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End-of-season Report for Nature London Chimney Swift  

Monitoring Program, 2020 (October 30, 2020)  

By Winifred Wake, Chimney Swift Liaison for Nature London 

Executive Summary 
 

          The Chimney Swift is a Threatened species in Ontario and Canada.  Since 2003, members of Nature London 
have been monitoring local chimneys for use by swifts.  As in 2019, the club’s swift activities took place under the inde-
pendent banner of the Nature London Chimney Swift Initiative.  We continue to share our monitoring data with Ontario 
SwiftWatch  (Birds Canada) for inclusion in the provincial Chimney Swift database.  London data are also made availa-
ble to others interested in the study of swifts. 
 

 Weekly monitoring at 13 targeted chimneys continued to be the flagship activity of the London monitoring pro-
gram.  Once again, this was capably overseen by Sandy Symmes.  In 2020, due to restrictions related to the COVID-19 
pandemic, the start-up date for organized monitoring was delayed.  After consultations with the Nature London Board 
and the Middlesex-London Health Unit, and the development of a COVID-19 protocol, the program commenced on July 
14.  It continued for 11 weeks, ending on September 22, by which time most swifts had left town for the season.  Ap-
proximately 55 volunteers participated.  Monitors were kept up to date via 11 weekly e-mail communications.   
 

 In addition to Tuesday-evening monitoring, several other monitoring efforts were undertaken.  These included 
early season informal visits to the 13 chimneys, and monitoring sessions at other known nest or roost chimneys that are 
not visited every year.  Supplementary late summer / early fall visits to the 13 chimneys helped track trends as roost sizes 
waned, identified an optimal site for the release of hand-reared swifts, and documented the final departure date of swifts 
from London chimneys. 
 

Selected highlights of the 2020 Nature London swift-monitoring program 
 

• First swifts of the year were reported on Apr 29 – at the Forks and above well-treed South London neighbourhoods.  

• During fall migration, the combined tally for the 13 monitored chimneys peaked on Sep 1 (1166) and Sep 8 (1134). 

• By comparison, in 2019, the peak came somewhat earlier and at a lower level: Aug 14 (898) and Aug 21 (899). 

• Though somewhat lower, 2020 peaks came about the same time as in 2018 (Aug 29 = 1802 and Sep 12 = 1484). 

• Of the 13 chimneys monitored from July 14 to late September, seven held a roost of at least 20 swifts for at least a 
few weeks (South Collegiate, Labatt’s, Smith Fruit, Phoenix, First-St. Andrew’s-North, Hunt’s and Huron). 

• The largest roost during Tuesday-evening counts was 720 at Labatt’s on Sep 8; the second-most significant chimney 
was Smith Fruit, which peaked at 478 on Sep 1. 

• A larger roost was reported at Labatt’s on Sep 3, a non-Tuesday-night count (929, average of 2 independent counts). 

• The last night a London roost chimney was occupied was Sep 27 (vs Oct 2, 2019 and Oct 9, 2018). 

• Monitors helped find the optimal release site for 3 young swifts from Destined to 
Fly rehabilitation centre in Harrowsmith – Sep 8 at Smith Fruit. 

• Besides the 13 chimneys, monitoring visits were made to 48 mostly nest-only 
chimneys to ascertain current use.  

• Swifts were found using two previously unknown chimneys (but not found at six 
other chimneys checked on spec). 

• Of 180 London chimneys identified since 2003 as being used by swifts, 60 have 
been lost to capping or demolition. 

• Regular Tuesday-evening monitoring produced 139 online data submissions.  

• An additional 140 monitoring reports were submitted, based on visits to the 48 
chimneys, supplementary visits to 13 chimneys (daytime, early and late season, 
between Tuesdays, etc.), eBird records, etc.   

• Dates of monitoring visits ranged from May 6 to Oct 1. 

• The last swift of 2020 to be reported in the county was seen in Southwest Middle-
sex on Oct 1 (eBird). 

 

 Sincere thanks to all who helped make the 2020 swift-monitoring season in 
London such a success, especially Sandy Symmes (organizer of the monitoring pro-
gram at the 13 chimneys), all the other volunteers who collected data, and Nature 
London, which provided financial and other support.  
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End-of-season Report for Nature London  
Chimney Swift Monitoring Program, 2020  
 

October 30, 2020 
 

By Winifred Wake, Chimney Swift Liaison for Nature London 
 
The Year of the COVID-19 Pandemic 

 

The year 2020 has been like no other, as governments, health officials and citizens implement ever-evolving 
strategies to respond to the COVID-19 pandemic sweeping the planet. 

Early in 2020, Sandy and Ric Symmes and Dave and Winnie Wake were anticipating another busy year of 
Chimney Swift monitoring under the banner of the Nature London Chimney Swift Initiative.   Resources that had been 
successfully pioneered in 2019 were being tweaked and refined for 2020 (e.g., monitors’ manual, field forms, online data 
entry portals).  A date (April 25), location (Bostwick Library) and agenda had been lined up for the annual spring moni-
tors’ workshop.  Volunteers who participated in 2019 had been contacted, and many had enthusiastically signed up to be 
part of the monitoring crew in 2020.  Then, as the COVID-19 pandemic hit Canada in mid-March, planning slowed, 
though we were all still hopeful that, come early May, swift monitoring might still proceed in some form.   

Soon, however, public health and political leaders announced restrictions to the effect that no one was to leave 
home except for essential reasons.  We didn’t need to ask, but we knew that swift monitoring would not be deemed es-
sential.  Then, on April 4, 2020, Gordon Neish, President of Nature London, posted a message on the club website, ad-
vising that “all Nature London events and activities previously scheduled for 2020 are cancelled until further notice.”  
The suspension included the swift-monitoring program.   Monitors were notified via e-mail on April 9.   

During the next two months, as the situation evolved, the swift crew was updated via e-mail.  On April 30, news 
went out of the first reports of swifts seen in the city (April 29) and monitors were advised to continue to follow health 
unit guidelines by staying home. A June 6 e-mail told of some May reports of swifts seen in monitors’ neighbourhoods.  
Due to a slight relaxing by health officials of stay-at-home restrictions, monitors were informed that, if they wished to 
casually visit chimneys on their own (following all public health guidelines), results would be accepted by e-mail.  

During the month of June, consultations took place with the Nature London Board and the Middlesex-London 
Health Unit.  In light of the COVID-19 situation, a protocol was developed to keep monitors safe while on duty.  (This 
was updated from time to time during the summer, as new information and directives became available.)  See box on 
page 2.  In addition, the traditional 13 chimneys that constituted the core of the evening monitoring program were revis-
ited, and monitoring directions for each were revised to improve safety and/or optimize viewing of chimneys.  Finally, 
on June 24, Gordon Neish, on behalf of the Nature London Board, gave the green light for our formally organized swift-
monitoring program to get underway (see box below for the goals set for the season). 

The good news of a July 14 start-up date was sent to potential monitors on June 28.  The communication includ-
ed an eight-page Guidelines document that contained the COVID-19 protocol, new directions for individual chimneys, 
and updated monitoring instructions and field data forms.  It also asked volunteers to confirm their participation, which 
enabled Sandy Symmes, our very dedicated organizer, to begin preparing the Tuesday evening monitoring schedule for 
the coming season.   

Almost all volunteers who participated in 2020 had been part of the crew in 2019.  These experienced people 
generously mentored (and sometimes even recruited!) any new monitors who helped in 2020, thus compensating for the 
lack of both indoor and outdoor spring training workshops.   

Through the many challenges of this unprecedented COVID-19 year, our volunteers have been truly amazing – 
not only strongly supporting the monitoring program by ensuring that every scheduled monitoring slot was filled every 
single week and daily as the season wound down (swifts were last detected in a roost chimney on September 27), but 
also conscientiously complying with the inconveniences of COVID-19 restrictions.  Thank you, one and all! 

Despite the delayed start to our 2020 monitoring season, we amassed a very substantial set of data on the num-
bers of swifts that occupied the 13 core chimneys plus other selected London chimneys.  By season’s end, all such data 
had been shared, via spreadsheet, with the provincial swift database maintained by Ontario SwiftWatch (Birds Canada).  
We are hopeful that, as swifts continue to face many challenges to their survival, London data will ultimately make a 
significant contribution to the conservation of Chimney Swifts in Ontario and Canada.   

 

 NATURE LONDON 
 CHIMNEY 
 SWIFT  
 INITIATIVE 

  GOALS FOR 2020 LONDON SWIFT MONITORING 
 

  ● track numbers at 13 chimneys, July 14 to end of season (weekly or more often) 
  ● revisit and update info on other, mostly nest-only, swift chimneys 
  ● provide data to scientific community to inform conservation and to improve 
      ○ accuracy of swift counts 
      ○ assessment of swift populations/trends 
  ● create safe, enjoyable and rewarding experiences for volunteers 
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Monitoring Protocol for 2020 
  

 Full details of the monitoring protocol implemented by the 
Nature London Chimney Swift Initiative for 2020 are contained in 
the Guidelines document e-mailed to participants on June 28.  A 
summary follows here. 
 In recognition of the importance of continuity of data, 
Tuesday-evening monitoring was carried out weekly at the same 
13 chimneys as in 2018 and 2019, although in 2020 it did not com-
mence until July 14.  All chimneys are located in older, well-
established parts of the city.  The sites are listed in Table 1 and 
shown on the map in Figure 1 (page 3).  For some of these chim-
neys, partial sets of monitoring data go back as far as 2003. 
 In 2020, Nature London’s evening monitoring protocol 
contained all elements required in 2019, including documentation 
of all entries and exits at a chimney in the early part of the watch, 
or until the end of the watch if no large flock came in to roost.  
Monitors 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 field form provided direc-
tion on how to add and subtract entries and exits in sequence to 
determine total number of swifts inside a chimney for the night.   
 A protocol related to keeping safe during the COVID-19 
pandemic was developed and implemented.  Where feasible, two-
member monitoring teams were made up of people from the same 
household or bubble.   
 During the spring, summer and fall of 2020, there was a 
significantly increased and more visible presence of homeless peo-
ple in the vicinity of some monitored chimneys.  This was due to a 
shortage of affordable housing, lack of sufficient separated accom-
modation at shelters and other concerns related to the pandemic.  

