three periods of seasonal swift occupancy (spring, 
summer and fall), it is instructive to add numbers of swifts using each roost chimney on each official monitoring night.   

Over the five nights of the spring blitz, Phoenix, with a combined tally of 742 birds, was by far the chimney 
holding the greatest number of swifts.  Coming in a distant second were King’s (309) and First-St. Andrew’s N (307).  
Following closely behind in third place was South (273).  All other monitored chimneys held fewer than 50 swifts during 
the spring migration period.  Phoenix also took the honour of the largest roost on a single night—165 on May 28. 

During the summer nesting period (mid-to-late June to the end of July), counts were conducted on six weekly 
monitoring nights.  Phoenix again tallied the highest combined count (663).  In second place was Hunt’s (621).  Far be-
hind in third was South (223).  The chimney that held the largest single-night count during the summer nesting season 
was Huron (173), which was monitored on only the last night of the six counts in the period (July 25). 

During the early part of fall migration (the month of August), five weekly counts were held.  The highest com-
bined total was attained by Smith Fruit (1396).  Coming in second was Labatt’s (1302).  Huron placed third (1059).  The 
other seven roost chimneys each tallied a combined total of fewer than 300 swifts.  The highest single-night count in Au-
gust was recorded at Labatt’s (810 on August 29).  The second-highest single-night count was at Smith Fruit (763 on 
August 29).   

During the later part of fall migration (the month of September), counts were held on four designated nights, a 
week apart.  When all counts at one site were added together, the highest total was at Labatt’s (2288), followed by Smith 
Fruit (326) and Phoenix (179).  The highest single-night count in September was 1397 at Labatt’s (September 12).   

October can be considered the tail end of the fall migration season.  In 2018, only one known London roost—
Phoenix–was active during this period.  Thirteen nightly counts were made; the highest single night count was of 32 
swifts recorded on October 3.   

It is also of interest to look by season at the dates on which highest counts were recorded.  During the five blitz 
nights of the spring migration period, the highest total for all 11 chimneys being monitored was 424 on May 17.  For the 
12 chimneys monitored on six nights of the summer nesting season, the highest combined total for all chimneys was 378 
on July 25.  The lowest combined total for the same 12 chimneys during this period was 256 on June 27.   

For the 13 chimneys monitored on five nights in August, the highest combined total was 1802 on August 29.  
For the same 13 chimneys monitored on four nights in September, the highest combined total was 1484, attained on Sep-
tember 12. 

Combining weekly tallies for the ten London chimneys for which there were the most complete 2018 data sets 
through the entire monitoring season showed that numbers of swifts passing through London during the northward 
spring migration were approximately one-quarter the combined number during the height of southward migration in the 
fall.  Some of the difference may be attributable to the addition to the population of 2018-hatched swifts.  It would be 
interesting to know the annual fledging rate of swifts in Ontario.  Also be of interest would be how much of the differ-
ence between spring and fall numbers might be due to differing patterns in how long migrating swifts linger in London 
in spring versus fall.  

Numbers of swifts using London roosts during the nesting season (mid-June through July) are about half the 
maximum number heading north during spring migration.  This leads to several questions.  Why are so many swifts 
choosing not to breed during this period when there are seemingly suitable chimneys available?  How do the numbers of 
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non-breeders using London chimneys during the nesting season compare with numbers in other cities in southwestern 
Ontario and in the states just south of the border?  What proportion of the non-breeding swifts are one-year-olds?  What 
proportion are adults that have abandoned home chimneys after early nest failure?  What proportion of swifts using the 
communal roosts for overnighting represent some other cohort?  If so, who are these swifts? 

In the early years after commencing swift monitoring in London in 2004, it was noticed that numbers of swifts 
migrating through the city in the fall spiked around the end of August and early September.  A secondary peak was often 
noted towards the end of September, when four or five chimneys usually still held swifts.  In 2018, the usual end-of-
August / early September spike was observed, but just one chimney held a roost during the last week of September.  The 
picture seemed fairly similar in 2017, though the occupied chimney that year switched from Labatt’s to Phoenix in the 
last week of September.  Is this seeming change to fewer active roosts in late September an actual phenomenon or just an 
anomaly?   

