End-of-season Report for Nature London Chimney Swift
Evening Monitoring Program, 2019 (November 25, 2019)
By Winifred Wake, Chimney Swift Liaison for Nature London
Executive Summary
The Chimney Swift is a Threatened species in Ontario and Canada. Since 2004, Nature
London members have been conducting counts of non-breeding Chimney Swifts using local chimneys for overnight roosting. Data obtained are fed into provincial and national
databases that are used to assess population trends in the species. In 2019, Nature London
launched an independent swift monitoring program, separate from that of Ontario SwiftWatch (Bird Studies Canada). This allowed the local group to access, analyse and share its
own data with participants. In support of the new venture, a new protocol, reference manual, field form and online data entry system were developed.
In 2019, evening monitoring was organized by Sandy Symmes and covered the same 13
chimneys as in 2018. It commenced on May 1 and continued until October 6, mostly
weekly, but at four-day intervals during the national spring blitz and daily at the end of the
season. All data were forwarded to Ontario SwiftWatch via spreadsheet.
Participation almost doubled in 2019, rising to approximately 55 core volunteers plus about
10 casuals. Monitors were kept up-to-date through 25 weekly communications.
Separate from the evening monitoring program, in 2019, Nature London developed a pilot
project to test the feasibility of using daytime monitoring as an indicator of swift nesting
success. To obtain a copy of the daytime report, contact Winifred Wake at
chimneyswift@naturelondon.com.
Selected highlights of the 2019 Nature London evening swift-monitoring program:
















First swifts of the year were reported on April 30, the last on October 2.
During spring migration of 2019, numbers peaked earlier and at a higher level than in 2018 (based on 11 chimneys
monitored in the spring of both years): 602 on May 8, 2019 vs 424 on May 17, 2018.
During fall migration of 2019, numbers peaked earlier and at a lower level than in 2018 (based on 13 chimneys monitored in the fall of both years): ~900 on Aug 14 and 21, 2019 vs ~1800 on Aug 29, 2018.
During spring migration, the highest combined count (May 8) for four chimneys monitored since 2007 (Labatt’s,
King’s College, South Collegiate and Smith Fruit) was 600 swifts (vs 187 in 2018, 501 in 2017 and 546 in 2016).
Of eight potential roost chimneys monitored during spring migration in 2019, seven served as roosts (South, King’s,
Labatt’s, Smith Fruit, Phoenix, Hunt’s and Huron). Six other monitored chimneys hosted only nesting swifts.
Of seven potential roost chimneys monitored during the summer nesting season, all seven served as roosts.
Of 10 potential roost chimneys monitored during fall migration, eight held at least a small roost for at least a few
weeks (South, King’s, Labatt’s, Smith Fruit, Phoenix, Ryerson, Hunt’s and Huron).
The largest roost during spring migration was 595 at Labatt’s on May 8 (vs 165 at Phoenix on May 28, 2018).
The largest roost during the summer nesting period was 145 at Hunt’s on July 17 (vs 173 at Huron on July 23, 2018).
The largest roost during fall migration was 312 at Phoenix on Aug 14 (vs
1397 at Labatt’s on Sep 12, 2018).
The last night a London roost was occupied was Oct 2, 2 swifts (vs 2
swifts on Oct 9, 2018).
During evening monitoring sessions, monitors also collected data that fed
into the daytime monitoring pilot study.
Monitors helped find optimal release sites for 14 orphaned or injured juvenile swifts raised by Swift Care Ontario.
Swifts were discovered using three previously unknown chimneys.

Sincere thanks to all who helped make the 2019 evening swift-monitoring
season in London such a success, especially the organizer, Sandy Symmes,
all the other volunteers who collected the data, and Nature London, which
provided financial support.
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End-of-season Report for Nature London Chimney Swift
Evening Monitoring Program, 2019 (November 25, 2019)
By Winifred Wake, Chimney Swift Liaison for Nature London
A Year of Innovations
Nature London’s Chimney Swift monitoring program had an amazing year in 2019.
Thanks to the energy, enthusiasm and dedication of Sandy Symmes, who organized and scheduled the volunteers for the evening monitoring program, monitoring commenced on May 1 (two
weeks earlier than in past years) and continued until October 6, by which time approximately 24
monitoring sessions had been completed (mostly on Wednesday evenings) at 13 chimneys. As
the season wound down, counting was discontinued at chimneys abandoned for the year, and daily monitoring was carried out at the remaining active site until it too was empty.
But there is much more to the story than an extended, very successful season of evening monitoring. During the
winter, a small team was busy laying the groundwork for a number of innovations that were rolled out in 2019.
By way of background: for many years, London swift monitors had entered data online directly into the portal
of the Ontario SwiftWatch database operated by Bird Studies Canada (BSC). Then, monitors sent the same information,
via e-mail, to the Nature London organizers. This was the only way our local group could gain access to our data so that
it could be shared with the London crew in a timely fashion. The approach was somewhat cumbersome and time consuming, but it generally worked (though occasionally data didn’t make it to both destinations).
Nature London Develops Its Own Evening Swift-Monitoring Program
For 2019, Nature London developed its own evening swift-monitoring program, which operated totally independently from that of Ontario SwiftWatch. A separate online data entry system was created that streamlined data handling for both monitors and local organizers. Data were later shared with Ontario SwiftWatch via spreadsheet. Having
a system of our own offered additional benefits. It made it much easier for the London program to expand data collection and to introduce other innovations that we hope will eventually contribute to better conservation of Canada’s Chimney Swifts.
Considerable thought went into designing the online portal and accompanying field data form. A new evening
monitoring protocol was developed, which included all data fields traditionally required by Ontario SwiftWatch, as well
as additional ones specific to Nature London’s interests. A 50-page reference manual was compiled to support the evening monitoring program.
Also new in 2019 was the adoption of a buddy system. As much as possible, volunteers were assigned to monitor in pairs. This facilitated the mentoring of new volunteers, improved the quality of data collection, and increased
safety for everyone.
While a significant goal of Nature London’s swift-monitoring initiatives is to obtain the best scientific data possible, we also recognize that an important component of a successful program is creating meaningful experiences for
volunteers. We sincerely hope that has been achieved.
Daytime Monitoring Pilot Project
Meanwhile, a long-held dream of Nature London’s swift community was realized. A pilot project was launched
to investigate the feasibility of using daytime monitoring to obtain information on how successful London swifts are in
fledging young. Such knowledge is essential to an understanding of the population dynamics of Chimney Swifts, a species in serious decline in Canada. Despite the urgent need, to date no such research had been carried out in Ontario and
very little elsewhere in Canada. To facilitate daytime monitoring, a separate protocol, field data form, online data portal
and reference manual were created. Modifications were also included in the evening protocol to encourage the reporting
of swift behaviours that might shed light on nesting activity. Daytime monitoring was organized by Winifred Wake.
Recruiting and Training Volunteers
Participants for the evening monitoring program were
recruited through an article in the February issue of The Cardinal and by direct appeals at the January, February and March
regular Nature London and Birding Wing meetings.
By the end of the season, approximately 55 core volunteers and 10 casuals had participated in evening monitoring.
To explain the many changes being introduced in 2019,
an orientation session was held at the downtown public library
on April 27 (attendance 37). Winnie Wake introduced the season’s plans for both evening and daytime monitoring. She also
extended an invitation to anyone who might wish to become
involved in daytime monitoring.
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Monitors watch one of three presentations at the
April 27 pre-season workshop.

Ric Symmes explained the how-to’s of the
new online data entry system.
Debbie Lefebre of
Swift Care Ontario described
her work in raising orphaned
swifts and told of how the
Nature London monitoring
program helps find suitable
release sites.
The April 27 workshop was followed by an outDuring the April 27 workshop, Ric SymAt the May 21 outdoor session, monitors
door training session on May
mes led monitors through the new
21 for new monitors and othwere bundled up against the cold,
system of submitting data online.
ers. Thirteen people gathered
waiting for the swifts to arrive, which
on the Grey St sidewalk near the Labatt’s chimney. The session provided they eventually did.
an opportunity for everyone to practise filling out the new field data form
and to try their hand at counting/estimating numbers of swifts diving into the chimney to roost for the night.
Estimates by those in attendance ranged from 35 to 67 (the tallies were averaged to arrive at an “official” count
of 55 swifts). The exercise amply illustrated that it can be very difficult, especially when making split second decisions
under low light conditions, to distinguish between fast-diving swifts dropping down behind a chimney and those that
actually go in. All of us simply do our best. For additional thoughts on this topic, see page 18.
Evening Monitoring Protocol for 2019
Full details of the evening monitoring protocol developed by Nature London for 2019 are contained in the
club’s reference manual for evening monitoring. A summary follows here.
As there is considerable value in continuity of data, monitoring (usually weekly) was carried out at the same 13
chimneys as in 2018 and for the entire spring-to-fall swift season. Most of the monitored chimneys have some history
of being used as communal roosts during some years, though three of the chimneys at First-St. Andrew’s have never
served as more than nest-only chimneys. The sites are listed in Table 1. For some of these chimneys, there are partial
sets of monitoring data going back as far as 2004.