 COVID-19 PROTOCOL FOR NATURE LONDON SWIFT MONITORING IN 2020  
(incorporating revisions made during season) 
 

• The primary concern is the health and well-being of monitors.  
• A secondary concern is that monitors do not contribute to the spread of COVID-19 in Ontario.  
• Monitors take personal responsibility for adhering to COVID-19 guidelines – provincial, municipal and those de-

veloped by Nature London for swift monitoring.  
• Consider health, age and other issues that might put you in a high-risk category re susceptibility to COVID-19, 

before deciding whether or not to participate in swift monitoring.  
• Unless members of a monitoring team are from the same household or bubble,  
•  ∆  they should not car pool to travel to or from the chimney, or sit in the same vehicle while monitoring;  
•  ∆  they should maintain a physical distance of at least 2 metres during monitoring.  
• Consider carrying out monitoring from inside a car (windows can be open).  
• Otherwise, place lawn chairs at least 2 metres from sidewalks or other areas of heavy foot traffic or areas where 

passers-by might be expected to wander.  
• Carry hand sanitizer and use as needed.  
• Do not share or handle personal equipment belonging to others, e.g., binoculars, pen, clipboard, lawn chair 

(except with people within your household or bubble). 
• Wear a non-medical face mask or, at the very least, have one with you and put it on as needed. 
• Stay home if feeling unwell or experiencing any symptoms of illness.  
• If, during a monitoring session, you feel unable to control encroachment by others to within 2 metres or feel 

unsafe for any other reason, abort the monitoring session and leave immediately.   
• Any new guidelines issued by the Middlesex-London Health Unit will immediately supplant the foregoing.  
•  ∆  Winnie and Sandy will monitor bulletins from MLHU and pass on any new directives ASAP.  
• Please enjoy the swifts and the monitoring sessions but, above all, be safe!  

 
Table 1.  The 13 London chimneys where even-
ing monitoring was carried out on Tuesdays 
from July 14 to late September, 2020.  Letter 
references pertain to map on page 3.   
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 In consideration of this situ-
ation, directions on recommended 
viewing locations were updated to 
improve volunteer safety.  The goal 
was to ensure monitors were sta-
tioned well away from areas where 
people tended to congregate and/or 
pass through, so that physical dis-
tancing could be consistently imple-
mented.  Fortunately, most people 
who were out and about, including 
the homeless population, were just 
as interested in keeping their dis-
tance as the monitors were, and were 
respectful of public health distancing 
guidelines.   
 From our point of view, a 
beneficial by-product of the pan-
demic was that human presence was 
much diminished in the vicinity of 
some chimneys.  At several sites, 
this allowed monitors to view chim-
neys from better vantage points and/
or with reduced numbers of nearby 
people or cars that might cause dis-
tractions or lead to safety risks. 
 As in past years, monitors 
made visual counts while stationed 
on the ground, preferably with the 
chimney silhouetted against the northwest sky and away from security and other lighting.  An evening monitoring ses-
sion lasted one hour (starting 30 minutes before official sunset), but volunteers were encouraged to arrive earlier in poor 
weather and/or to obtain additional information about any swifts that might be using the chimney for nesting purposes.  
Data were submitted ASAP after each count via the Nature London online portal. 
 Observations of Common Nighthawk, also a species-at-risk, were encouraged.   

 Once a week, all monitors 
participating in the Tuesday-evening 
program received the following in-
formation via e-mail: 1) table con-
taining numbers and observations 
made at the 13 chimneys during the 
most recent count, 2) textual report 
interpreting the results, and 3) table 
showing assignments for the next 
count as well as tallies for all counts 
to date.  In order for as many people 
as possible to experience swift life 
and activity at all 13 chimneys on 
the roster, monitors were rotated to 
different locations each week. 
 Due to the pandemic, the 
National Roost Monitoring Program 
(NRMP) (also known as the spring 
blitz) of the Canadian Wildlife Ser-
vice (a division of the federal depart-
ment of Environment and Climate 
Change Canada) did not take place 
in 2020.  Ontario SwiftWatch (Birds 
Canada) cancelled its spring and ear-
ly summer monitoring season and 
began its 2020 monitoring program 
in mid-July. 

 

Figure 1.  Locations of 13 chimneys monitored weekly on Tuesday evenings 
in 2020 (four chimneys are located at G).  Letter references pertain to table 
on page 2. 

  

Swift monitors on the job at Smith Fruit (left) and Labatt’s Garage (right). 
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Monitoring Spring Migration 
    

 Spring migration for swifts runs throughout May, often peaking during the latter half of the month and/or in ear-
ly June, and then tapering off by about June 10.  Though no organized monitoring was in place during this period in 
2020, several enterprising monitors who lived nearby managed some visits to two traditional roost chimneys.  Since, at 
that time, citizens were strongly advised not to linger in outdoor spaces, some of these visits lasted for much less than 
the usual 60 minutes and may have resulted in incomplete tallies.  Nevertheless, these are the only data we have from 
this period and we are very grateful to the monitors who made the effort to do these counts and share their results.   
 South Collegiate: Five May visits were submitted: May 6=2, May 13=51, May 15=48, May 18=73, May 30=48.  
This indicates that swifts had returned to the South chimney by May 6 (or earlier).  At some point a roost developed 
(peaking at 73 on May 18); it is believed the roost continued to be occupied beyond the end of the month.   
 Labatt’s Garage/Warehouse: Four visits were reported, the latter three of which ended just before sunset and are 
considered to be incomplete: May 14=1, May 28=4, May 29=0, May 30=4.  Though data are limited, they suggest it is 
unlikely there was a roost of any size present here during spring migration.   
 Compared to spring migration in 2020, during 2019 South Collegiate held a similar-sized roost (maximum of 77 
on May 16), whereas last year Labatt’s hosted a very large roost (maximum of 595 on May 8).   
 
Single Monitoring Visits to the Targeted 13 Chimneys to Check for Early Summer Roosts of Non-breeders  
    

 For non-breeding swifts occupying communal roosts, some time around early to mid-June, spring migration sea-
son usually merges seamlessly into the summer communal roosting period.  Similarly, around mid-July, as failed and 
finished breeders begin to move to communal roosts and augment numbers there, the summer roosting season melds into 
the fall migration period.   
 During late June and early July, visits were paid to each of the 13 chimneys on the monitoring roster. This was 
in preparation for the resumption of formal monitoring in mid-July.  These visits provided small glimpses into which 
chimneys were being used as communal roosts of non-breeders during the general late-June time period.  All 13 hosted 
swifts, but only five held sufficient numbers to qualify as roosts (a minimum of 10 swifts).  For consideration of evi-
dence for possible breeding activity gleaned during these visits, see section beginning on page 10. 
 South Collegiate: On June 15, 26 swifts were counted, suggesting that, though numbers had trended downward 
from May counts, the roost remained active after spring migration was over.  A month later, on July 14, 26 swifts also 
entered the chimney, indicating that numbers of non-breeders here may have remained relatively stable during much of 
the core nesting season (June and July).  Of course, it is also possible that they increased or decreased for a time during 
the intervening month.   
 King’s College Wemple Building: On June 23, 23 swifts entered the chimney for the night.  It is unknown 
whether this represented a rising or falling trajectory after the spring migration season.  By July 14, the count had fallen 
to 16.   
 Labatt’s Garage/Warehouse: Just one swift entered the chimney on June 16, lending credence to the assumption 
that Labatt’s had not hosted a roost during spring migration or in subsequent weeks. This was further supported by a 
count of just 2 swifts on July 14.   
 Smith Fruit: Three swifts spent the night in the chimney on June 19, while 4 were tallied on July 14.  It appears 
unlikely there was a roost of any size here during spring migration or the summer nesting season.   
 Phoenix: This chimney held 108 swifts on June 22, making it by far the largest known roost of non-breeders in 
the city during the last two weeks of June.  It also suggests there may have been a roost here during spring migration.  
The tally of 123 on July 14 hints that roost size may have been more or less stable during the intervening time.   
 Ryerson School:  Two swifts were counted on June 24 and 3 on July 14.  It is likely the chimney was occupied 
only for nesting purposes.   
 First-St. Andrew’s Church: Three chimneys (including FSA-N) were 
checked June 13 and four chimneys were monitored July 4.  Number of swifts in 
for the night ranged from 1 to 3.  It seems improbable that FSA-N, which has 
sometimes hosted a spring roost in the past, served in this capacity in 2020.   
 Elborn College: Counts on  June 21 and June 27 yielded 5 and 4 swifts.  
Six birds spent the night there on July 14.  As is the case most years, the social 
relationships among the swifts overnighting at Elborn are unclear; numbers are a 
tad higher than should be expected for a nest-only chimney but not high enough 
to be considered a communal roost of non-breeders. 
 Hunt’s Building: On June 15, 43 swifts were counted, suggesting there 
may have been a roost active during spring migration.  By July 14, the number 
had risen to 123.   
 Huron College, O’Neil/Ridley Hall: Nineteen swifts were tallied on 
June 20; the number stood at 26 on July 14.  It is not known whether a spring 
migratory roost may have been present at this chimney.   
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Monitoring for Occupancy, including Possible Nesting Activity at 48 Additional Chimneys 
  