 
Other Roosts 

 

In London an assemblage of ten or more swifts spending the night in a 
single chimney is generally considered to constitute a roost.  From 2003 to 
2017, 30 communal swift roosts were identified in London.  Two new roost 
locations were discovered in 2018 (Elborn College and Huron College), bring-
ing the total to 32.  Of these, about one-third have been capped or demolished.   

Of chimneys used for communal roosting, many are occupied for only 
a brief part of one season, and which season is occupied can vary from year to 
year.  For example, the First-St. Andrews north chimney served as a roost in 
late August and early September of 2017 and as a roost in late May and early 
June of 2018 but not later in 2018.  Some smallish roosts serve as neighbour-
hood gathering places, where families and fledged young from the local area 
may congregate before moving on to a larger roost as migration gets underway.   

In addition to seasonal variation in swift occupancy, not all known 
roosts are used by swifts every year.  Some roosts may hold huge numbers of 
swifts and others very small numbers.  Some that hold large numbers one year 
may hold very few another year.  Such variables in swift usage make it chal-
lenging to detect and track ongoing occupancy.  To do so would require weekly 
checks of many, many chimneys from May to September each year.   

It is highly likely that there are additional chimneys in London used by 
swifts for roosting that have not yet been detected.  In the fall, except when 
they are about to enter roosts, swifts are often more difficult to detect because 
they tend to spend daytimes foraging at great heights and descend to levels 
where they can be readily seen only as the time approaches for entry into a 
roost.  Again, to identify all fall roost chimneys would be very labour intensive.   

As indicated earlier, during 2018, ten roost chimneys were chosen for 
regular monitoring (usually weekly).  In addition, 14 spot-checks were made at eight of the other 12 chimneys on the 
Nature London list of known still-extant sites that have hosted a roost at some time in the past.  Visits were made in vari-
ous seasons: May (seven visits), July (two), August (four), September (one).  Swifts were found to be using seven of the 
eight chimneys checked.  Of these seven, a mini spring roost was identified at Dorchester Apts (1231 Richmond) on 
May 25 (11 swifts) and a somewhat bigger roost was observed at Whitehall Apts (1265 Richmond) on August 25 (61 
swifts). 

 
Nesting Activity 
 

          In 2018, 11 or more of the 13 monitored London chimneys are believed 
to have hosted a resident pair of swifts, at least initially (there is doubt about 
Elborn and Huron).  In late June or early July, swifts are expected to become 
more detectable at nest chimneys due to the need to deliver food to recently 
hatched young.  About this time in 2018, several torrential downpours may 
have washed out some swift nests.   
          Because the monitoring protocol followed was aimed primarily at docu-
menting roosting activity, it had monitors commence once-a-week observations 
30 minutes before sunset.  This is less than adequate for obtaining a complete 
picture of nesting activity.  Nevertheless, even this small weekly monitoring 
window often provided glimpses into activities of nesting swifts.  In the first 
half hour of the watch period, before most roosting swifts had arrived, entries 
and exits at the chimneys were often observed.  These likely denoted the com-
ings and goings of a resident pair of swifts (and possibly helper birds).  As the 

 

The 16-storey Whitehall apartment 
building sometimes (including in 2018) 
hosts a fall roost of Chimney Swifts.  
The arrow marks the chimney. 
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nesting season advanced, frequent paired entries followed 
shortly after by exits were interpreted as food deliveries.   

Because information submitted was sometimes incon-
sistent and often reported intermittent behaviour from week to 
week, for most of the monitored chimneys, it was hard to de-
termine how regularly nests were being tended.  Often, evi-
dence that might confirm fledging was inconclusive.  Success-
ful fledging, however, was thought to be highly likely from 
Smith Fruit.  This chimney is the London roost that most con-
sistently harbours successful swift nests.  

Four chimneys at First-St. Andrew’s church were mon-
itored at least weekly from May to early September.  Several 
daytime visits in June and early July provided supplemental 
information.  All four chimneys seem to have been occupied 
by nesting swifts in 2018.  Evidence for fledging success is 
much less clear but there is a possibility that young may have 
fledged from one chimney (SE round slim chimney).   