In 2019, Nature London’s evening monitoring protocol Table 1. The 13 London chimneys where evenincluded all elements required in past years when the program ran ing monitoring was regularly (usually weekly)
under the Ontario SwiftWatch umbrella. In addition, monitors doc- carried out from May to October, 2019.
umented all entries and exits at the chimney in the early part of the
watch or, until the end of the watch if no large flock came in to
roost. They were also encouraged to record maximum number of
swifts seen in the air at once (if no roosting flock materialized), as
well as any behaviours of interest. The protocol provided direction
on how to add and subtract entries and exits in sequence to determine total number of swifts inside the chimney for the night.
Observations of Common Nighthawk, also a species-atrisk, were collected.
As usual, monitors made visual counts while stationed on
the ground, if possible with the chimney silhouetted against the
northwest sky and away from security and other lighting. The duration of an evening monitoring session was one hour (beginning
30 minutes before official sunset), but volunteers were encouraged
to arrive earlier to obtain additional information about any swifts
that might be using the chimneys for nesting purposes.
Once a week (usually), monitors received the following
information via e-mail: 1) tables showing numbers and observations made at local chimneys during the most recent count, 2) a
textual account interpreting the results, and 3) reminders of assignments for the next count. In order for as many people as possible
to experience swift life at all 13 chimneys on the roster, monitors
were rotated to different locations each week.
Nature London continues to encourage Bird Studies Canada and other members of the scientific and research community to
seek ways to improve the accuracy 1) of swift counts at roost chimneys and 2) of assessments of population changes and long-term trends based on such counts.
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An Early Start to the Monitoring Season
For many years Nature London swift monitors have started their monitoring season by participating in the National Roost Monitoring Program (aka spring blitz). This program of Environment and Climate Change Canada is intended to track numbers of migrating swifts using traditional stopover chimneys as they head north in the spring. It sees
monitors across the Chimney Swift’s range in Canada count swifts entering roosts on the same four designated evenings
four days apart in late May and early June (May 22, 26 and 30 and June 3, 2019). In Ontario, Ontario SwiftWatch (Bird
Studies Canada) asks that a count be done on one additional evening six days earlier—May 16, 2019. In 2019, Nature
London volunteers monitored 13 chimneys during the five spring blitz nights. These chimneys had all been regularly
monitored in 2018. For some, there is spring-season monitoring data going back as far as 2007.
Nature London’s swift program has noticed over the years that our highest counts sometimes fall on the first
night of the nationally/provincially designated count dates. This led us to wonder whether peak numbers in London
might sometimes occur even earlier in May. To find out, we began weekly evening monitoring on May 1, then conducted counts on the five designated blitz nights, before reverting to weekly monitoring for the rest of the season. See Table
2 for nightly results for each chimney on each count date. Daily tallies at individual chimneys were combined (righthand column of table) and plotted in graph form. See Figure 1 (page 4). The grey line shows data from 2019.
The month of April 2019 was unusually cool. As day after day passed and no swifts appeared, we were understandably nervous that swifts might be no-shows on the first scheduled count night of May 1. Then, on April 30, the
first two Middlesex County swifts of the year were reported on e-Bird. Warm weather moved in the next day and so did
the swifts. That evening the combined total for the 13 chimneys was 284 birds. Every monitored chimney had swifts at
least fly over and nine had them go inside for the night. At 130, Labatt’s held the largest roost. The swifts were back!
Everyone heaved a great sigh of relief.
Table 2. Numbers of swifts roosting in 13 monitored chimneys during regular counts on 24 evenings, May to Oct 2019.

* count conducted on Sep 12, not Sep 11
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A week later (May 8), during a chilly
stretch of weather, the combined tally at the 13
chimneys was 720 swifts, more than twice as
many as on the first count. This time, however,
the pattern of distribution among chimneys was
different. About 600 birds were in a single
chimney—Labatt’s, and more than 100 were at
Huron College. Seven chimneys held no swifts,
and four contained one, two or three birds each.
The monitors who covered Labatt’s and
Huron on May 8, mindful of the low temperature (12-13 oC), arrived about one hour before
sunset to find swifts already descending into
these two chimneys. Swifts at other chimneys
may also have gone in early, before monitors
arrived to count them. It is quite probable that
the tally of 720 is a significant underestimate.
The third count night (May 16) reported
a combined tally of 735 swifts, distributed
among 12 of the 13 chimneys. Thereafter,
Figure 1. Combined nightly tallies for 13 chimneys monitored in
numbers gradually tapered off as spring mi2019 (grey line) and for a subset of 11 chimneys monitored in both
grants passed through travelling northward, or
2018 (blue line) and 2019 (orange line). Data for Huron and Hunt’s
dispersed to nest in chimneys throughout Lonare not included in the subset of 11 chimneys because these chimdon. There was, however, a slight upsurge in
neys were not monitored during spring migration in 2018.
numbers in early June, perhaps indicating the
passage of a later wave of migrants. The combined count number bottomed out at 284 on June 26 (grey line on Figure
1). By coincidence, this was the same number counted on May 1, the first monitoring evening of the season.
Early season monitoring in 2019 confirmed our hunch that spring swift numbers may indeed sometimes peak
before mid-May. (The highest spring count at a single site was recorded on May 8, when 595 swifts entered Labatt’s.)A Comparison of Early Spring Migration Results for2018 and 2019
For comparative purposes, it is useful to look at early spring data from 2018. Unfortunately, in 2018, organized
spring counts did not begin until mid-May and then only at 11 chimneys. At Hunt’s, counts began in late June and at
Huron in late July. The blue and orange lines in Figure 1 therefore compare only the 11 chimneys for which data were
collected in May and June in both 2018 and 2019 (i.e., Hunt’s and Huron are omitted).
The blue line in Figure 1 shows that, in 2018, the peak spring count for the 11 chimneys occurred in mid-May,
on the first night of monitoring. In 2019, when monitoring commenced on May 1, the peak spring count for the 11
chimneys (orange line) was recorded before mid-May.
Thus, 2019 data from both the set of 11 chimneys and the set of 13 chimneys suggest that numbers of swifts
passing through London during spring migration sometimes peak before the middle of May. It will be interesting to see
whether this pattern is repeated in 2020.
It is notable that the peak of combined spring blitz counts for 11 chimneys in 2018 was somewhat lower than for
the same 11 chimneys in 2019. A factor in the low tally in 2018 was the absence of significant roosts at both Labatt’s
and Smith Fruit. The 2018 tally was, in fact, substantially lower than the total for just four chimneys in 2016 and 2017.
A Look at the Full 2019 Season of Spring Migration
As shown in Table 2 (page 3) and discussed above, numbers of swifts passing through London in the spring of
2019 peaked about or prior to mid-May. Numbers remained strong until early June, then gradually decreased as the
month progressed. It is presumed that some of the decline in roost numbers during June, at least initially, represented
the continuing departure from the city of migrating swifts headed for more northerly destinations.
In London, the end of spring migration for swifts is generally considered to occur somewhere between the end
of the first week of June and the middle of June, well after the nesting season has begun.
The lowest combined roost tally of the 2019 spring-migration-plus-nesting season (May to early August) at 13
chimneys was noted on June 26. This suggests there was still some pass-through migration and/or dispersal to local
chimneys happening up until late June. If such swifts were planning to nest, they would be making a very late start, perhaps too late to expect a successful outcome. Maybe some of the swifts drifting away from communal roosts during
June were moving on to become helper birds for established pairs at local nest chimneys. Late June would coincide
with the earliest hatching dates for London nests, the beginning of a time period when extra help in catching insects to
feed hungry youngsters would be beneficial.
A glance at peak numbers of swifts counted in London during spring migration in 2018 and 2019 suggests that,
for the 11 chimneys monitored both years, numbers were slightly higher in 2019 (orange line) than in 2018 (blue line),
especially until the first week of June, but thereafter were fairly similar during most of the nesting season (see Figure 1).
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The numbers plotted in Figure 1 (page 4), however, say nothing about variables such as weather, the possibility
that additional swifts might be roosting in unmonitored chimneys, and the tendency for swifts to pass through the city in
waves, which may or may not happen to put down in London on a night when counts are scheduled. Also, local monitors have no idea of the turnover rate of swifts using London roosts during spring migration.
Bird Studies Canada reports that, from 2006 to 2019, the number of swifts counted in Ontario during the spring
blitz slightly increased or remained stable, with the 2019 season being cited for showing particularly high numbers.
Our spring data for London in 2019 show higher numbers than in 2018, but not as high
as in some past years.
In London there is spring
migration-season data for four
chimneys (King’s, Labatt’s,
South Collegiate and Smith Fruit)
going back to 2007.
Figure 2 (orange line)
presents the highest combined
peak count for each year, based
on data collected during designated spring blitz dates. The graph
shows considerable fluctuation
among combined peak counts
from year to year. The peak
combined spring count for the
four chimneys in 2019 was more
Figure 2. Highest combined tallies for 4 chimneys: spring blitz 2007 to 2019 and
than twice as high as in 2018.
But, as pointed out earli- fall migration 2004 to 2019. Only in 2019 did the high fall tally drop below the
er, when blitz data for 11 chim- high spring tally.
neys were considered, there was
less difference between 2018 and 2019 results (though 2019 was still higher than 2018). (See Figure 1, page 4.)
This illustrates the difficulty of comparing London data from year to year and speculating on trends when we
never know for certain that monitoring is being carried out at all or even the most important London chimneys used for
roosting in a particular spring. Given the frequently demonstrated propensity of London swifts to change preferred roost
sites from year to year, season to season and even within a season, it is not unlikely there may be good-sized (but unknown to us) London roosts that go unmonitored each spring.