 

 Returning swifts usually establish nests during May, though some may not be initiated until early June.  Varia-
tions in start dates for nests lead to variations in fledging dates.  Some chimneys may fledge young as early as the third 
week of July but others not until the first week or two of August.  Within the May-to-early-August window, the core of 
the nesting season for swifts tends to be viewed as June and July.  During this time, swifts are most likely to be incubat-
ing eggs and/or feeding young.  Communal roosts of non-breeding swifts are also likely to be occupied for at least some 
portion of this period.  Sometimes chimneys hosting a communal roost of non-breeders also host a breeding pair at the 
same time; sometimes they don’t. 
 During June and July some nests may fail, resulting in the early abandonment of the nest chimney.  Also, some 
communal roosts of non-breeders that were active in May and June may become empty.  Conversely, communal roosts 
of non-breeders may not develop in some chimneys until July or later.   
 A single, one-hour, evening monitoring visit in June or July is generally considered a good starting point for 
confirming occupancy of a chimney by swifts.  Ideally, if no activity is detected, additional visits will be made before a 
determination of “not occupied” is made.  Such supplementary visits  might be of 
longer duration, carried out during the day and/or be earlier or later in the June-
through-July period.  Earlier-in-the season visits may detect swift activity in a chim-
ney that was subsequently abandoned after early nest failure.  Later visits may pick 
up a fall roost at a chimney that did not earlier host a nest or roost.  Visits in addi-
tional years may find swift activity in chimneys that are not occupied every year. 
  

Nature London Chimney Swift Initiative: Updating the Inventory of Known Swift 
Chimneys and Obtaining Information on Current Use 
  

 Since 2003 the London swift initiative has identified 180 London chimneys 
(or equivalents) being used by swifts.  The majority of these were “discovered” dur-
ing targeted searches that took place from 2004 to 2009.  Over the years, 60 of the 
180 chimneys have become unavailable to swifts, either through demolition or cap-
ping.  Of the remaining 120 chimneys, some are undoubtedly now unsuitable or in-
accessible to swifts due to factors such as internal blockage, occupancy by raccoons, 
deterioration of bricks and mortar, capping with a flat concrete slab, etc.  Such fea-
tures are not always readily detected by an observer on the ground,  
 In recent years, our local swift group has not been making concerted efforts 
to identify additional chimneys used by swifts.  Instead it mainly adds chim-
neys to its inventory as opportunities present themselves (e.g., the serendipi-
tous sighting of a swift entering or exiting a chimney).  In this way, most 
years, a few new chimneys are added to the list. 
 Back in 2015 and 2016, the Nature London swift group undertook 
monitoring visits to many of the chimneys on its master list that had not been 
visited for several years.  The purpose was to ascertain whether swifts were 
still occupying these chimneys.  Most were not revisited in subsequent years.   
 Five years later, in 2020, an effort was begun to revisit as many chim-
neys as possible on the master list of known London swift chimneys.  Initially, 
brief daytime visits were made to visually establish whether the chimney was 
still extant and accessible to swifts, or if it had been capped or demolished 
since it had last been checked. 
 A second round of visits was made with the purpose of obtaining in-
formation on the current status of each chimney re swift occupancy.  These 
visits usually consisted of a 1.5-hour evening monitoring session. Time did not 
permit all 120 chimneys to be checked in 2020, so the effort will continue in 
2021.  Also, in 2020, some chimneys could not be safely monitored due to the 
close proximity of homeless encampments or other factors.  It is hoped it may 
be possible to visit these sites next year. 
 Between June 3 and August 7, 2020, visits to check for chimney occu-
pancy during the nesting season were made, mostly during the evening.  Data 
were collected following the standard Nature London Chimney Swift Initiative 
monitoring protocol.   
 On five occasions swift activity was detected during a casual daytime 
visit (our local swift group did not operate an organized daytime monitoring 
program in 2020).  In addition, several chimneys were checked (including in 
late August and September) for possible pre-migratory communal roosting.  
Sometimes more than one visit was made to one chimney. 

 

 

For many years swifts nested in the 
chimney of this North London church 
(upper photo).  When visited in 2020, 
the chimney had been demolished.  
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 During 2020, 13 chimneys were visited as part of the regular 
Tuesday-evening monitoring program.  Forty-eight additional chimneys 
from the master list were visited on a one-off basis.  In total, 61 known 
London swift chimneys were monitored at least once during the 2020 
swift season.   
 In 2020, eight prospective swift chimneys were checked.  There 
was no information to indicate that swifts had previously used any of 
these shafts but they had the look of possibly being suitable (and, some-
times could be conveniently observed at the same time as a second 
chimney).  Six of the eight chimneys held no swifts when visited.  The 
two “new” chimneys found to be occupied by swifts were added to the 
London swift group’s master list (and are part of the total of 180).    
 Of the 61 chimneys checked, 51 were found to be occupied by 
swifts at the time of the visit; 10 were not.  Eight of the 10 inactive 
chimneys were visited on July 22 or later, suggesting it is possible at 
least some of these chimneys may have been used by swifts earlier in the 
season.   
 The 61 chimneys visited in 2020 tended to include those that are 
most likely to be used by swifts (i.e., had a good track record of relative-
ly recent swift usage), as well as those where access was most conven-
ient.   
 The 59 of 120 available chimneys not visited included some 
where observation would be more difficult now than in past years (e.g., 
due to growth of screening foliage, change of ownership, safety concerns, loss of access to optimal viewing location, 
etc.).  It is hoped that many of the 59 chimneys not visited in 2020, as well as the 10 found to be unoccupied in 2020 can 
be visited in 2021 to check for swift occupancy.  In the case of the eight unoccupied chimneys that were visited late in 
the nesting season, an effort will be made to conduct visits significantly earlier in the season than happened in 2020. 
 

What Can Be Learned from a Single Visit to a Chimney during Swift Season?  
  

 A single, one-hour evening monitoring visit (starting 30 minutes before sunset) is generally sufficient to confirm 
swift occupancy of a chimney, as well as to confirm the presence of a communal overnight roost on a particular day.  

 Determining occupancy for nesting purposes usually takes more effort and/or 
more precisely targeted timing of visits.  One way is to witness at least one entry or exit 
during a 1.5-to-2-hour daytime visit.  Another approach is to detect particular patterns of 
entries and exits during a 1.5-hour evening visit beginning 1 hour before sunset 
(sometimes starting 30 minutes before sunset is sufficient).  While such activities may 
suggest a chimney is in use for nesting purposes, they do not always mean that a serious 
nesting attempt is underway.  To reliably confirm that swifts are actually nesting may re-
quire several visits over a number of days and the observation of particular behaviours. 
 In 2020, monitoring visits were intended simply to determine occupancy of a 
chimney by swifts and not to confirm nesting activity.  Still, at approximately two dozen 
of the 61 chimneys visited, activity was observed that suggested nesting was likely taking 
place.  These observations, unfortunately, provide no information on the likelihood that 
any young actually fledged.  Based on observations from past years, it is believed that a 
significant number of London swift nests end in failure. 
 More details on the 13 chimneys that were monitored weekly are presented later 
(beginning on page 10).  Most of the other 48 chimneys received only one visit, which 
allowed much less information to be gleaned.  As indicated, swifts were not found to be 
using 10 of these chimneys.  At about two dozen of the remaining 38 chimneys, either one 
or two swifts was reported entering or exiting (about equal numbers of each type of obser-
vation).  This could indicate that one or two swifts had taken up residence in a chimney or 
that a nesting pair was present (one swift entering for the night might be a loner or could 
be a swift whose mate was already inside tending the nest).  At another dozen locations, 3, 
4 or 5 swifts ended up inside for the night.  An extra swift or two occupying a chimney 
might indicate helper birds assisting a nesting pair.   
 Several chimneys hosted slightly larger numbers of swifts.  Eleven swifts occupy-
ing a chimney on July 12 may represent a mid-summer mini-roost of non-breeders 
(Fluidesign, 1020 Elias).  Ten swifts using a chimney on July 31 (New to You store, 1018 
Dundas) might include some recently fledged young plus possibly other swifts occupying 
the chimney in a pre-migratory neighbourhood roost.  The same might also be the case for 
9 swifts using a chimney on August 7 (London Christian Academy, 85 Charles). 

 

Two chimneys on a South London account- 
ing firm were monitored on spec on Jul 23.  
The left one held no swifts while activity at 
the right one indicated the feeding of young. 