In addition to the 13 monitored chimneys, 29 addition-
al chimneys were visited, some several times.  Each time, the 
usual evening monitoring protocol was carried out.  All 29 
chimneys were known to have been used by swifts in previous 
years.  Swifts were present at 19 chimneys and absent at ten.  
Visits took place between May 20 and August 2.  It is possible 
that, for some chimneys where swift presence was not detected, swifts may have been resident during another part of the 
season.  Other reasons for possible lack of occupancy by swifts include presence of raccoons in a chimney, internal cap-
ping (not visible in an air photo or to an observer on the ground) and fewer swift pairs seeking nesting locations. 

During 2018, a number of visits were paid to chimneys that appeared to hold good prospects for hosting nesting 
swifts.  In this way, six new swift chimneys were identified.  A seventh chimney occupied by swifts was reported by a 
building owner.  This brings the total number of London chimneys known to have been used by swifts since 2004 to ap-
proximately 175.  Of these, approximately 32 had also been known to harbour swift roosts.  Chimneys used for roosting 
frequently also host nesting swifts.  

No surveys dedicated to documenting the presence/absence and/or the openness of tops of known swift chim-
neys have been carried out since 2015 but, by that year, 29% of chimneys on Nature London’s list of chimneys used by 
swifts had been lost since their initial discovery up to a decade or so earlier.   

London chimneys used by swifts continue to be lost to demolition and capping.  In early 2018 Nature London 
contacted the City of London Planning Department in connection with a known swift chimney that had recently been 
noticed “missing” from the roof of a downtown business that was being renovated.  The address of this chimney had pre-
viously been provided to the Planning Department as a site used by swifts for nesting purposes.  Nature London asked 
the Planning Department to have the owner open up the hole left behind when the chimney had been cut down (in a 
chimney such as this, swifts would be expected to nest somewhat below the roofline).  Nature London also urged that a 
new above-roof shaft be built directly above the demolished chimney before the expected April return of the swifts.  
Such a structure would allow swifts entry into the part of the chimney shaft located below roofline, which was presumed 
to be still intact inside the building.  To date no such construction has appeared on top of the building.  See photos above. 

 
Swift Hotspots 

 

During 2018, monitors were asked to report groupings of swifts they encountered around the city, especially if 
repeatedly observed in an area during the day.  Such areas may reflect concentrations of nesting chimneys and/or places 
where a higher density of insects in the air draws numbers of foraging swifts.  From observations in late May and early 
June, the following areas were nominated as swift hotspots.  There are undoubtedly many more elsewhere in London: 

 Both sides of Wolfe St 

 E side of Wellington St between Central Ave and Pall Mall St 

 Vicinity of First-St. Andrew’s church, 350 Queens Ave 

 High up, N of Pall Mall St, NW of Wellington St 

 Area of Ridout St, from Grand Ave N to Bruce St 

 Area of AFAR (Advanced Facility for Avian Research) at UWO 

 Neighbourhood of Richmond St and Grosvenor St 

 Area of Dundas St E of Adelaide to Ontario St 

 Area of The Ridgeway and Becher St 

 The left photo (December 
2015) shows a chimney 
atop a downtown London 
business.  It was regularly 
occupied by swifts during 
the nesting season.  The 
right photo (October 2018) 
shows the location with 
the chimney removed.   
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Releases of Rehabilitated and Hand-reared Chimney Swifts 
 

Swift Care Ontario is a London-based wildlife rehabilitation facility dedicated to providing the specialized care 
required by orphaned or injured aerial insectivores (birds that capture insects on the wing).  Since 2012 Nature London’s 
swift monitoring program has been assisting SCO in finding suitable release sites for swift youngsters ready to be re-
turned to the wild.  Young are released in the early evening, ideally 
near a chimney where large numbers of swifts (at least 75 or 100) 
roosted the previous night.  If possible, the location is also well 
away from traffic, relatively open (with extended sight lines) and 
close to natural habitat such as meadow, woodland and river corri-
dor.  Releases take place only when the weather is good. 

In August and September 2018, as each batch of young 
swifts approached readiness for release, London’s swift monitors 
kept SCO updated on the whereabouts of the largest roosts.  When 
needed, additional visits were made between regular Wednesday-
evening monitoring sessions so that information on roost sizes was 
as current as possible.   

In 2018, four release events were held—at Huron (August 
18), Smith Fruit (August 26), and Labatt’s (September 12 and 15).  
The birds were all orphans, though some also had injuries or other 
health issues.  Their home chimneys were located in Toronto, St. 
Catharines, London, Seaforth, Caledon, Quebec and Manitoba.  All 
had come to Swift Care Ontario to benefit from the superior level of swift care provided by rehabilitator Debbie Lefebre.   