Criterion for Qualifying as a Communal Roost of Non-breeders
In 2019, during the five nights of the spring blitz, eight of 13 chimneys met the Nature London criterion for
serving as a roost (minimum of 10 swifts) on at least one night. For all intents and purposes, however, only seven of
those chimneys met this criterion, as one chimney managed to barely crack the threshold of 10 on just one night.
By comparison, during the five blitz nights in 2018, five of 11 monitored chimneys made the grade to qualify as
a roost, but one of these barely did so.
Of the 11 chimneys monitored both years, only South, King’s and Phoenix held spring roosts both years.
Labatt’s and Smith Fruit hosted roosts in 2019 but not 2018. First-St. Andrew’s-N held a roost in 2018 but not 2019.
Elborn barely qualified as a roost in 2018 and First-St. Andrew’s-NE barely qualified in 2019. Hunt’s and Huron both
held spring roosts in 2019, but were not monitored in the spring of 2018.
A few examples from the five-night blitz data sets for 2018 and 2019 more dramatically illustrate how swifts
tend to switch allegiance among spring roost chimneys among years. In 2018, the highest count at Labatt’s was 3, but in
2019 it was 370. In 2018 the highest count at Smith Fruit was 8; in 2019 it was 104. In 2018, the highest count at FirstSt. Andrew’s-N was 79; in 2019 it was 9.
As suggested earlier, it has been observed that, during spring migration, a roost chimney may hold hundreds of
swifts one year and essentially be empty another year. There may indeed be more, as-yet-undiscovered, roost chimneys
in London.
In 2019, evening spring-migration-season visits were made to two additional chimneys (both large) considered
to hold potential as roost sites. The Whitehall Apts (1265 Richmond St N) has held roosts some years in the past, mostly during fall migration. When monitored on May 2, 16 and 22, it held no swifts, but four swifts entered the chimney on
May 30. Vaughn Custom Sports (455 Highbury Ave) had two swifts enter on June 6. Though it has previously hosted
nesting swifts, the Vaughn chimney has not been visited in past years to check for occupancy during migration. Lack of
time precluded visits to additional chimneys that might also be candidates for harbouring spring roosts.
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The Nesting Season 2019: Approximately June and July
Nesting Activity
Chimney Swifts nest at the rate of one nesting pair per chimney per season,
though there can sometimes also be a communal roost of non-breeders present at night
in an active nest chimney.
Swifts may settle into chimneys for nesting purposes by mid-May or even earlier, though some may wait until well into June to do so. Nesting season continues
until early August, or possibly later (until young have fledged and the family has left
the home chimney). June and July may be considered the primary months for swift
nesting activity.
Of 13 chimneys monitored in 2019, seven did not harbour communal roosts
during prime nesting season. Of these, five are believed to have served as nest-only
chimneys. This was definitely the case for the four First-St. Andrew’s chimneys, confirmed by numerous daytime monitoring visits. It was also highly likely that Ryerson, Looking down a chimney
based on consistently small numbers using the chimney at night (usually three or few- shaft at a swift sitting on eggs.
er), served as a nest-only chimney (though it was not checked in the daytime to une- The twig nest is glued to the
quivocally confirm this).
inside of the chimney wall.
Two other chimneys presented limited and somewhat ambiguous evidence as When incubating, a swift
to what might be going on inside these shafts. Elborn and Huron held numbers during presses its breast against the
the nesting season that were generally too small to qualify them as roost chimneys but
wall and faces upward.
larger than should have been the case for nesting chimneys. Huron held a roost before
and after the core nesting season, whereas Elborn did not. Several daytime visits during prime nesting season might
have helped establish whether or not nesting activity was underway inside either or both chimneys.
Within the cohort of seven chimneys that did not qualify as roosts, there were occasional small upsurges in
evening counts when small numbers of extra swifts appeared for a night or a few weeks. Some of these might have represented recently fledged young at nest chimneys (e.g., 10 on July 31 at FSA-S). In other cases, the upsurges in count
numbers were noted much too early in the season for fledging to have occurred (e.g., 10 swifts on July 3 at Elborn, up
from 5 on June 26). Reasons for these brief and infrequent visits by extra swifts are unknown.
Some of the six chimneys that held roosts during the nesting season also held a nesting pair of swifts. These
will be discussed in later sections.
Communal Roosts of Non-breeders
Nature London’s evening monitoring program is primarily aimed at documenting chimney use by swifts that are
not actively engaged in breeding activities. Thus, in the spring, migrating swifts form the bulk of the occupants at overnight roosts. From mid-June to late July, most swifts should be preoccupied with nesting. Yet, during this period, in
London there are usually a few hundred swifts still spending the night together in communal roosts.
Of 13 chimneys monitored in 2019, six held roosts during at least a considerable part of the nesting season
(South, King’s, Labatt’s, Smith Fruit, Phoenix and Hunt’s). As discussed earlier, as migration waned after early June,
combined roost numbers continued to dwindle as the month progressed (from 326 on June 12 to 284 on June 26). As
also mentioned earlier, the decline may have represented late migrants heading north or dispersing to local chimneys to
nest, or birds that were moving to local nest chimneys to serve as helper birds. In London, it is thought that most nests
likely hatch around late June or early July.
During July, combined roost numbers moved up steadily: from 292 on July 3 to 380 on July 17 and 434 on July
31. Towards the latter part of the month, this number may have incorporated swifts from farther north on their way
south. Rising numbers earlier in the month may have included swifts that had experienced nest failure around the time
of hatching or later. These birds may have chosen to abandon their nest chimneys and join communal roosts of nonbreeders until heading south later in the summer.
The fact remains that, in London in 2019, based on our sample of 13 chimneys, approximately 300 swifts were
not actively engaged in breeding (or assisting breeding pairs) during prime nesting season. For a species that has experienced a population decline of more than 90% in Canada since 1970, the annual production of young has an important
role to play in maintaining populations.
Why Do We Have Communal Roosts of Non-breeders during Prime Nesting Season?
The big question is why were there 300 (likely more if unmonitored chimneys are factored in) non-breeding
swifts in London during much of June and July? We have no answers but can offer some speculations.
The literature often cites that swifts first breed when they are one or two years old, but there seems to be little or
no information on the proportion that commences breeding in each age category or on why some choose to wait and
some do not. Perhaps some of the 300 non-breeders in London were one-year-olds. Maybe others were unsuccessful in
finding a suitable mate. A third possibility is that, after an arduous winter or spring migration, some swifts may arrive in
Canada in a diminished state of fitness. During the weeks when other swifts are focussing on nest-building, such birds
might need to instead devote the bulk of their time to foraging to meet their own nutritional requirements. By the time
they are in robust health, they may deem it too late to initiate a nesting attempt that year.
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Another suggestion put forward to explain why there are large
numbers of non-breeders present during the summer breeding season is a
shortage of available chimneys. Observations in London and elsewhere in
Ontario appear, however, to indicate that there are still plenty of suitable
chimneys that are not currently occupied by swifts. That will likely change
in future years as the stock of older chimneys steadily diminishes.
In London, the steady increase in roost numbers from early July on
may include swifts that have lost nests at some time after hatching. It takes
about four weeks from hatching to fledging, plus usually another week or
so of post-fledging flight training in the vicinity of a nest chimney. In London, most fledging likely occurs in late July or early August, so it may be
that most swifts from successful nests don’t move to communal roosts until
some time in August.
For now, the full story behind the presence of so many nonbreeding swifts in London during breeding season remains a mystery.
A study underway in Nova Scotia by a student at the University of
New Brunswick involves tracking movements among roosts of nonbreeding swifts during the nesting season. It is hoped the results may shed light on the activities of this cohort of swifts.
Fall Migration 2019: Late July to October
Table 2 (page 3) shows results for the 13 chimneys monitored during fall migration in 2019. Numbers gradually increased from early July onward, but the rate of increase picked up in late July and early August.
Of the 13 monitored chimneys, in 2019, seven held reasonably large roosts during at least a portion of fall migration (South, King’s, Labatt’s, Smith Fruit, Phoenix, Hunt’s and Huron). These roosts emptied at the rate of approximately one per week from mid-August until late September. The last recorded date for an occupied chimney was October 2 (two birds). An eighth chimney (Ryerson) hosted a mini-roost (max 15) for a couple of weeks around mid-August.
In 2018, the same seven chimneys as in 2019 served as the main fall roosts. Similarly, in 2018, some began
emptying out by mid-August. In 2018, lesser roosts were found at Ryerson (max of 21) and Elborn (max of 59) in late
August and early September.
Phoenix presented an interesting pattern in 2018 in that it maintained good numbers of roosting birds during
July, was essentially empty for the month of August, became repopulated in September and ended by being the last occupied roost in the city (Oct 9). By contrast, in 2019, Phoenix held good numbers of swifts throughout both August and
much of September. Once again in 2019, it hosted the last occupied roost in the city.
The largest fall count at one chimney in 2019 was 312 swifts at Phoenix on Aug 21. This is less than a quarter
of the number counted at the largest single-night
roost at one chimney in 2018—1397 swifts at
Labatt’s on Sep 12.