 

The unusual chimney at 
the London Christian 
Academy usually hosts 
a swift nest each year. 
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 In late July, August and early September, evening monitoring visits were 
paid to several chimneys that have very occasionally in past years hosted either 
small, short-lived neighbourhood roosts or large pre-migratory roosts.  The hope was 
to identify any that might be showing signs of developing into roosts in 2020.  Here 
are the results: 

• 1040 Dundas, McCulloch’s: Jul 19=2 
• 390 Princess, Woodfield Commons Apts: Jul 21=1 
• 1231 Richmond, Dorchester Apts: Jul 30=4 
• 423 Colborne, apts/businesses: Aug 7=0 
• 388 Dundas, former tax office: Aug 7=3 
• 1265 Richmond, Whitehall Apts: Aug 9=6, Sep 3=1 
• 520 Wellington, Centennial Apts: Aug 8=8, Sep 4=14 

 Only at Centennial Apts was there a hint of a communal roost, but the chim-
ney was not monitored in the weeks before or after September 4 to provide infor-
mation on any trend, whether upward or downward, that might have been underway. 
 
Weekly Tuesday-evening Monitoring, Nature London’s Flagship Swift Moni-
toring Program 
   

 For several years, weekly spring-to-fall monitoring at the same 13 chimneys 
has formed the centrepiece of London’s swift monitoring efforts.  (A gazillion thank-
you’s to Sandy Symmes for organizing this massive effort!)  See Table 1 (page 2)  
and Figure 1 (page 3) for locations. The accumulating data set allows comparisons 
to be made from year to year and highlights the proclivity of local swifts to frequent-
ly change preferred roosts in an unpredictable manner.  It also allows some infor-
mation to be gleaned regarding the simultaneous sharing of chimneys for the purpos-
es of nesting and of communal roosting by non-breeders.  For those chimneys where 
nesting attempts are made, length of nesting activity and sometimes even some infor-
mation on possible nest outcome can be obtained.    
 Perhaps most importantly, the combined tally of weekly counts at the same 
13 chimneys can provide information on the total number of swifts occupying the 
same suite of chimneys on the same night, week after week, and from year to year.  
These 13, all of which are chimneys that have a history of either serving as nest 
chimneys, or as some-time large communal roosts, or both, may be taken as a repre-
sentative sample of London chimneys occupied by swifts.  Caution is advised, however, in using these numbers as indi-
cators of population or population change: 

• Cold and/or rainy weather may cause swifts to enter chimneys early and affect counts on the designated monitoring 
evening (with one or two exceptions, weather was not a major issue during counts in 2020). 

• It is possible there are additional swift roosts in the city that we are not aware of that may, on any given night, host 
additional or even far larger numbers of swifts.  (In London, swifts of-
ten switch roosts from year to year, from season to season and even 
within a season, including non-breeders during the nesting season.) 

• As, during migration, swifts sometimes pass through the city in waves, 
whether count night happens to fall on a peak day or a trough day can 
have considerable influence on the tally obtained. 

• Since all counts/estimates are made by volunteers on the ground (rather 
than using technology such as video cameras or beam sensors), numbers 
submitted may vary considerably according to individual observers.   

• Size of roost, the speed and density of the entering swifts, lighting con-
ditions, etc. can all influence the calculation of the tally at a chimney.    

• In general, the larger the number of birds entering in a compressed peri-
od of time, the greater the percentage variation to be expected in the 
count/estimate made by different observers.   

• Quite often, tallies made by monitors counting independently differ by 
less than 10%, but it is not uncommon for the variation to be up to 30%.   

• It is not out of line, however, for two observers independently counting 
swifts entering the same roost chimney during the same time interval to 
submit counts that differ significantly.  In 2020, we are aware of three 
occasions when a count by one observer was more than twice as high as 
a count made by a second observer.   

  

 

In early September, the chim-
ney at Centennial Apts hosted 
a mini-roost. 

 

Counting large numbers of swifts sim-
ultaneously entering a chimney, es-
pecially under low light conditions, 
can be very challenging.  
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 In 2020, restrictions imposed by public health officials regarding presence and permitted activities in outdoor 
spaces within London caused a delay in starting the season’s monitoring.  The weekly evening program got underway at 
the 13 chimneys only on July 14.   This allowed data for 2020 to be captured during the last few weeks of the nesting 
season (approximately last two weeks of July and the first week or so of August) plus the full fall migration season.   
 (Nesting season and fall migration overlap by a few weeks but, if one wants to omit the nesting season and di-
vide the entire swift season into just two time periods, then the spring period can be considered to run until mid-July and 
the fall period to commence in mid-July.) 
 Formally organized counts at the 13 targeted London chimneys took place during the 11 weeks that ran from 
July 14 to September  22.  See Table 2 for nightly results for each chimney on each weekly count date.  Daily tallies at 
individual chimneys are combined in the right-hand column of the table.  
 By September 15, only one chimney remained occupied.  Four chimneys that had been empty for some weeks 
were dropped from the September 22 monitoring roster and weekly monitoring planned for September 29 was cancelled,  
since swifts were no longer being detected in the city.  In all, 139 monitoring visits were completed under the auspices 
of the regular Tuesday-night monitoring program at the 13 targeted chimneys.  
 Meanwhile, beginning in August, as roost sizes began to build, monitoring 
was carried out on several additional evenings at the larger roosts among the 13.  
The intent was to obtain a fuller picture of how numbers were changing between 
the formally organized Tuesday-evening counts.  Also, in early September, in ad-
vance of the expected release of hand-reared swifts, extra visits were made to 
Labatt’s and Smith Fruit, the two locations deemed most likely to have high num-
bers of swifts still present by the anticipated release date.   
 After mid-September, when only one chimney – Labatt’s – was hosting 
swifts, counts were made every second day, then daily, until it was determined that 
the last swifts had left London for the season.  The last monitored evening at 
Labatt’s was October 1, but swifts were last observed there on September 27 (2 
swifts).  

• In August, four extra monitoring visits were made to FSA-North, two to 
Hunt’s, four to Smith Fruit, five to Labatt’s and one to Huron.   

• In September, four extra monitoring visits were made to Smith Fruit and 20 to 
Labatt’s. 

• In October, one extra monitoring visit was made to Labatt’s.  
• eBird records provided extra data for Labatt’s: five monitoring visits in Au-

gust and one in September.  
 

All data from the extra visits to the 13 chimneys have been retained in Nature Lon-
don’s swift database and have also been submitted to the provincial database main-
tained by Ontario SwiftWatch. 
 

 Table 2.  Numbers of swifts spending the night in 13 monitored chimneys during 11 Tuesday evening counts, July 14 to 
September 22, 2020.    

 

A monitor awaits the arrival of 
swifts at the Smith Fruit chimney 
on Aug 29, 2020. 
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An Assessment of Swift Occupancy at the 13 Targeted Chimneys, mid-July to October 2020 
 

 Table 2 (page 8) shows the results of the counts at the 13 chimneys during the 11 Tuesday evenings from July 
14 to September 22.  Counts carried out at these chimneys between Tuesdays are included in the account for each chim-
ney (see later section, beginning on page 10). 
 During the monitoring period, seven chimneys held a serious roost (greater than 20 swifts) for at least a few 
weeks (South, Labatt’s, Smith Fruit, Phoenix, First-St. Andrew’s-North, Hunt’s and Huron).  In addition, mini-roosts 
(10 to 20 swifts) were found at three other locations for at least one week (King’s, Ryerson and Elborn).   
 The seven roost chimneys occupied in 2020 were the same ones that served as roosts in 2019, except that King’s 
held a roost in 2019 and FSA-N did not.  In 2019, short-duration mini-roosts were found at Ryerson and FSA-S.  
 In 2018, nine chimneys held serious roosts (South, King’s, Labatt’s, Smith Fruit, Phoenix, Ryerson, Elborn, 
Hunt’s and Huron), though the Ryerson roost was barely more than a mini-roost.   
 On September 1, 2020, eight chimneys held swifts, but only three of these contained more than 10 birds (64, 
478 and 602).  A week later (September 8), only four chimneys held swifts, the same three hosting the bulk of the birds 
(60, 351 and 720).   On September 15, just one chimney had swifts – 202; on September 22, that chimney held 2 swifts.  
 A look at three years of fall migration data (beginning mid-July) for the 13 chimneys shows that six chimneys 
(South, Labatt’s, Smith Fruit, Phoenix, Hunt’s and Huron) held roosts of greater than 20 swifts in all years though, in 
some cases, the duration of the roost was relatively short.  King’s hosted a roost in two years; and Ryerson (barely), El-
born and FSA-N did in one year.   
 In 2020, four roosts that held serious or mini-roosts during the last half of July were essentially empty by about 
mid-August: South, King’s, Phoenix and Ryerson.  Roosts at three chimneys that held few birds during July grew during 
August: Labatt’s, Smith Fruit and FSA-North.  The first two continued active into September.  The two largest roosts in 
the latter half of July followed different trajectories in August: Phoenix was empty by the middle of the month, while 
Hunt’s held good numbers until the end of the month.  Huron held a smallish but stable roost in the second half of July, 
which increased in size until mid-August and remained active into September.   
 A year-over-year comparison of the data for some of the main roost chimneys shows there are sometimes very 
different patterns of swift occupancy.  Here  are two examples:  In 2019, Labatt’s was essentially empty by mid-August 
but in 2020 it held good numbers throughout the month, peaked in early September as the largest roost in the city and 
remained active until about the middle of September, when it was the last roost in London to empty for the season.  
Phoenix, on the other hand, in 2020 was in decline during the second half of July and was empty by about the middle of 
August.  In 2019, it held good numbers into September and was the last roost in the city to harbour swifts.  
 Figure 2 presents the combined tallies for Tuesday-night counts at the 13 chimneys from mid-July to early Oc-
tober.  Equivalent data from 2018 and 2019 are included for comparative purposes. 