We in London don’t have any knowledge of the success rate of nesting swifts in our city, though we suspect it is 
low.  We are therefore delighted to be able to assist Debbie in helping to ensure optimal release conditions for her young 
charges as they transition to life in the wild. 
 

Common Nighthawks 
 

The number of nighthawk sightings received in 2018 was noticeably up from 2017.  This may be related to the 
fact there were three times as many chimneys regularly monitored in 2018 as in 2017.  Therefore, many more eyes and 
ears were more frequently watching and listening for this iconic dusk-time bird.  Nighthawk records were shared with 
BSC and also retained in Nature London’s files. 

During the last ten days of May (spring migration), swift monitors reported nighthawks from the following loca-
tions: 1155 Dundas St in east London, Ryerson (2 x), South, Labatt’s (2 x), vicinity of Dufferin and Wellington (2 x), 
Phoenix (2 x) and Whitehall.  In past years a tendency has been noted for migrating nighthawks to follow the river corri-
dor (both North and South branches).  A number of the spots where nighthawks were observed in 2018 fit this pattern.   

During the summer nesting period, reports came in from June 11 to July 26, all of single birds.  Locations were  
Phoenix, the Ridgeway, Elborn, Smith Fruit, Huron, Whitehall, and Western University power plant.  In recent years 
most breeding-season reports for nighthawks come from the vicinity of the university.  There is also believed to be a 
nesting territory downtown.  The 2018 sightings fit this pattern and also include some sites near the river. 

During the fall migration period, nighthawks were noted from August 1 to September 24.  Locations were 
Ryerson (2 x), Labatt’s (2 x), Whitehall (3 birds at once), Elborn (2 x), Smith Fruit (2 at once), Huron (5 x; including 3 
on August 15 and 20, 2 on August 17), 388 Dundas St, and King’s.  Again, in fall migration, nighthawks have some ten-
dency to move above a broad swath somewhat adjacent to the river.  The concentration of reports from Huron between 
August 1 and 20 may indicate a successful nest or foraging area in that section of the university campus.  

 

Records of Other Wildlife 
 

Falcons.  Swift monitors were not specifically asked to report sightings of falcons but, on a number of occasions one of 
the three local falcon species was mentioned in a weekly swift report.  Swifts recognize falcons as predators and may 
respond by mobbing them and/or forming a flock to escort the falcon out of the area of a chimney being used by swifts.   

The American Kestrel was the most frequently reported.  On six evenings from May 31 to August 11, a kestrel 
was observed at or near First-St. Andrew’s.  On two of these occasions the kestrel was actively mobbed and chased by 
swifts.  A kestrel pair is believed to nest in the vicinity of the church.  Kestrels may be on the small side for being a ma-
jor threat to swifts but swifts clearly are not taking chances.  Two kestrels were also observed at South on August 22. 

The Merlin, somewhat larger than a kestrel, is a definite threat to swifts.  When swifts are gathering in a swirling 
flock above a chimney preparing to enter for the night, their vulnerability to Merlin attack increases in the instants before 
they enter the chimney.  Dropping downward, they follow a predictable trajectory and slow their speed slightly, which 
provides an opportunity for a Merlin to dash in and grab a swift.  A number of times over the years, Merlin have been 
observed taking a swift from a flock as it descends into a roost chimney.  A pair of Merlin nests annually (including in 
2018) on the next block south of South Collegiate and is known to target swifts entering the South chimney for the night.  
This year two Merlin reports came from South (one on July 18 and two birds on August 29).  A Merlin was also spotted 
at Hunt’s on July 2 being escorted out of the area by a loose flock of swifts. 

 

Young swifts ready for release at Huron College, 
August 18, 2018. 
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The Peregrine Falcon, by far the largest of our local falcon species, typically takes larger game than swifts.  On 
June 27 and again on July 11, two Peregrines were spotted near Phoenix.  On June 27, about 20 swifts chased a Pere-
grine from the area.   

Monitors also sometimes reported Red-tailed Hawks in the vicinity of swift chimneys.  These large, bulky bu-
teos (not members of the agile and fast-flying falcon family) usually eat small mammals and are highly unlikely to have 
the aerial dexterity to capture a swift in flight. 
 