See Figure 3 for the combined tally for
all 13 chimneys during fall migration in 2018
and 2019. In 2019, the combined totals peaked
at approximately 900 during the counts of Aug
14 and 21, then dropped steadily over the next
few weeks. In a few cases, numbers fell quickly
from one week to the next (e.g., Smith Fruit,
from 202 on Aug 28 to 6 on Sep 4; Hunt’s, from
193 on Aug 21 to 3 on Aug 28; and Huron, from
118 on Sep 4 to 7 on Sep 11).
Compared to 2018, the peak combined
count in 2019 (approx. 900) came a few weeks
earlier and lasted for a shorter period of time.
The 2019 peak was about half the 2018 peak. In
sharp contrast, numbers in 2018 topped out on
August 29 (1802), but combined tallies of close
to 1200 swifts or more were maintained for four
consecutive weekly counts (Aug 22 to Sep 12).
The last swifts in London in 2018 remained a
week longer than in 2019.
The significant difference between the
pattern for 2018 and that for 2019 begs an explaFigure 3. Combined tallies for 13 chimneys during weekly monination. There are no answers but here are some
toring from mid-July to early October, 2018 and 2019.
thoughts and speculations.
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We have no way of knowing what the totals would have been on the six days between weekly counts, so it is
possible there is a degree of random chance at work. The general consistency of patterns for the two years, however,
suggests this is unlikely to be adequate to fully account for the large differences between years.
Though the first swift sighting in London in 2019 came several days later than most years, peak numbers of
spring migrants were probably in the city by about the usual date.
The spring of 2019 was generally cold and wet, and poor weather dominated until well into June. Such weather
may retard the production of emerging insects, which are essential food for aerial insectivores when they return in the
spring. If swifts arrived from the south in poor condition and encountered a somewhat scarce supply of food, they may
have needed to spend much more time than usual foraging to meet their own nutritional needs. If so, this may have delayed the initiation of nesting for up to a few weeks.
Delayed nesting, if it happened to be coupled with poor food supply during the period when nestlings were being fed, may have resulted in reduced survival of young. If adults did not need to spend as much time waiting for newly
flying youngsters to get up to speed on flight skills, they may have been able to join pre-migratory roosts sooner and
begin the southward journey earlier than if they were accompanied by a family.
All of the forgoing is conjecture, but there is a small amount of possibly supportive background information.
The usual number of eggs laid by a pair of swifts per season is four or five. Limited evidence suggests that a
fledging rate of perhaps 40% to 50% might be a
reasonable expectation for swifts in Canada. If,
for example, two eggs per pair of swifts were
successful in producing flying youngsters, the
number of swifts (adults plus young) heading
south in the fall could be approximately twice the
number of adults that headed north in the spring.
Although there is considerable fluctuation, Figure 2 (page 5) shows the general pattern
that has been followed in London for the four
chimneys for which we have both spring and fall
roost data going back 13 years. Every year, the
peak combined tally for the four chimneys suggests there are always more birds going south in
the fall than came north in the spring, except in
2019.
The current year is the only time that the
combined tally for the four chimneys is lower in
the fall than in the spring. This, of course, could
Figure 4. Combined tallies for 13 chimneys during weekly monibe due to chance and the possibility that larger
toring from May to October 2019.
numbers of swifts may have passed through undetected on any of the six non-monitored evenings between the weekly counts. Or, maybe some years had a faster turnover rate of swifts passing through, which may have affected numbers in roosts available to be counted. Or, as mentioned earlier, there may be London roosts that we don’t know about and aren’t always occupied.
A useful graph to examine is Figure 4. See also Table 2 (page 3). These show that, in 2019, for 13 monitored
chimneys, the peak spring combined count was 735, while the peak fall combined count was 899. This difference in
spring and fall peak numbers represents just a 22% increase over the spring peak count.
Bird Studies Canada, in analysing fall roost monitoring data from Ontario SwiftWatch files for the period 2006
to 2019, has detected a downward trend. BSC speculates this might indicate a problem with recruitment of young swifts
into the population. This result is especially troubling in that BSC analysis indicates that numbers of swifts heading into
Canada in the spring may be stable or slightly increasing during the same time period.
We realize it takes far larger data sets than those produced by London alone to be able to identify population
trends with confidence. Yet, our observations in London in 2019 support the notion that numbers of fall migrants are
not robust.
Additional Evening Monitoring Activity
Besides the approximately 24 “weekly” monitoring visits to 13 chimneys, extra visits were made to some of
these sites. This was especially the case in May and in late September and early October, when the last active chimney
of the season was monitored daily.
Evening monitoring was also carried out at 14 other chimneys, which were targeted for various reasons: to prospect for active roost sites or new nest chimneys, to complement daytime monitoring efforts at chimneys that were not
part of the regularly monitored 13, and to obtain updated data on a selection of chimneys used by swifts in past years.
In total, during the 2019 swift season, London monitors submitted approximately 350 evening data forms. Of
these, approximately 320 were for the 13 chimneys. The remainder were for the other 14.
During 2019, three new (to us) chimneys were identified that were actively being used by swifts.
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The following sections of this report will examine more closely the data that were obtained at each of the 13
chimneys monitored under the evening program.

View of the South Collegiate chimney from the raised parking deck at the rear of the school (optimal viewing location).
South Collegiate, 371 Tecumseh Ave
See Table 2 (page 3) and Figure 5.
During spring migration, numbers at South
peaked at 77 on May 16. They then tapered
off to a low of 6 on June 26. During July
and August, numbers gradually crept upward, reaching a high of 167 on Aug 21,
then decreasing steadily to just 1 on Sep 18.
Compared to other London chimneys, during the spring migration period,
South generally hosted numbers that were
lower than found at Labatt’s, Phoenix, Huron and Hunt’s, but mostly higher than
King’s and Smith Fruit.
During fall migration, South numbers were mostly lower than Smith Fruit,
Phoenix, Hunt’s and Huron but higher than
King’s and Labatt’s. South maintained a
Figure 5. Numbers of swifts roosting in the South Collegiate chimney,
fall roost longer than most other London
May to September 2016 to 2019.
chimneys, except Phoenix and Huron.
As shown in Figure 5, South harboured a modest spring roost in 2018 and 2019, but hosted smaller spring numbers of roosting swifts in 2016 and 2017.
Figure 5 also illustrates the considerable variability, from year to year, in the timing and size of the swell in
numbers that indicates fall migration. In 2016. numbers remained flat throughout the season, then surged up in late August and early September to peak at about 600 swifts. In 2017, the bulge came the third week of July, then numbers
dropped off before a secondary surge a month later; in both cases the roost topped out at about 150 swifts. In 2018,
peak numbers of migrants were in residence from late July to mid-August, after which the chimney emptied and remained so for the rest of the season.
The South roost continued active for several weeks longer in 2019 than in 2018. In fact it was one of only three
London chimneys to harbour a roost at all on any September 2019 count dates.
Over the years, it has been noted on various occasions that there is sometimes an inverse relationship between
roost numbers at South and those at Labatt’s, which is located several blocks away, about 800 m to the north and across
the river. In 2019, such a relationship was only weakly evident. During spring migration, Labatt’s hosted a large roost
and South a modest one. In the fall, Labatt’s had essentially emptied by early to md-August, while South maintained a
roost for a month longer.
Monitors tracked early entries and exits at South during evening swift-watching sessions, but evidence to support use of the chimney by nesting swifts was not observed until almost mid-June and thereafter was inconsistent. A
number of early entries and exits on June 12 and 19 and July 10 suggest nesting activity. Later in July and early August,
early entries, but few exits, were reported. It could be that some exits were missed, as the great height of the South
chimney makes it difficult to detect departing swifts that just clear the rim on the far side. No daytime visits were made
to confirm any daytime activity in the chimney. Perhaps there was a short-lived unsuccessful nesting attempt or maybe
the various entries and exits observed were made by non-breeders investigating the chimney for future possibilities.
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King’s University College,
Wemple Building,
266 Epworth Ave
Table 2 (page 3)
and Figure 6 show counts
at King’s in 2019. The year
was marked by fairly modest but steady numbers
throughout swift season,
with no dramatic fluctuations or big spikes.
During spring migration, numbers peaked at
60 on June 3. Unlike some
other chimneys (e.g., South
and Huron), where numbers
bottomed out in late June to
single-digit figures, King’s
held 32 swifts on its lowest
nesting-season count night, The chimney of the Wemple building, viewed from the southeast. The left photo
June 26. The highest tally
shows the usual viewing location used by monitors—the parking lot at the northeast
was achieved on August 7,
when 71 swifts entered for corner of Epworth and Waterloo. The right photo shows an alternative viewing locathe night. Counts dropped tion—by the sidewalk that leads from the parking lot to the building.
off quickly after that and the chimney was empty in late August and throughout September.
Compared to 2019, a fairly similar pattern of swift occupancy was observed during the 2018 swift season (i.e.,
numbers never rising above 100). In sharp contrast, the years 2016 and 2017 showed significant peaks during both
spring and fall migration. These peaks were higher in 2016 than 2017, especially during fall migration, when the highest
count came in at well above 700. Interestingly, during both 2016 and 2017, the surge in numbers associated with fall
migration occurred in late July and early August. In 2016, there was an additional smaller peak at the end of August
(about 100 birds).
In all four years depicted in Figure 6, the King’s chimney was essentially empty for the month of September.
This can be contrasted with the situation in some years prior to 2016, when good-sized roosts would often be found at
King’s during September.