 

Figure 2.  Combined tallies for 13 chimneys during weekly monitoring mid-July to early October, 2018, 2019 and 2020.  
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 During the three July counts in 2020, the combined tally for the 13 chimneys held fairly steady, ranging from 
316 to 334.  Numbers rose steadily during August, peaking at 1166 and 1134 on the first two counts in September, then 
dropping rapidly by mid-September.  Very soon after, all known city roosts were essentially empty.   
 Figure 2 shows that the trajectory of combined tallies in 2020 falls between the trajectories exhibited in 2018 
and 2019.  (Data obtained on counts that took place between Tuesdays are not represented on this graph because most, if 
not all, of the other 13 chimneys were not monitored on those particular evenings.)   
 Peak numbers in 2020 were higher than in 2019 but lower than in 2018.  Peak counts occurred at about the same 
time in 2018 and 2020, but both years were later than in 2019.  After the peak, numbers in 2018 and 2020 began falling 
at about the same time, and fell off more rapidly than in 2019.  The last known date for chimney occupancy in London in 
2020 (September 27) was notably earlier than in 2019 (Oct 2) and 2018 (Oct 9). 
 Low peak numbers and a notably early departure of swifts from London in the fall of 2019 suggest that year may 
have been a poor one for swift productivity.  On the other hand, in 2018, high peaks that occurred about two weeks later 
might possibly indicate a better year for productivity.  The current year of 2020, though not as “good” as the big year of 
2018, is better than 2019.   
 

An Assessment of Swift Activity, by Chimney, at the 13 Targeted Chimneys, mid-July to October 2020 
 

 By mid-June, spring migration has generally petered out; in the next few weeks roost sizes may shrink further as 
a few more swifts move on to occupy other chimneys for nesting purposes (one pair per chimney), or to serve as helpers 
to established pairs.  Thus, late June and early July are usually the time when we see the lowest numbers of swifts occu-
pying communal roosts for the night.  These birds are not breeding, though why is not well understood.  Here are two 
possibilities: they may be first-year birds not yet mature enough to breed.  Or they might be older birds whose fitness 
levels following an arduous winter or migration journey or poor food availability when they first return to London render 
them insufficiently fit to make a nesting attempt this year.  In our sample of 13 chimneys, in 2019 about 300 swifts in 
total (range 284 to 344) were present in these 13 chimneys in late June and early July, most of them being non-breeders. 
 For 2020, we have scant data on numbers of swifts occupying the 13 chimneys in the late-June-to-early July pe-
riod (just one visit to each chimney).  Adding up totals counted during visits to individual chimneys on June 15, 16, 19, 
20, 21, 22, 23, 24 and Jul 4 yielded 240.  Five of the chimneys held roosts: Hunt’s, South, Huron, Phoenix and King’s.  
The remaining eight chimneys held from 1 to 5 swifts.  The largest roost by far was at Phoenix, which hosted 108 birds. 
 The month of July is roughly the time during which nesting swifts are busily feeding youngsters in their nest 
chimneys.  Few monitoring visits to the 13 chimneys prior to mid-July meant limited opportunities to observe activity 
related to possible nesting.  Nevertheless, the following can be reported: no evidence of nesting activity at two chimneys, 
ambiguous evidence at four chimneys, and probable nests at seven chimneys.  Of the seven, two were definite failures; 
the outcome of the other five is unknown.  
 By about mid-July, numbers at communal roosts of non-breeders usually start to trend upward, as some swifts 
leave their nest chimneys and join the non- and post-breeding fraternity.   
 The following section looks at individual chimneys for evidence of roosts, as well as indications of nesting activ-
ity.  Observations of Common Nighthawks and Barn Swallows are included (both are species at risk).  For additional 
information on these two species, plus raptors, bats and other species seen near these chimneys, see pages 26 to 28.  
 

South Collegiate, 371 Tecumseh Ave 
  

 See Table 2 (page 8) and Fig-
ure 3.  This roost was active during 
spring migration, peaking at 73 on 
May 18 (see page 4, 2nd paragraph).  
A small roost was present as migration 
was transitioning to the nesting season 
(26 swifts on June 15).  There is no 
information on changes in roost num-
bers during the next four weeks or so.   
 The July 14 tally of 26 swifts 
rose to 49 on August 4, then dropped 
to 16 on August 11 and 1 on August 
18.  The chimney was empty for the 
rest of the season.  By comparison, in 
2019, numbers built from 30 on July 
17 to 167 on August 21, then declined 
to 108 on September 4 and 1 on Sep-
tember 18, after which the chimney 
was empty.  
 In 2020, from mid-July on-
ward, three London chimneys that tra-

 

Figure 3.  Numbers of swifts roosting in the South Collegiate chimney, mid-
July to September, 2016 to 2020.   
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ditionally serve as swift roosts exhibited somewhat parallel patterns of declin-
ing numbers, leading to the chimneys being empty by about mid-August.   Of 
the three, Phoenix held the largest roost (123 on July 14), followed by South 
(peaking at 49 on August 4) and King’s (high of 16 on July 14).   
 Figure 3 shows that, during the five-year period from 2016 to 2020, 
the lowest peak in numbers of swifts using the South chimney occurred in 
2020.  The roost at South also emptied significantly earlier in 2020 than in 
other years, except for 2018.   
 Some years an inverse relationship has been noted between swift 
counts at South and those at Labatt’s, which is located across the river to the 
north, about 800 m away.  When numbers are rising at Labatt’s, they are often 
falling at South, and vice versa.  In 2020, that pattern was generally followed 
from mid-July to mid-August, when counts at Labatt’s increased from 2 to 235 
and counts at South declined from 26 to 1 (with a peak of 49 in between).   
 Though very little information is available, during May, June and the 
first half of July, there was no clear evidence to suggest any nesting activity in 
this chimney.  After weekly monitoring began on July 14, no behaviour was 
observed that might suggest a nesting attempt was underway.   
 In past years, there has generally been little to indicate any sustained 
nesting efforts in this chimney.   
 One nighthawk was observed on September 1. 
 

King’s University College, Wemple Building, 266 Epworth Ave 
  

 Table 2 (page 8) and Figure 4 show the results of counts at King’s in 2020, from mid-July on.  Aside from the 
23 swifts that entered the chimney on June 23, no information is available prior to the start of weekly monitoring on July 
14, when 16 swifts were counted.  Thereafter numbers gradually fell.  The chimney was empty by August 18, except for 
a lone swift that occupied it on September 1.   
 With the exception of 2016 and 2017, numbers at King’s after mid-July have always been below 100, but counts 
were by far the lowest in 2020.  In all five years, the chimney has been empty during the entire month of September.  In 
the weeks after the chimney became empty in 2020, monitors sometimes noticed swifts flying overhead that did not en-
ter the King’s chimney.   
 There was no indication of nesting activity during the June 23 monitoring visit, nor was there any after weekly 
monitoring commenced on July 14.  This is typical for this chimney, which most years does not host a nesting pair.   
 King’s has always been one of the more reliable locations for observing nighthawks, particularly in migration.  
The year 2020 was especially good, with a high of 22 nighthawks counted passing overhead on September 8 and lesser 
numbers tallied on several other dates (Aug 11=1, Aug 18=2, Aug 25=6, Sep 15=1), for a total of 32 individual birds.  
 King’s is also known, year after year, as a good place to find nesting Barn Swallows (especially perching on 
windowsills and under the awnings of the Wemple Building).  They were noted during the June 23 visit and also on July 
28 and August 11.  Birds seen on the two latter dates may have been members of migrating flocks. 
 Monitors often report a variety of other birds at King’s, as the proximity to the wooded slopes of the river corri-
dor makes this ideal habitat for wildlife. 

 

View of the chimney at South Colle-
giate from the raised parking deck. 

  

Figure 4.  Numbers of swifts roosting in the King’s University College 
Wemple Building chimney, mid-July to September 2016 to 2020.  