Barn Swallows.  Barn Swallows, like swifts a Threatened a species in Canada, nest in close proximity to some chimneys 
used by London’s swifts.  At such locations, they can often be seen foraging for insects, usually at lower heights than 
swifts.  Barn Swallows tend to retire for the night a little earlier than do swifts.   

Although not specifically requested to report swallows, in 2018 some swift monitors did so.  Barn Swallows 
were observed between May 21 and August 8 in the vicinity of the following swift chimneys: 1155 Dundas, King’s, El-
born, Ryerson and Huron.   

It is interesting to note that, with the exception of one site in east London, all locations used by Barn Swallows 
were in north or northwest London and mainly associated with the university campus.   
 

Bats.  Monitors were not asked to report bats observed during monitoring sessions, but some did.  Because bats, like 
swifts and swallows, have a diet of flying insects and because many bat species are in trouble, it is considered worth-
while to make a record of bat reports here (even though actual species are not known).   

Bats often first appear close to the time the last swifts are retiring for the night.  In 2018 monitors reported bats 
between June 27 and September 13 at Labatt’s, Huron, Dorchester Apts, Whitehall Apts, First-St. Andrew’s and 
Ryerson.   

 
Other Activities of London’s Swift Monitors in 2018 

 

While many monitors were kept busy doing weekly tallies of swifts occupying known roosts, a few were also 
scurrying about in the background.  What they were up to included checking previously known nesting chimneys for 
current occupancy, looking for new nest chimneys, searching for additional active roost chimneys, and identifying suita-
ble sites for releases of orphaned swifts. 

In 2018, monitors were supplied with swift information cards (courtesy of Ontario SwiftWatch / Bird Studies 
Canada), which could be passed out to curious passers-by.  These proved to be a very valuable educational tool.  Some 
monitors (especially when two people were sharing a shift) were able to engage the public in conversations about swifts.   

 
End-of-Season Gathering of Swift Monitors  

 

On October 21, 2018, Sandy Symmes organized an end-of season 
gathering to celebrate the end of a highly successful swift-monitoring season.  
The event was held from 2 to 4 pm at the Cooking School Room in the Lob-
law’s store at Southdale and Wonderland.  There was a great buzz in the 
room as 27 swift monitors and friends had a wonderful time enjoying coffee 
and snacks, getting to know other swift people, hearing about the season’s 
accomplishments and learning more about swifts.  Here is a summary of the 
afternoon: 

 
Sandy Symmes, Nature London Swift Monitoring Coordinator    
 Welcomed everyone and briefly described our summer’s work   
 In 2019, the Nature London group will prepare its own manual to contain 

in one place all information needed by local monitors. 
 In 2019, London monitors need to submit monitoring data only once—to 

the London coordinator; it will later be shared with Ontario SwiftWatch 

 

 

 

Above right: Sandy Symmes; Lower photos: Liz Purves addressing the crowd at the end-of-season monitors’ gathering.  
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Liz Purves, Ontario SwiftWatch Coordinator for Bird Studies Canada 
 Overview of Ontario swift monitoring in 2018 (>1000 observations, 234 sites, 30 

communities) 
 Swift population trends in Ontario (stable or up in spring, down in fall) 
 Targeted roost surveys such as done in London are best available tool for deter-

mining swift populations in Ontario 
 Over the years, London monitors have contributed about one-quarter of the data 

in the provincial swift database 
 In 2018 London contributed twice as much data as in 2017 
 Update on research on temperature requirements for swifts to successfully occupy 

chimneys (25-30 oC with little fluctuation, always above 13 oC) 
 Update on research on how long one needs to spend watching a chimney in the 

daytime to confirm whether swifts are using it for nesting (in non-cloudy condi-
tions: 60 mins in June, 50 mins in July) 