In 2019, though monitors kept tabs on entries and exits during the early part of the watch, there was no real evidence of an active nest at this location. During the month of June (beginning on June 3), most evenings there were a few
early entries into the chimney, but no exits were reported. Only on July 3 were there entries and exits in a pattern that
might suggest a nesting pair. Thereafter any single-bird entries that were observed did not seem to be associated with
nesting behaviour. King’s has a tall chimney and it is possible that the secretive exits so typical of swifts around a nest
chimney were not picked up, but it seems most likely that there was no actual nest here, as there was no consistent pattern of behaviour over many successive
weeks to support the possibility. Nor
were there any daytime visits to confirm occupancy. The birds entering the
chimney may have simply been checking the shaft out for future reference.
Many monitors contributed
notes on the Barn Swallows (another
threatened species) that forage around
the Wemple building and nest under
the window awnings. They were first
reported on May 16 and regularly
thereafter. Barn Swallows observed
here during August (until Aug 28) were
likely part of migratory flocks.
Common Nighthawks were
occasionally spotted overhead at
King’s from late May to early July.
Being adjacent to a wooded
Figure 6. Numbers of swifts roosting in the King’s University College
river corridor, King’s was also a great
place to see other species of birds.
Wemple building chimney, May to September 2016 to 2019.
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Labatt’s Garage/Warehouse, 183 Simcoe St
(opposite 195 Grey St)
Table 2 (page 3) and Figure 7 present information
on swift use of the Labatt’s chimney in 2019. During spring
migration, the chimney hosted the biggest sustained roost in
the city, as well as the biggest single-night tally for one location (595). On that chilly evening of May 8, many of the
city’s swifts may have spent the night here.
A good-sized roost continued to be present throughout June and July, but dropped quickly in early August. The
shaft was empty for the rest of the season.
The 2019 picture is the complete opposite of the
situation in 2018, when the chimney was almost empty during May, June and July. Then, in August 2018, numbers
began to climb rapidly to host a huge roost in late August
and early September (peaking at 1397 on Sep 12), before
falling off precipitously after Sep 18.
In 2016, there was a sizable spring roost but no fall
roost, while, in 2017, there were roosts both spring and fall.
The above examples illustrate a fairly common phenomenon in London—the practice of migrating swifts unpredictably switching from one roost chimney to another
from season to season and year to year. Often, when a
The Labatt’s chimney silhouetted against the northchimney that previously held a large roost sits “abandoned”
west sky at dusk as swifts begin to enter for the night.
during a particular season, a small number of swifts will
continue to occupy it. This indicates that the shaft has not been taken over by a raccoon or that some other unknown
event has not rendered it temporarily unsuitable for swifts.
Evening monitors watched carefully for evidence of nesting activity but observed none. On May 26 there was
one early entry and one early exit, possibly by a swift prospecting for a nest site. For the next few weeks, some early
entries were seen, but no exits. Swifts have nested at Labatt’s in past years, including when a roost was present.
Chimney Sharing by Nesting and Roosting Swifts
Swifts nest at the rate of just one pair per chimney, but it is known that they will tolerate the presence of a nighttime communal roost of non-breeders using the same chimney at the same time. Generally, it seems the nest is placed
well down the shaft and well below the area of the chimney wall where the roosting birds are clinging for the night.
Despite the separation in terms of space, it seems reasonable to think that a large group of “boarders” upstairs in
the chimney might be somewhat disruptive to nesting swifts. Nesting birds might need to adjust their times of coming or
going to avoid running into a flock of non-breeders pouring in for the night or departing in the morning.
Roosting swifts are often restless, moving about from one wall of the chimney to another and engaging in some
level of vocalization. By mid- or late July, if non-breeders have not yet left for the day, they may be in the way of young
swifts practising their flight skills inside the chimney.
Despite a degree of inconvenience, perhaps the presence of roosting
swifts in the chimney confers some sort of
advantage to nesting swifts.
For example, in the event a raccoon made its way into the chimney, the
swifts upstairs might offer a level of buffering or distraction for the nest below.
Any such advantage must not be
too significant, however, as nesting swifts
do not seem to necessarily occupy roost
chimneys when opportunities are available.
Of London roosts active during
the 2019 nesting season, two chimneys,
Smith Fruit and Phoenix, hosted nesting
swifts.
Three chimneys—King’s, Labatt’s
and Huron, did not host nests, Hunt’s may
have and South probably did not.
Figure 7. Numbers of swifts roosting in the Labatt’s chimney, May to
September, 2016 to 2019.
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Smith Fruit, 22 Maitland St
Table 2 (page 3) and Figure 8 present data for the Smith Fruit chimney.
This chimney has been monitored
in the spring since 2007 and in the fall since
2004. In all that time it has gained a reputation for being more consistent in its pattern
of usage than other London roost chimneys.
Smith Fruit can be counted on to
host a fall roost every year at some time
between late July and September. (in recent
years, most often in mid-to-late August and
early September). And, during spring migration and the summer nesting season, it
can be counted on to never host a roost at
all (usually a handful of swifts and occasionally a few handfuls, but never numbers
that could be considered significant).
In 2019, the rule of thumb for
Figure 8. Numbers of swifts roosting in the Smith Fruit chimney, May
Smith Fruit was broken. True to tradition,
to September, 2016 to 2019.
counts during most of May ranged from 3 to
22 but, on May 30, the number shot up to 104 and four days later still stood at 78. Thereafter, throughout the nesting
season, the lowest number recorded was 17 (June 19) but, during most of July,
counts usually came in above 50 swifts.
In early August, numbers moved upward and, for the last three weeks
of the month, stayed above 200. The highest tally (305 on Aug 21) was the second-highest count for any London chimney during fall migration in 2019. The
roost cleared out in early September and the chimney then remained empty.
In 2019, fall numbers at Smith Fruit peaked earlier than in 2018 and at
the lowest level of the four years shown in Figure 8. That the 2019 Smith Fruit
peak could be the second-highest of any chimney in London this fall is a reflection of the generally low numbers of swifts passing through the city on their
way south this year.
Smith Fruit is located close to the South Branch of the Thames in an
area where a corridor of natural vegetation (including trees and thickets) borders the river. Swifts were often observed foraging in the immediate area and
above the river, as were the Barn Swallows that nested around the building.
Monitors also noted a considerable diversity of other bird species in the area.
For many years, Smith Fruit has been the best of our London evening
monitoring sites for the observation of nesting behaviour. During the early part
of monitoring sessions, over many consecutive weeks,
swifts would be observed repeatedly entering and exiting
the chimney to tend the nest inside.
The chimney was therefore selected to be part of
the 2019 pilot daytime monitoring project. The rate of visits at Smith Fruit during both daytime and evening monitoring sessions was often the highest of the 14 pilot sites.
Everything seemed on track for a successful outcome. Then, not too long before fledging might have been
expected, the frequency and regularity of visits (food deliveries) tapered off sharply. Being new to the business of
trying to interpret what was going on inside a chimney
based solely on observations of swift behaviours outside,
we sent our data to Barb Stewart in Manitoba, the Canadian
expert on such matters. Barb considered everything carefully and concluded the nest had probably failed.
Naturally we were very disappointed, for ourselves, but mostly for the very hard-working swifts, who
had poured heart and soul into their efforts to raise a famiSwifts at Smith Fruit prepare to enter the chimney for
ly. Sadly, for wild swifts, it is thought that only about 40%
the night. Note the crumbling bricks along the top edge.
to 50% of nests are successful.
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Phoenix Building, 300 Wellington St
Regular evening monitoring did not commence
at this chimney until late September 2017. Table 2
(page 3) includes counts for 2019, while Figure 9
shows spring-to-fall data for 2018 and 2019, and Figure 10 shows end-of-season data for 2017 to 2019.
In the spring of 2019, Phoenix got off to a slow
start as a roost, being almost empty until May 22, when
its tally jumped to 193, the largest roost in the city that
night. As migration petered out, numbers dropped to
about 20 swifts during June and the early part of July.
They began to climb in late July and held strongly during August and well into September. The peak count
of 312 on Aug 14 was also the highest of any fall count
in London in 2019. For the third consecutive year,
Phoenix was the last known London roost to empty and
the only one to still hold swifts into October.
Figure 9. Numbers of swifts roosting in the Phoenix chimA comparison of patterns of roost occupancy ney, May to October, 2018 and 2019.
for 2018 and 2019 is in order. In both years, there was
a respectable spring roost. In 2018 numbers held relatively high
right through July but, in 2019, after a sharp spring peak of short
duration, numbers stayed fairly low for much of June and July.
In 2018, counts bottomed out for the month of August but rose
to roost size in September. In 2019 a significant spike occurred
in August, followed by a gradual dwindling through September.
Figure 10 illustrates the end-of year patterns of occupancy at Phoenix during three years, in each of which Phoenix
was believed to be the last occupied chimney in the city. In
2017, numbers were high and the roost remained active until Oct
10; in 2018 numbers were much lower but the roost continued
almost as long, while in 2019, the roost was essentially empty by
early October. The low number and early departure in 2019 is
indicative of a broader pattern for fall migration this year.
In setting up the 2019 pilot daytime monitoring project,
it was considered desirable to include a few Figure 10. Numbers of swifts roosting in the Phoechimneys that traditional- nix chimney from the end of September till final
ly held roosts as well as departure, 2017, 2018 and 2019.
nests, to see how the
presence of non-breeding roosting swifts might influence the outcome of the
nesting effort. Initially, plans had been to include Labatt’s but, when no indication of nesting activity was observed there by mid-May, a different location was
sought. When one of our monitors happened to see a swift dive into the Phoenix
chimney on the afternoon of May 18, Phoenix got the job!