 The chimney of the Wemple Building at 
King’s College, viewed from the southeast.  
In 2020, monitors parked on the street and 
observed from the lawn. 
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Labatt’s Garage/Warehouse, 183 Simcoe St (opposite 195 Grey St) 
  

 Table 2 (page 8) and Figure 5 present information on 2020 swift use of the Labatt’s chimney from mid-July on.  
Although scant information is available during May and June, it is believed there was no roost of non-breeders present, 
certainly not a large one.  A small roost began to develop in late July (Jul 14=2, Jul 21=5, Jul 28=12); it is possible that 
some of the birds in the early nucleus of this roost were fledged young from the Labatt’s chimney (if the nest there was 
successful).   During Tuesday-night counts, numbers increased steadily through August, peaking at 720 on September 8.  
Thereafter the decline was rapid: 202 on September 15 and just 2 on September 22.     
 The tally of 720 on September 8 was the largest count for any chimney in the city during Tuesday-evening moni-
toring in 2020.  (See next paragraph for counts on additional dates.)  Labatt’s was the last known London chimney to be 
occupied in 2020 (September 27).   
 Because it was realized early on that Labatt’s was trending to be a significant fall roost in 2020, monitors made 
many extra monitoring visits to enjoy the spectacle of large numbers of swifts pouring into the chimney and also to gath-
er data on numbers of swifts using the chimney between Tuesdays.  Here is what they found: Aug 21=275, Aug 
22=>211, Aug 26=293, Aug 29=456, 
Sep 2=669, Sep 3=1233, Sep 4=531, 
Sep 5=174 [poor weather], Sep 7=531, 
Sep 10=415, Sep 12=317, Sep 14=150, 
Sep 17=59, Sep 19=4, Sep 20=6, Sep 
21=2, Sep 23=0, Sep 24=4, Sep 25=0, 
Sep 26=0, Sep 27=2, Sep 28=0, Sep 
29=0, Sep 30=0, Oct 1=0.  Additional 
roost counts at Labatt’s were obtained 
from eBird: Aug 16=24, Aug 17=115, 
Aug 18=131, Aug 21=245, Aug 
27=226, Sep 3=625.   
 When the two counts made on 
September 3 were averaged, a tally of 
929 was obtained, the highest recorded 
count in London in 2020. 
 A comparison with counts 
done at Labatt’s in past years is reveal-
ing.  As shown in Figure 5, in August 
and September of 2016 and 2019, the 
Labatt’s chimney was empty, but in 
2017, 2018 and 2020, it held a large 
roost.   This pattern of inconsistent 
seasonal and annual occupancy of even 
the largest and most significant Lon-
don roosts is something we’ve ob-
served many times over the years.   
 Observations of up to 4 swifts 
entering the chimney during the last 
two weeks of May and 1 entering on 
June 16 suggest there may have been a 
nesting effort underway.  In the second 
half of July, entries and exits observed 
in the early part of watches at this 
chimney also tend to support the possi-
bility of nesting, though no infor-
mation is available on possible out-
come.  Swifts have nested in the 
Labatt’s chimney in past years, but not 
every year. 
 No nighthawks were observed 
on regular Tuesday monitoring visits, 
but several other evenings produced 
records. The most significant was 26 
nighthawks passing over on August 
26.  Other records: Aug 21=3, Aug 
29=1, Sep 7=1, Sep 29=1. 
 

 

 

Figure 5.  Numbers of swifts roosting in the Labatt’s chimney, mid-July to 
September, 2016 to 2020.  

Swift monitors at Labatt’s were sometimes treated to spectacular sunsets.  
This one occurred on September 2, 2020.  
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Smith Fruit, 22 Maitland St 
  

 Table 2 (page 8) and 
Figure 6 present data for the 
Smith Fruit chimney.  The 
first 2020 visit was not made 
until June 19, when 3 swifts 
entered for the night.  There 
is no indication the chimney 
had harboured a roost during 
spring migration.  This chim-
ney has been monitored every 
fall since 2004.  Unlike other 
major London roost chimneys 
that are used for fall roosts 
some years but not others, 
Smith Fruit can be consistent-
ly counted on to have fall oc-
cupancy for some portion of 
the period between late July 
and late September.    
 In 2020, the first evi-
dence a roost was building 
came on August 4, after 
which numbers increased steadily to peak at 478 on September 1.  A 
week later the tally was still 351, but it had fallen to 0 by the following 
week.   
 The 2020 peak occurred very close to the peak dates in other 
recent years and was the second highest peak number recorded at 
Smith Fruit in the last five years.  This location was also the second 
most significant fall roost chimney in London this year.    
 Because roost numbers at Smith Fruit were steadily climbing 
during August, extra monitoring visits were made, with the following 

results: Aug 23=213, Aug 
27=369, Aug 29=326, Sep 
4=278, Sep 6=285, Sep 
7=433, Sep 11=62. 
 Behaviour observed 
during the June 19 visit sug-
gested a nesting attempt, but 
activity during monitoring 
sessions in the second half 
of July was ambiguous so it 
is impossible to know what 
was going on inside the 
chimney.  If a nesting at-
tempt was made, it appears 
to have failed. 
 Several nighthawks 
were observed: Jul 21=1, 
Jul 28=2, Aug 23=3, Aug 
27=2, Sep 7=1, Sep11=1. 
 Besides swifts, the most notable birds at Smith Fruit were House Spar-
rows, which kept up a constant chirping until they retired for the night (earlier 
than the swifts did).  Close proximity to the well-vegetated river corridor made 
this area great habitat for many other bird species.  Among those reported were 
Gray Catbird and Great Blue Heron.    
 Because of its location in a quiet area with good natural cover nearby, 
Smith Fruit is a desirable location for releasing hand-reared juvenile swifts.  
Since numbers in this chimney remained strong into early September it served 
as the site of a release on September 8 (see page 25). 
 

 

 

 

Figure 6.  Numbers of swifts roosting in the Smith Fruit chimney, mid-July to Sep-
tember, 2016 to 2020.  

Our youngest monitor, seven-year old Jack, 
with clipboard in hand, waits for swifts to ar-
rive at Smith Fruit.  

The chimney at Smith Fruit has not 
been used for heating purposes for 
many years.  Though the chimney is 
not maintained and the top edge is 
crumbling, it remains one of the most 
significant chimneys in London for 
Chimney Swifts.   
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Phoenix Building, 300 Wellington St 
  

 Data for the Phoenix chimney are presented in Table 2 (page 8).  On June 22, the chimney held 108 swifts.  On 
July 14, the tally was 123.  Thereafter numbers fell steadily until the chimney was empty on August 18.  It is not known 
whether there was a roost here during spring migration but it is a possibility, since there were good numbers of swifts 
present in late June.   
 Figure 7 illustrates three years of data from mid-July to early October.  Regular, organized monitoring did not 
commence at Phoenix until late September of 2017.  For three years running (2017 to 2019), Phoenix was the last Lon-
don chimney to hold swifts, and the only one occupied into October.   
 Patterns of August-to-October swift occupancy at Phoenix vary dramatically from year to year.  In 2017 it held a 
sizeable roost during the first 10 days of October.  In 2018, the chimney was almost empty during August but rallied in 
mid-September to hold a good-sized roost.  In mid-August of 2019, it held the biggest London roost of the fall season 
and generally maintained good numbers through late September.  In contrast, in 2020, Phoenix was empty from mid-
August to the end of the season.  
 Though it is possible there was a nesting attempt here, evidence is ambiguous and is confounded by the presence 
of a roost of non-breeders during both the June 22 visit and the weekly visits that started on July 14. 
 Homeless people often congregated in the Tim Horton’s parking lot, the usual viewing location for the Phoenix 
chimney.  To ensure safety and distancing, monitors sometimes observed from a different location. 
 

 

Old Hunt’s/Flanagan’s Building, 471 (formerly 551) Nightingale Ave 
(Nova Craft Canoe) 
  

 Table 2 (page 8) and Figure 8 (page 15) show results for the old 
Hunt’s Building.  The 43 swifts counted on June 15 suggest the chimney 
may have held a roost during the spring migration period, which would have 
ended about a week or less earlier.   
 From a count of 123 on July 14, numbers remained relatively stable 
for a number of weeks, then dipped before increasing to peak at 153 on Au-
gust 25.  After that, the decline was steep; only 9 birds were counted on Sep-
tember 1 and none the following week.   
 Two between-Tuesday visits were 
made to Hunt’s: Aug 8=126 and Aug 15=68. 

 

Figure 7.  Numbers of swifts roosting in the Phoenix chimney, mid-July to Octo-
ber, 2017 to 2020.  

 

The Phoenix chimney, as seen from 

the car rental parking lot to the south.  

 

 

At the Hunt’s Building, a short, squat chim-
ney located atop a tall building makes it a 
challenge to detect nesting activity, be-
cause swifts can so easily sneak in or out 
by just clearing the rim on the back side of 
the chimney.  
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 Compared to 2018 and 
2019, the pattern of occupancy in 
2020 was more or less similar, 
with some variation in when 
peaks occurred.  In all three 
years, the chimney held a good-
sized roost during the second half 
of July and was empty by very 
early in September, remaining so 
for the rest of the season.  From 
mid-July to early August 2020, 
Hunt’s was the only London 
roost to consistently hold more 
than 100 swifts.   
 On August 25, 4 swifts 
were observed chasing a crow, 
indicating they consider this spe-
cies a threat and will mob it, as 
they do for raptors.  
 It is possible that a nest-
ing effort was made here, but 
evidence was ambiguous.  The 
great height of this chimney above the ground (six storeys) makes it difficult to see all entries and exits, especially those 
that take place towards the rear of the chimney. 
 

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

 See Table 2 (page 8) and Figure 9.  It is not known whether a spring migratory roost may have occupied this 
chimney but the presence of 19 swifts on June 20 suggests this might have been a possibility.  The number stood at 26 on 
July 14, remained in the same ball park for a few weeks, then began to strongly increase in early August to peak at 153 
on August 18.  After that, numbers declined and the chimney was empty by mid-September. 
 Though it was significantly smaller (64 and 60 swifts), Huron was one of only three London chimneys that held 
a roost on the first two counts in September.   
 Compared to 2018 and 2019, the Huron chimney reached peak fall numbers at about the same time, around the 
second or third week of August.  The 2020 peak was similar in size to that of 2019, but about half the top number at-
tained in 2018.  The pattern of occupancy during the last half of July was quite different among the three years.  During 
that period, the roost was essentially empty in 2019, held modest numbers 
in 2020 and harboured a substantial roost in 2018. 