 London team thanked for “incredible dedication and collaboration” 
 Future goals: recovery planning, research, conservation, stewardship and protec-

tion of roost sites, expansion of monitoring 
 
Debbie Lefebre, Wildlife Rehabilitator for Swift Care Ontario (based in London) 
 In 2018 received 26 swift nestlings; 23 successfully raised, rehabilitated and released 
 Swifts came from Toronto, London, St Catharines, Seaforth, Caledon, Quebec and Manitoba 
 Gave details of very demanding care regimen for young swifts 
 Told of care of seriously injured nestling from St. Catharines (a success story!) 
 Described bonding and mentoring among young unrelated orphan swifts  
 In 2018 held four release events: Huron, Smith Fruit and Labatt’s (two releases) 
 Huron and Smith Fruit are ideal release sites (park-like setting, near trees and river/creek) 
 Swifts in care, without parent mentors, need longer time before flying free than do wild-

reared swifts 
 When young swifts are released, wild birds drop down from the flock high overhead, escort 

the new arrivals upward and help them integrate into the flock 
 With northerly roosts often abandoned in August, London is crucial for late-season releases 
 Thanked London monitors for helping locate optimal sites for each release 
 
Winifred Wake, Chimney Swift Liaison for Nature London 
 Swifts 101—brief overview of Chimney Swift life history, including life inside an active  

nest chimney 
 Foraging, nesting and roosting requirements and concerns 
 Summary of London swift monitoring efforts since 2003 
 In 2018 regular monitoring coverage expanded from four chimneys to 13 chimneys, May to 

October (298 visits) 
 Made 52 monitoring visits to 41 other chimneys; 7 new chimneys used by swifts identified  
 Numbers of spring migrants substantially down in 2018, fall peak number higher, October numbers down 
 Explained that swifts often change preferred roosts from season to season and year to year 
 Labatt’s: sometimes big spring roost and no swifts in fall; sometimes no swifts in spring but big fall roost 
 Phoenix 2018: spring and early summer roost, empty in August, roost in September and October 
 Tips for monitoring nest chimneys, info on recognizing nighthawks and falcons 
 Thanks to monitors for amazing 2018 accomplishments in documenting London swifts  
 

The afternoon concluded with the showing of two videos of large numbers of swifts entering the Labatt’s chimney.  
 
Summary and Highlights of Swift Monitoring in London, 2018 

 

In 2018 London swift monitors participated in several initiatives to track swifts in this city: the national spring 
roost blitz from mid-May to early June, weekly monitoring at 11 to 13 local (mostly roost) chimneys from June to Sep-
tember, more frequent monitoring at active roosts after mid-September, and then daily checks until October 13.  

In addition to regular monitoring, local volunteers also searched for new roost and nest chimneys and rechecked 
chimneys known to be occupied by swifts in previous years.  Seven new nest chimneys were discovered, bringing the 
total for London to approximately 175 known swift chimneys since 2003.  When opportunities arose, on-duty monitors 
handed out information cards and chatted about swifts to anyone who stopped to ask what they were doing.  Records 
were kept of Common Nighthawks and sometimes also of Barn Swallows, falcons and bats.   

 

Liz Purves fields a question. 
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Volunteers were recruited and lined up for shifts according to their 
availability.  An early season orientation session for new volunteers was ar-
ranged.  Rotation of monitors among sites was instituted.  Weekly, monthly and 
daily monitoring schedules were prepared and circulated.  Weekly reports were 
compiled and sent out to all participants so that everyone was kept up to date 
on the most current happenings of London swifts.  In October an end-of year 
gathering of all monitors was held. 

A particular highlight of the fall season was the phenomenal count of 1397 swifts at Labatt’s on the night of Sep-
tember 12, capably tallied by Leanne Grieves and Brendon Samuels.  Brendon was able to capture a portion of the event 
on video.  Check it out in the Image Gallery of the swift page on the Nature London website (www.naturelondon.ca). 

Thanks to tremendous support from our amazing volunteers the 2018 monitoring program collected an unprece-
dented amount of data on swift usage of London chimneys (298 visits to roost chimneys, 52 visits to other chimneys).  
Data have been retained in London and also sent to Ontario SwiftWatch, where they have been incorporated into the pro-
vincial swift database.  This information is currently being used to help determine swift population trends and inform 
decisions about swift conservation in Ontario.  

During the 2018 swift season, the number of volunteers increased significantly, which is why we have been able 
to achieve so much.  It has been particularly gratifying to observe the ongoing enthusiasm and commitment of swift 
monitors, a number of whom have brought additional volunteers into the fold.  We sincerely hope all our efforts are mak-
ing a positive contribution to the welfare of Canada’s Chimney Swifts, a Threatened Species whose numbers have de-
clined 90% since 1970 and continue to decline at the worrying rate of 6% per year.   
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