Compared to Smith Fruit, the number of entries and exits to the chimney
by the resident pair, during both daytime and evening monitoring sessions, was
somewhat lower and less consistent throughout the nesting season. Unlike the
situation at Smith Fruit, swifts seemed to spend relatively little time foraging in
the immediate area of the Phoenix chimney, perhaps because there was less insect food available overhead than along the much lusher river corridor.
The presence of roosting birds at Phoenix by times seemed to create
complications for tracking the activities of nesting swifts during the daytime. On
July 16 and 23, unexpectedly large numbers of swifts (up to 17!) emerged from
the chimney in the middle of the morning. This was too many for a family group
and it was too soon for the young to fledge. On August 2, however, some poorly
flying swifts appeared from the west and were observed practice diving at the
Phoenix chimney, though there was no certainty these birds had hatched inside
The free-standing Phoenix chimney, this chimney Again, data were sent to Barb Stewart in Manitoba for her expert
as viewed from the preferred obser- interpretation. Her verdict—possible success! Everyone was delighted!
vation space in the parking lot beIn the meantime, an excellent study topic awaits: to sort out how much
hind Tim Horton’s on Horton St.
time non-breeding swifts spend inside roost chimneys during the daytime.
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Old Hunt’s/Flanagan’s Warehouse, 471 (formerly
551) Nightingale Ave (behind Nova Craft Canoe)
Table 2 (page 3) and Figure 11 show results
for the old Hunt’s warehouse. From mid-May onward, the chimney held a sizable roost (usually more
than 100 swifts), which persisted throughout the nesting season and into fall migration, reaching 193 in late
August and standing empty in September. In 2019,
Hunt’s was the only London chimney to maintain such
a large roost during June and July (nesting season).
Evening monitoring formally began at Hunt’s
in late June of 2018 but the pattern of hosting a relatively good-sized roost during July was evident that
year as well. Compared to 2019, the 2018 roost emptied earlier in the fall and did not experience a spike.
Figure 11. Numbers of swifts roosting in the Hunt’s chimney
Because the Hunt’s building is so tall (six sto- in 2018 and 2019.
ries) and its chimney is relatively short and wide, it
can be difficult to count here. It is not always possible to distinguish between swifts that go into the chimney and those that dive behind. Similarly,
there is difficulty in seeing departing swifts, especially if they head off on
the far side of the chimney opening.
Nevertheless, monitors did their best to track the comings and goings of swifts that might be nesting here. From mid-May through July, early
entries were often reported, plus occasional early exits (which would be
much harder to detect, as departing birds often barely clear the rim). This
suggests there may have been a pair in residence during the nesting season.
Raptors were occasionally spotted during watches, and a nighthawk
was noted on June 26 and Aug 14.
Huron College O’Neil/Ridley Hall, 1349 Western Rd
See Table 2 (page 3) and Figure 12. The Huron chimney hosted a
sizable roost during spring migration and again in the fall (mid-August to
early September) but held very few swifts during the nesting season. In 2018, monitoring did not start until late July.
Fall migration numbers peaked at a much higher level that year than in 2019.
There was no evidence of a nesting attempt in 2019. During the nesting season, early entries and exits at the
chimney were only very rarely observed during monitoring sessions, suggesting the swifts involved may have been
simply checking out overnight accommodations in advance.
Once again, Huron had the highest numbers and frequency of nighthawk
observations, with birds being seen or heard regularly from May 30 to September 11. (Nighthawks nest on campus and also pass through during migration.)
Nesting Barn Swallows were a regular feature of monitoring sessions.

Figure 12. Numbers of swifts roosting in Huron College in 2018 and 2019.
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Ryerson Public School, 940 Waterloo St
See Table 2 (page 3) for 2019 results for Ryerson. The
school was placed on our full-season monitoring roster in 2018
in the hope that the large fall roosts of a decade or so ago might
reappear but, so far, they have not.
From the first of May right through until the middle of
August, the chimney consistently held one, two or three swifts
inside for the night, suggesting a pair and sometimes a helper.
Occasionally that number jumped to five. It did so for two
weeks running, on July 31 and Aug 7, just about the time any
young might have been expected to fledge. But some key evidence was lacking.
A pair, travelling together, first appeared on May 22.
Subsequently some behaviours were observed that suggested
possible nest building and incubation. But, during July, the
prime season for the feeding of nestlings, there were no reports
of the combination of entries and exits that indicate food deliveries. In the absence of daytime visits to offer other evidence, the
conclusion is that there was not a successful nest in Ryerson in
Looking northwest towards the Ryerson chimney,
2019, though very likely an attempt. Interestingly, it seems the
from the preferred monitoring location in the
parents continued to use the chimney for overnighting for many
school parking lot.
weeks after the nest had likely failed.
On Aug 14, 11 swifts used the chimney and on Aug 21, 15 swifts. This small uptick in numbers may reflect the
chimney being used as a small, temporary neighbourhood roost by nearby, post-fledging families, or the chimney may
have received a few migrants as part of the peaking numbers being noted at other city roosts on those two evenings.
Thereafter, numbers at Ryerson dwindled, and it was last occupied on Sep 11. In past years small fall roosts peaked at
21 in 2018 and 62 in 2017.
Elborn College, 1201 Western Rd
Results for Elborn in 2019 are presented in Table 2 (page 3). As was the case in 2018, the behaviour of swifts
using this chimney was puzzling. During May, June and July, small numbers of swifts spent the night here, usually too
many to be considered a family and too few to be a serious roost. In May and June, counts generally ranged from four to
eight, with an occasional zero, two or three. In July the range was from six to 12. The chimney was empty throughout
August and September, except for two nights (Aug 28 and Sep 11) when it was occupied by a single swift.
In 2018, the pattern of occupancy from May to early August was fairly similar to that of 2019, though numbers
tended to be slightly higher (peak of 18 on Aug 1). For three weeks in late August and early September, 2018, Elborn
hosted a modest roost, topping out at 59 on August 29.
In 2019, similar to 2018, chasing, chattering swifts were often seen socializing and foraging in the vicinity of the
chimney well before sunset. Courtship behaviour, dipping, vocalizations, some entries and a few exits were regularly
noted during monitoring sessions from May to mid-July. Among all the activity, it was not really possible to identify
behaviours that might indicate the presence of a nesting pair and maybe a helper or two.
After mid-July, swifts at Elborn were much
quieter and more circumspect in their behaviour.
At times throughout the season, the Elborn
birds seemed to be arriving and leaving in a northerly
direction. Huron College, which also harboured
swifts, was located about 600 m to the north. It is
likely birds from the two chimneys interacted socially
and may even have switched overnight accommodations on occasion. After spring migration and through
July, the Huron roost held fewer than 10 swifts.
Common Nighthawks were observed at Elborn six times from May 30 to Sep 18. The species is
known to nest on campus and the birds may have been
attracted to treed areas to the northwest of Elborn for
foraging purposes.
At least one pair of Barn Swallows nested at
Elborn (under the overhang of a protected entrance on
The chimney at Elborn College, viewed from the parking lot
the north side of the building).
located between the building and Western Rd.
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First-St. Andrew’s United Church,
350 Queens Ave
Check Table 2 (page 3) for
data on these chimneys, and see photo and caption to right for locations
and acronyms of chimneys monitored.
FSA-N hosted a roost of
about 100 swifts in the fall of 2017
and the spring of 2018, but there
were no communal roosts at any of
FSA’s chimneys this year.
In 2019, all four monitored
FSA chimneys hosted a nesting pair
of swifts and sometimes also a helper or two. In addition, a fifth unmonitored chimney, out of sight on
the northwest corner of the church,
was also occupied, likely for nesting
purposes.
As well as being visited during weekly evening monitoring ses- The four swift chimneys monitored at First-St. Andrew’s. Left to right: SE
sions, the four FSA chimneys were round slim chimney, NE round slim chimney, big square N chimney with two
protruding tiles, S rectangular chimney (three shafts, cross motif in front).
part of the daytime pilot project.
From June 19 to early August, there were regular visits (both daytime and evening, but especially evening) by merlins and/or kestrels, often two
individuals together. Both falcon species liked to perch on the steeple, roof ridge and chimney tops. These visitors were
sometimes mobbed by the FSA swifts. Newly fledged swift youngsters, still very unskilled at flying, would be especially vulnerable to predation.
FSA-SE: Evening occupancy of this chimney was first detected on May 16, and daytime occupancy on May 27. Maximum number of swifts occupying the chimney at night was three on June 3. On June 17 there was evidence that incubation was underway and on July 9 that nestlings under one week of age were being fed. Some time after July 10 and before July 16, the nest failed and the chimney was abandoned.
FSA-NE: This was the first FSA chimney to be occupied at night, when one swift entered on May 8. On June 3, a miniroost of 12 swifts overnighted here. Daytime activity was first noted on June 4 and continued to Aug 9. The last night
of occupancy was Aug 21 (one swift). Despite interference from a kestrel, on Aug 7 two inexperienced fliers were seen
trying to enter the chimney for the night. Although monitors didn’t manage to be present at all the right times to be certain, it is thought the nesting attempt was likely a success, with tentative fledging of perhaps one or two swifts.