Behaviour observed on June 20 suggests a nesting pair may have 
been present during that visit but there was no indication of nesting activi-
ty in the three monitoring sessions in the second half of July.  If a nesting 
attempt was made in 2020, it would have been noteworthy, as this chim-
ney does not have much of a track record for hosting nesting swifts.  

 

Figure 8.  Numbers of swifts roosting in the Hunt’s chimney in 2018, ’19 and 2020.  

 

Figure 9.  Numbers of swifts roosting in Huron College in ’18, ’19 and ’20.  

 

The Huron chimney from the north, near 
the door into the courtyard.  
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One supplementary monitoring visit was made to Huron: Aug 30=104. 
Nighthawks were noted on five monitoring visits: Jul 21=1, Jul 28=2, Aug 4=2, Aug 30=2, Sep 1=1.  The late 

July / early August sightings may be of birds that nested on campus.  In 2020, the only other London location where 
nighthawks were observed during the tail end of the breeding season (last two weeks of July) was Smith Fruit.   

Six Barn Swallows were seen on June 20, suggesting there may have been three or more pairs nesting around the 
building.   

 

Ryerson Public School, 940 Waterloo St 
  

See Table 2 (page 8) and Figure 10 for results for Ryerson.  Two swifts spent the night inside on June 24 and 3 
on July 14.  Entry and exit behaviours around the chimney on June 24, and July 14 and 21 suggest the chimney was like-
ly occupied for nesting purposes.  In late July and early August a mini-roost developed (max of 13 on Aug 4).  Occu-
pants may have been the family from Ryerson (if, indeed, the nest was successful in fledging any young) plus neighbour-

ing swifts that had completed their nesting efforts for the season and had joined 
this small roost before moving on to be part of larger pre-migratory roosts assem-
bling at other city chimneys.   
            Ryerson also harboured some roosting activity in 2017, 2018 and 2019.  
In 2017, the chimney was first visited when the roost already contained more 
than 60 swifts.  It is not known whether numbers may have peaked at a higher 
level in the preceding weeks.  
            In 2018 and 2019, Ryerson roosts were very small and relatively short-
lived; these were active in mid-August to early September, much later in the sea-
son than in 2020.  In recent years there have been no signs of the fall roosts of 
hundreds of swifts that were found at Ryerson more than a decade ago.   
              During fall nighthawk migration, the following records were noted: Aug 
25=3, Sep 22=1. 

 

Elborn College, 1201 Western Rd 
 

 For results for Elborn see Table 2 (page 8) and Figure 11 (page 17). Counts on  June 21 and June 27 yielded 5 
and 4 swifts.  Six birds overnighted there on July 14.   
 Behaviour on June 21 suggested a mated pair.  Entry and exit behaviour observed during the last half of July and 
the first two weeks of August could also be associated with nesting activity.  The usual number of swifts in for the night 
(4 to 6) during this period was generally more than the expected pair plus possibly one helper.  The presence of these 
extra birds makes it difficult to interpret what might be taking place inside the chimney by way of a possible nesting ef-
fort.   
            This pattern is generally similar to the situation at Elborn in other years, when there were usually more swifts 
present than typical for a nesting operation but too few to constitute a serious roost, making it very challenging to try to 
distinguish nesting behaviours from roosting activity.   
 A small bulge in numbers (11) occurred on Aug 25.  Numbers were strong (116) that night at the Huron chim-
ney, located about 600 metres to the north.  Perhaps Elborn benefited from extra migrating swifts being in town.   

 

 

Figure 10.  Numbers of swifts roosting in Ryerson School in 2017, 2018, 2019 
and 2020.  

The Ryerson chimney as viewed 
from the parking lot, located to 
the southeast of the building.  
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 In 2019, a small uptick in numbers was also noted at Elborn, this time much earlier in the season: Jul 3=10 and 
Jul 10=12.  In 2018, somewhat larger numbers of swifts generally made use of the Elborn chimney during much of the 
period from mid-July to early September.   
 Two observations were made of nighthawks during their fall migration period: Sep 8=1, Sep 15=4.  
 A Barn Swallow was seen on June 21, possibly a member of the pair that usually nests in the alcove that shelters 
the north-side doorway.  
  

First-St. Andrew’s United Church, 350 Queens Ave 
  

 See Table 2 (page 8) for weekly data on these chimneys.  See photo and 
insets for locations of chimneys monitored (FSA-SE and FSA-NE near two corners 
of the sanctuary roof, and FSA-N and FSA-S on the administrative wing).   
 Due to the COVID-19 pan-
demic, activities and events at the 
church building were cancelled for 
most of the swift-monitoring season.  
This meant the church parking lot 
(located east of the church buildings) 
was empty of cars on Tuesday eve-
nings, which enabled monitors to 
have access to a superior viewing 
location for the two chimneys on the 
administrative wing.  See photo and 
insets (page 18).   
 Homeless people were often 
present on the FSA property during 
the summer of 2020, usually camp-
ing for the night on the front door-
step and in the alcove behind the 
organ pipe sculpture beside the atri-
um entrance to the administrative 
wing.  Appreciating the importance 
of physical distancing, they general-
ly kept to themselves and stayed a 
respectful distance from monitors.  
Swift monitors were also able to 
maintain their distance from the few 
other people using the church 
grounds. 

 

Figure 11.  Numbers of swifts roosting at Elborn College, 2018, 2019 and 2020.  

 

The Elborn chimney from the 
parking lot.  

 

The four chimneys monitored at First-St. Andrew’s in 2020.  Left to right: On the 
sanctuary roof: SE round slim chimney and NE round slim chimney; on the ad-
ministrative wing: big square N chimney with two protruding tiles and S rectan-
gular chimney (three shafts, cross motif in front).    
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 Three chimneys (FSA-NE, FSA-N and FSA-
S) were checked on June 13.  These three, plus FSA-
SE, were checked on the evening of July 4.  The 
number of swifts in for the night ranged from 1 to 3 
per chimney.  Additional daytime and/or evening 
checks were made on June 30, and July 4 and 5.  It 
seems highly improbable that FSA-N, which has 
sometimes hosted a roost in the past, served in this 
capacity in the spring of 2020.   
 On the evening of July 4, a drone was flying 
over and around the church buildings and grounds. 
When swifts were actively foraging and socializing in 
the same airspace as the drone, aside from avoiding 
collisions, they generally seemed not to be disturbed 
by the presence of the drone amongst them.   
 There appear to have been nesting attempts at 
FSA-NE, FSA-N and FSA-S, though outcomes are 
not known.  FSA-NW, though not officially moni-
tored, seems to have had some degree of swift occu-
pancy (e.g., Aug 5 and 12). 
 Four church chimneys were monitored week-
ly from July 14 to September 15, by which time all 
had been empty for at least two weeks.  Additional 
evening monitoring visits were made to some or all of 
the four chimneys on August 5, 12, 21 and 31.   
 Two American Kestrels and a recently 
fledged offspring were first noticed hanging around 
the church on July 3.  During subsequent watches 
until August 25, two to three kestrels were regularly 
seen, often perching for considerable lengths of time 
on various church features.  Almost invariably, they 
were ignored by the swifts.   
 Two Merlins that were around during watches on August 31 and September 1 and 8 posed a serious danger to 
the swifts and may have contributed to the abandonment of the roost sooner than might otherwise have been the case. 
 For additional information on monitoring at FSA in 2020, see following sections.  
 

FSA-SE:  On July 4, 12 minutes after sunset, a pair of swifts travelling together entered FSA-SE for the night.  Ten 
minutes later, this chimney was buzzed by a recreational drone that had been operating on the church property that even-
ing, without authorization.  Soon after, one swift left the FSA-SE chimney and did not return for the night.  No further 
occupancy of this chimney was detected during weekly evening and occasional daytime visits from mid-July to mid-
September.  While the two swifts using the chimney on July 4 appeared to be a pair, there is no clear evidence to indicate 
that a nesting attempt was underway.   
 In 2019, an active nest was present in this chimney.  On July 9, behaviour consistent with the feeding of young 
under one week of age was observed.  Swifts overnighted in the chimney on July 10.  By July 16, the nest had failed and 
the parents had abandoned the chimney for the season.  
 

FSA-NE:  A pair seemed to be occupying the chimney on June 13.  Entries and exits observed during two visits (one 
daytime, one evening) on July 4 and one on July 5 are consistent with occupancy for nesting purposes.  The three regular 
monitoring visits during the last half of July detected behaviours generally consistent with probable nesting activity.  
Two swifts spent the night in the chimney on August 4 and 5, but it was empty on August 11 and 12 and on subsequent 
visits.  The outcome of the probable nest is unknown. 
 In 2019, it is thought one or two swifts may have successfully fledged from the nest in this chimney. 
 

FSA-N:  The large, more-or-less square FSA-N chimney has two flues (the north one being larger than the south one).  
Each flue is topped by a protruding tile.  The traditional viewing location for this chimney has been in the vicinity of the 
church driveway in front (south) of the administrative wing.  When this chimney is viewed from the south, the south tile 
obscures the view of the north/rear tile, which is the tile through which swifts enter.  From this viewing location, the 
height and distance of the chimney also make it difficult to determine whether swifts drop behind the chimney or drop 
into it.  From the driveway-area viewing location, it is therefore easy to miss swift entries and exits.   
 The view of swift activity at FSA-N is much clearer from the parking lot, located to the east of the administrative 
wing.  Here the two flues are visible side by side, rather than one behind the other.  When the chimney is viewed from 
the parking lot, swifts enter the right (rear) flue.  The parking lot location also provides better visibility of swifts that 
drop behind the chimney.  In 2020, volunteers were encouraged to monitor FSA-N from the parking lot. 