FSA-N: The earliest-of-the-season daytime activity was noted on May 21. On May 22, swifts first returned to the chimney to roost for the night; nine were counted heading inside. In June a pair and a helper bird were observed using the
chimney. Eggs may have hatched in the first few days of July. Ongoing feeding was noted on July 16 but soon after that
the frequency of visits decreased and became irregular. This is very likely a failed breeding attempt. The chimney was
last occupied on Aug 21.
FSA-S: Swifts first spent
the night in this chimney on
May 16. Daytime use was
first noticed on May 21. A
helper bird seemed to have
been present in late May
and early June.
Increased evening
counts on Jul 24 (9) and Jul
31 (10) suggest fledging by
possibly three-to-six young
swifts. This was probably a
successful breeding attempt. The chimney was
last occupied overnight on
July 11, 2019 at dusk: A swift enters the FSA-NE
Aug 14.
chimney, while a kestrel perches nearby.
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Summary of Daytime Chimney Swift Monitoring: A 2019 Pilot Project of Nature London
In 2019 Nature London launched a pilot project to investigate the feasibility of
using daytime monitoring to determine success rate of nesting swifts in London. A protocol, reference manual, field data form and an online data-entry system were created.
The approach involved volunteer monitors watching assigned nest chimneys for
one-to-two hours per week during the daytime from mid-May to early August. Chimneys were mostly selected based on known previous use for nesting purposes: two nestand-roost sites, plus 12 nest-only chimneys in three clusters (of five, three and four
chimneys each). See Table 3 for a list of monitored chimneys and likely outcomes.
Observers made careful notes of swift behaviours in an attempt to gain insight
into the stage of nesting activity within the chimney. They recorded frequency and timing of entries, how close entries were to subsequent exits, whether swifts entered alone
or with a mate, flight characteristics of individual birds, and other indicator behaviours.
Eight core monitors (recruited at the April 27 workshop) and four casuals made
about 175 monitoring visits and put in 265 hours of observation time (10 to 26 hours per
chimney). Supplementary evening visits were made to some of the chimneys not covered under the Nature London evening monitoring program.
It was soon learned that swifts did not always follow expected patterns of be- A daytime monitor collecting
haviour, which may be influenced by variables such as weather, fitness of individual data on swifts and their chimbirds and food availability. This often made it hard to calculate current nesting stage neys at Lilley’s Corner.
and to adjust timing and duration of monitoring visits to pick up key events such as
hatching, cessation of brooding of young and, ultimately, fledging. At season’s end, all data (including relevant information from evening monitoring) were sent to Barb Stewart in Manitoba, the Canadian expert on such matters, for interpretation of likely nest outcomes. See Table 3. In the wild, usually only 40 to 50% of nesting attempts are successful.
To receive the complete report of the daytime pilot project, contact Winifred Wake at chimneyswift@naturelondon.com.
During the pilot project, many insights were gained regarding the behaviour of nesting swifts but, to develop an
accurate picture of actual nesting success, it is clear that more frequent and longer observation sessions would be required, often at short notice and at unpredictable times, depending on ongoing cues received from the swifts themselves.
More efficient approaches to learning about swift nesting success might be to install video cameras inside chimneys and use software to interpret the results, or to examine chimney clean-outs for eggshell remnants. Studies of this
type are beyond the scope of Nature London volunteers and would be best left to academics or institutions that have access to funding and technology.
Table 3. The 14 London chimneys monitored weekly during the daytime pilot proSincere thanks to Barb
ject and likely outcomes of nesting attempts, May to August, 2019.
Stewart plus the exceptionally
dedicated crew of daytime monMonitored Chimneys and Likely Outcomes
itors who made this pilot possible: Leslie Baker, Alison
1. Smith Fruit, 22 Maitland St
probable failure
Greenhill, Steve Jarrett, Kathy
2. Phoenix Building, 300 Wellington St
possible success
McCoy, Theresa Morrissey, Joe
First-St. Andrew’s Church, 350 Queens Ave
Stephenson, Winifred Wake,
3.
FSA-SE
failure
and Lori Ykema, plus Bev
4.
FSA-NE
likely success
Amey, Marguerite Annen, Olga
5.
FSA-N
likely failure
Nemeroski and David Wake.
6.
FSA-S
probable success
Dundas and Maitland
Below: Dundas
Dundas St Centre Church, 482 Dundas St
Centre United
7.
DSCUC-NE small slim
some activity, no nest
Church; left:
8.
DSCUC-NE big square
active, insufficient data
434 Maitland.
9.
Midwives office, 434-S Maitland St
possible fledging
Lilley’s Corner at Adelaide/Dundas/Marshall
Baker’s Dozen Arts Incubator, 613-619 Dundas St
10.
613-N Dundas St (metal topknot)
possible fledging
613-S Dundas (plain top)
[inactive, no nest]
[613-S not officially monitored]
11.
619-SW Dundas (tile top)
inactive, no nest
12.
619-NW Dundas (chimney pots)
inactive, no nest
13. 623 Dundas (warehouse behind Root Cellar)
some activity, no nest
14. 620 Marshall St (livery stable/cricket farm)
nest failure
Summary:

Success or possible success
No nest attempt
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5
4

Failure or likely failure
Insufficient info

4
1

A Note on the Use of Binoculars to Count Swifts during the Latter Part of Evening Monitoring Sessions
During an evening monitoring session at Hunt’s on May 30, 2019, one of the two monitors present used binoculars towards the latter part of the watch (from 20 to 30 minutes after sunset, under cloudy conditions). In the dim light,
an extra 14 swifts were observed that were not visible to the second monitor, who was watching with only the naked eye.
The final count was 105, including the extra 14 swifts. This represented a tally that was 15% higher than would have
been otherwise obtained. The great height of the Hunt’s building (the chimney was very far from the observers on the
ground) may have exacerbated the difficulty of detecting late-arriving swifts as brightness deteriorated.
On May 17, 2016, two observers at Labatt’s, stationed much closer to the base of a much shorter chimney, experienced the same phenomenon, though to a lesser extent. The chimney was silhouetted against the northwest sky, under
conditions of partial cloud. In the first 15 mins after sunset, about 250 swifts entered. Since swifts were continuing to
dribble in, mostly by ones and twos, the monitors lingered for another half hour. Between 20 and 30 mins after sunset,
11 swifts entered; five more went in between 30 and 40 mins. The later members of this cohort were seen through binoculars but otherwise were not visible. The final tally (including swifts observed only through binoculars) was 278.
The two examples above suggest that, late in an evening monitoring session, some swifts may be entering roosts
unnoticed. Such birds might be detected through binoculars, in some cases increasing a count by as much as 15%.
Facilitating Releases of Hand-reared Chimney Swifts
Swift Care Ontario is a London-based wildlife rehabilitation centre that specializes in Chimney Swifts.
Since 2012, Nature London’s evening swift monitoring
program has been sharing roost count data with SCO to
help it determine optimal locations for the release of the
birds in its care.
Most of the swifts taken in by SCO are nestlings
from nests that fell down chimneys. When they have matured, recovered from any injuries, and developed strong
flight skills, the young swifts need to be connected with
wild birds. These serve as mentors, helping them transition
from a life of receiving hourly feedings of mealworms and
crickets to one in which they must quickly learn to snatch
their own insects from the air.
Releases take place early in the evening, preferably
Young swifts in their travelling case awaiting release.
near a roost chimney that held at least 75 to 100 swifts the
previous night. As the newly released birds take flight, the
wild flock high overhead gradually circles lower, enveloping the newbies into the flock, before moving upward again.
In 2019, Debbie Lefebre of SCO successfully raised 14 swifts, which came from Toronto, Pefferlaw, Cambridge, Harrowsmith and Hudson, PQ. Three were released at Smith Fruit on Aug 22 and 11 at Huron College on Sep 5.
Common Nighthawks
During evening monitoring sessions at 13 swift chimneys,
monitors kept track of records of the Common Nighthawk, also a species at risk. The total number of times nighthawks were reported by
monitors in 2019 (30) was down slightly from 2018 (33).
During the spring migration period, a total of seven sightings
(mostly single nighthawks) came from Ryerson, King’s, Elborn and
Huron (between May 16 and June 3). All locations were in north
London and were places where this species has been encountered regularly in past years.
From June 12 to July 31 (the summer nesting season), 13
sightings were received from Labatt’s, King’s, Elborn, Huron,
Hunt’s, First-St. Andrew’s and the Dufferin/Maitland area.
During fall migration (August and September), 10 sightings
A nighthawk foraging for flying insects at dusk.
were reported (August 14 to September 21) at Ryerson, Elborn, HuNote the notched tail and slightly bent wings.
ron, Hunt’s, South Collegiate, Whitehall Apts and Wonderland
bridge.
The erratic manner of flight and the nasal
For the season as a whole, the largest number of sightings (9)
“peent” call are also helpful identification feacame from Huron, followed by six at Elborn. Nighthawks nest on
tures.
campus.
Ryerson, King’s and Hunt’s had three nighthawk sightings each. The remaining sites had one report each. The
biggest number of birds seen at once was five at Ryerson on August 28.
All nighthawk sightings have been retained in our files and also forwarded to Bird Studies Canada.
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Raptors
During monitoring shifts, raptors of various species were sometimes observed, though it was not always possible
to identify the species or even the group. While Red-tailed Hawks primarily hunt small mammals on the ground (e. g.,
mice and squirrels), their presence might cause swifts some uneasiness.
Of much greater concern to swifts is the agile and fast-flying falcon group, mainly Merlins, which routinely hunt
swifts, especially when they slow to drop into a chimney shaft. The Merlin’s smaller cousin, the American Kestrel, is
less of a threat to swifts, though young swifts just developing flying skills would be more prone to being caught. At a
distance, it can be difficult to distinguish merlins from kestrels, as the size difference is not great. Swifts often, but not
always, respond to the presence of falcons by mobbing them (diving at them and chasing them out of the area).
Members of the accipiter group were reported much less frequently; again it can be difficult to distinguish between Cooper’s and the slightly smaller Sharp-shinned
hawk. Here is a quick overview of the raptor reports
sent in by swift monitors during the 2019 season.
Hunt’s: 1 or 2 small raptors on May 15 and 16, a Merlin on Aug 14, and a raptor on Aug 28.
Elborn: 1 Cooper’s Hawk (chased by grackles) on June
19, 1 raptor on July 10, 2 Red-tailed Hawks on each
of Aug 7 and 21, and 1 Turkey Vulture on Sep 12.
Ryerson: 1 Merlin on July 17, and 1 Eastern ScreechTwo American Kestrels perch on decorative woodwork high
Owl on Aug 14.
King’s: 1 Red-tailed Hawk on Aug 21 and 1 on Sep 18.
up on the base of the steeple at First-St. Andrew’s.
Labatt’s: 1 Merlin chased by 2 swifts on May 21.
South Collegiate: 1 Sharp-shinned or Cooper’s hawk on Sep 4.
Smith Fruit: 1 raptor, possibly an accipiter, on Sep 25.
First-St. Andrew’s: During the summer of 2019, FSA was a definite hotspot for local falcons. Numerous reports came
in from both daytime and evening monitors. Many of these were not merely of fly-by’s but of birds that often came two
at a time, patrolled around the church grounds, perched on the church roof or decorative features for lengthy periods of
time, peered down chimneys that swifts were using for nesting, and spent nights on the weathervane on top of the steeple. The swifts sometimes responded by mobbing and chasing, but often didn’t show much reaction.
Two Merlins were hanging around on June 19 and 26, and July 10. A Peregrine Falcon was observed on July 3.
Two kestrels showed up on July 3 and, from then until Aug 7, were the dominant falcon presence around the church. An
active swift nest in one of the church’s chimneys was inexplicably abandoned in mid-July; might the falcons have been
somehow implicated? In late July and early August, when swift fledglings were emerging to try out their wings, kestrels
were particularly attentive around chimney tops, which must have caused considerable stress for both adult and juvenile
swifts. The final kestrel reports came on Aug 28 and Sep 18; by both these dates, swifts were long gone from FSA.
Barn Swallows
Barn Swallows, another Threatened species that eats flying insects, were first reported on May 1. They nested
and foraged near swift chimneys at King’s, Huron and Elborn. Elborn is thought to have had just one pair, but multiple
pairs were present at King’s and Huron. Barn Swallows were also observed at Smith Fruit. By early July, numbers of
Barn Swallows were increasing at King’s and Huron, indicating fledged young. Several times during August, including
Aug 28, swallows were reported at King’s, likely part of migrating flocks on the move.
Mammals
Bats are yet another group that eats insects and includes many species that
are in serious decline. Bats were reported from four locations: Hunt’s (May 8),
First-St. Andrew’s (June 19, Jul 31 and Aug 7), King’s (Aug 7 and 21) and
Ryerson (Sep 11). Maximum number seen at once was three at FSA on Aug 7.
Two other mammals were observed whose activities may have significance for swifts. On June 12, during an evening monitoring session on Marshall St
near Adelaide and Dundas (in support of the daytime monitoring program), a squirrel was seen roaming around the roofs relatively close to the chimneys of 613-619
Dundas and 620 Marshall. Although the squirrel did not scale or enter any of these
chimneys, the chimneys are relatively short and it would be an easy matter for a
squirrel to do so.
Later that same evening, a raccoon was observed patrolling the roof of 613
-619 Dundas. It was not seen to climb or closely approach a chimney, but it would
have had no difficulty entering most of these chimneys.
Of the three chimneys at this location that were being used by swifts, only
one was used persistently and this one is thought to have resulted in a successful
nest.
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A raccoon sunning itself atop an
old chimney on a warm afternoon
in mid-May.

Outreach
Throughout the 2019 swift season, monitors sometimes had curious passers-by stop to inquire what they were up
to. When two volunteers were present, it was easier to engage in conversation. Many people were truly amazed to learn
that little insect-eating birds live deep down inside local chimneys, where they build nests out of saliva and twigs, or
gather by the hundreds to roost together for the night. Sometimes the swifts even obliged by showing up on cue to prove
their existence! A number of times people went home with swift “postcards” that included basic swift info and links for
finding out more. Some monitors brought along friends or family members and introduced them to swifts. All of these
little gestures help educate the public and get the word out that swifts are remarkable creatures and in need of our help.
End-of-Season Gathering of Nature London Swift Monitors, 2019
On October 17, 2019 (7:00-8:30 pm), 34 swift monitors and friends gathered at the Cherryhill Library on Oxford
St West to mix and mingle, hear what was new in the world of swifts, meet Megan Hiebert (the new Ontario SwiftWatch
Coordinator), and review a very successful and innovative season of swift monitoring in London. Here is a quick summary of the evening’s proceedings:
Sandy Symmes, Coordinator of NL’s Evening Swift-Monitoring Program
● Organized the evening and served as emcee.
● Welcomed everyone, gave introductory overview, handled Q and A sessions.
● Led discussion soliciting feedback on the many changes implemented in 2019 and
invited suggestions for 2020.
Winifred Wake, Chimney Swift Liaison for Nature London
● Presented overview of challenges facing swifts, especially relating to the food supply.
● Summarized highlights of 2019 evening monitoring program in London.
● Discussed 2019 daytime monitoring pilot project and results.
● Provided updates on releases by Swift Care Ontario.
Megan Hiebert, Ontario SwiftWatch Coordinator for Bird Studies Canada
● Gave overview and update of Ontario SwiftWatch.
● Described first successful artificial swift roost tower in Canada, in Bridgetown, NS.
● Told of hopes to do outreach to masons and to schools in Essex County.
● Heartily thanked all London swift monitors for all we’ve been doing over the years.
Summary and Highlights of Evening Swift Monitoring in London, 2019
In 2019, the Nature London swift group launched its own evening monitoring
program, separate from that of Bird Studies Canada. This included a new protocol, reference manual, field form, data-entry portal and start date. The changes allowed efficient
data transfer, analysis and communications among local monitors—things that were not
possible when operating under the Ontario SwiftWatch umbrella. Nature London now
contributes data to Ontario SwiftWatch via spreadsheet.
Nature London also devised and ran a pilot project to test the feasibility of using
data collected during daytime monitoring to assess the success of local swift nests. For
this, a protocol, reference manual, field form and data-entry portal were created, with data
also being shared with Ontario SwiftWatch via spreadsheet.
The evening program tracked the ever-shifting numbers of (mainly) non-breeders using 13 local chimneys on
Wed nights (plus spring blitz), beginning on May 1, 2019 and continuing until October 6 (by then, with daily coverage at
the last occupied roost). Twenty-five “weekly” reports were sent to participants via e-mail. More than 55 core plus approximately 10 casual volunteers were involved.
The daytime monitoring program operated weekly at 14 chimneys from early May to early August . Twelve
weekly reports were sent out via e-mail. Eight core and four casual volunteers participated in daytime monitoring.
Three new nest chimneys were discovered.
Evening monitoring results showed spring swift numbers peaking earlier and at a higher level than in 2018. Fall
numbers were substantially lower and peaked considerably earlier than the previous year.
Results of the daytime monitoring program were somewhat ambiguous. Swifts often did not follow expected patterns of behaviour associated with a particular nesting stage.
Instead they seemed to be reacting to vagaries such as rain, heat, individual fitness level, and
food availability. An hour of daytime monitoring was found to be insufficient to always detect chimney usage during June and July. One-to-two hours of weekly monitoring were generally inadequate to determine nest outcome. A flexible monitoring protocol that could
change frequency and duration of observation periods in accordance with swift behaviours
would likely be more successful in determining nest outcome, but such a regimen would be
untenable for most volunteers. To obtain a copy of the report of the daytime monitoring pilot project, contact the coordinator, Winifred Wake (chimneyswift@naturelondon.com).
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Two workshops were held for volunteers: one in April and one in October. Schedules
saw people paired for monitoring shifts and rotated among sites. During watches, when opportunities arose, information about swifts was shared with the public.
Observations of Common Nighthawks, Barn Swallows, raptors and bats were collected.
Evening monitoring data were collected during 350 site visits to 27 chimneys (13 core
plus 14 others). Daytime monitoring data came from approximately 175 site visits and 265
hours of observations at 14 chimneys. As well as being retained in London, all data were shared
with Bird Studies Canada, where they help determine swift population trends for Ontario. It is
hoped that the information collected by our very dedicated and hard-working London volunteers
will also eventually be used to help inform conservation initiatives that benefit swifts.
The biggest highlight of the 2019 swift-monitoring season in London was the truly
amazing crew of volunteers, now friends all, who never failed to come through with generosity
and good will.
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