 

S 
N 

Monitoring the FSA-N and FSA-S chimneys from lawn chairs 
set up near the gate in the chain link fence on the north side 
of the church parking lot. 
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 Three swifts spent the night in this chimney on June 13.  Evening visits on July 4 and 5 indicated it was still oc-
cupied, and possibly contained a nest whose eggs had not yet hatched.  Behaviours observed on July 14 and 21 were 
consistent with young being fed inside the chimney.  Visits on July 28 and August 4 were ambiguous regarding the sta-
tus of a possible nesting attempt, but a visit on August 5 suggested a nesting effort might have still been in progress.  The 
development of a roost, beginning on July 28 made it difficult to discern activity that might be associated with nesting.  
Whether any swifts might have fledged from this nest is unknown.  
 See Figure 12.  As indicated, a roost began to develop on July 28, increasing from 12 swifts to 143 on August 
25.  Subsequently, numbers fell off sharply: 
to 12 on August 31, 3 on September 1, and 0 
on September 8.   
 It is thought that the rapid abandon-
ment of this roost may have been at least 
partly related to two Merlins that were hang-
ing around the chimney on August 31 and 
September 1 and 8.  Swifts were observed 
chasing/mobbing Merlins and being pursued 
by Merlins (no successful predation was wit-
nessed) during all three of these monitoring 
sessions.  When not in flight, the Merlins 
perched close by, taking advantage of numer-
ous excellent perching sites near the FSA-N 
chimney, including trees, other FSA chim-
neys, roof edges, ridges, steeple, carved al-
coves, parapets, and other decorative fea-
tures,   Only 3 swifts entered for the night on 
September 1, though up to 20 were present 
circling in the vicinity of the chimney.  None 
entered on September 8, though 4 swifts were 
circling in the area around sunset.   
 It is generally considered that all 
swifts (including recently fledged juveniles) are particularly vulnerable to Merlin predation when gathering to head into 
a roost and especially when actually entering.  Several factors may be involved.  When swifts are present in relatively 
high densities, it may be easier for a Merlin to target, pursue and grab a swift.  When swifts are actually descending, they 
slow slightly and are also travelling in a predictable direction, which would also increase their chances of being caught.    
 During the three watches when Merlins were a factor, many of the swifts’ comings and goings were in a north-
westerly direction.  Centennial Apts, a 10-storey apartment building, is located about one block away in that direction.  It 
was visited on August 8 (8) and September 4 (14).  More frequent visits to this chimney might have shed some light on 
whether swifts vacating FSA-N might have been moving to the Centennial Apts chimney. 
 FSA-N has a very inconsistent history of being used as a late-summer communal roost.  There was an uncon-
firmed report of a roost of about 100 swifts here in early September of 2006.  In 2017, a roost of 124 swifts was discov-
ered on August 19.  It was monitored five times; numbers dropped over the next few weeks and the chimney was empty 
on September 6 and 12.  There was no fall roost in either 2018 or 2019. 
 In 2018, FSA-N hosted a spring roost that peaked at 79 on May 23.  There are no other records of spring roosts 
at FSA-N.  There was no spring roost in 2019, though 9 swifts were tallied on May 22, 2019. 
 

FSA-S: The rectangular FSA-S chimney has three flues, none of which has a protruding tile.  The traditional viewing 
area, near the curved driveway in front of the administrative wing, presents a view of the wide, south side of the chim-
ney.  Swifts usually enter the flue at the west end of the chimney (the left end, when seen from near the driveway).  The 
chimney does not rise very much above the peaked roof and small decorative cross in front of it, which limits views of 
approaching and departing swifts.  From the viewing location by the driveway, it is often not easy to distinguish between 
swifts that drop into the chimney and those that drop behind.  It is also hard to detect swifts that exit the chimney by just 
clearing the rim of the chimney and heading north (i.e., behind the church).   
 The view from the parking lot shows the narrow, east end of the chimney, as well as the wide north side of the 
chimney.  Being able to see two sides of the chimney at once, instead of just one, improves the chances of detecting 
swifts as they enter or leave the chimney.  The parking lot vantage point also provides a better view of swift activity tak-
ing place on the north side of the chimney.  In 2020, monitors were urged to observe this chimney from a spot near the 
fence along the north side of the parking lot.  
 A visit on June 13 indicated that the chimney was being used by a pair of swifts engaged in nesting activities.  
Further observations on June 30 and July 3, 4 and 5 were consistent with a nest being tended.  Monitoring visits from 
July 14 to August 4 suggest continued activity related to nesting but no information is available on the possible outcome.  
The chimney was empty on August 11 and thereafter.  
 The previous year, in 2019, there was probably a successful nest in this chimney.   

 

Figure 12.  Numbers of swifts roosting at First-St. Andrew’s-North in 
2017 and 2020.  
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The Ongoing Quest to Improve Accuracy and Precision in Counting/
Estimating Swift Numbers 
  

 Back in September of 2003, our London group made its first tentative 
efforts to identify local roost chimneys and count swifts as they entered for the 
night.  Almost immediately we recognized that accurately counting hundreds of 
fast-moving swifts as they poured into a chimney is no easy task (think waterfall 
in the middle of a whirling merry-go-round).  Even when numbers are neither 
large nor compressed into surges that are entering simultaneously, it can be very 
difficult, especially in a split second, to distinguish between swifts that are diving 
behind a chimney and those that are dropping inside.  In general, the larger the 
number of swifts involved, the more difficult it is to obtain an accurate tally.  
Lighting conditions and the viewing location also play a role. 
 Since 2003, our perpetual quest has been to find better ways to more ac-
curately document swift numbers.  We try all the tricks we can think of – count-
ing by 5s or 10s or 20s; having one person count and one record; having two or 
more people count independently and average the results; counting from different 
locations/angles; counting together simultaneously; using hand clickers; jotting 
down accumulating numbers during lulls and adding them up later; focusing bin-
oculars on the rim of the chimney as light levels dwindle . . . .   Some of these 
ideas, and others, have come from the volunteer counters.  Each suggestion we 
hope makes a contribution to improving overall count accuracy. 
 The tips included in almost every weekly monitors’ update of 2020 attest 
to our commitment to trying to get the most accurate numbers we can.  Monitors 
are an amazing group and do a remarkable job of coming up with the best possi-
ble estimates/counts under very challenging circumstances.  But swifts are slip-
pery little gaffers.  Even at a nest-only chimney with no more than two or three 
birds present, a departing swift can sometimes sneak over the back rim of the 
chimney and evade detection.   
 The fact remains: counting swifts is not always easy or straightforward.  
We are humbled and endlessly grateful for the dedication of monitors to doing 
their very best.   
 We have learned that it is not out of the ordinary for two volunteers 
counting the same swifts at the same time from the same general location to 
sometimes come up with widely differing tallies; sometimes one will be more 
than twice as high as the other.  In such cases, unless there are reasons to do oth-
erwise, we average the results, as we have no idea which count might be closer to 
the real number.  In general, however, it is thought (without any real proof) that it is more likely for counters to tend to 
count/estimate a little high rather than a little low.   
 We all silently cheer on those nights when lighting is ideal and swifts drop in in an orderly fashion, well spread 
out, by ones or twos or in small, easily counted groups, with no last-second changes of mind to stay out a little longer, 
take a few more spins and come back for a few more almost-entries.  On such occasions it is relatively easy to count 
swifts fairly accurately, even if there are a lot of them.  Some of us then breathe a thank-you to the swifts for their coop-
eration and also put in a request that they do the same every night (and fervently wish they would).    
 The counts we do, as imperfect as they sometimes are, are of vital importance to swift conservation.  The num-
bers we submit each year to the provincial database maintained by Ontario SwiftWatch are used by federal government 

scientists and other professional biologists in the calculation of population 
trends in swifts in Ontario and Canada.  These trends help inform conser-
vation decisions.   
 This is the 18th year we have been monitoring swift roosts in Lon-
don.  Today, with the addition of a few tweaks along the way, we are using 
pretty much the same counting methodology as back in 2003.  Over the 
years, the London swift group has repeatedly urged Birds Canada (Ontario 
SwiftWatch) and other professional biologists in the field of swift research 
to develop more accurate ways of counting swifts at chimneys and of cal-
culating population trends based on such counts.  We continue to so urge.  
 In the meantime, sincere thanks to each of you for putting forth 
your finest efforts to come up with the best possible count or estimate.  We 
have all become very fond of these sleek little black birds swirling over-
head and then racing down into the abyss of a large chimney. Without vol-
unteer monitors doing the essential work we do, there would be very little 
known about swift numbers at Ontario roosts.   
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Comparing September Counts in Recent Years with Those of a Decade or More Ago 
 

  Knowing that Chimney Swifts are designated Threatened in Canada due to severe population declines, London 
swift monitors often ask what our London chimney counts are telling us about local swift population trends.  The usual 
response is that such calculations are best left to the experts at the Canadian Wildlife Service (CWS) and Ontario Swift-
Watch (Birds Canada).  They have a far larger pool of data with which to work (Canada for CWS, and Ontario for OSW) 
and have statisticians to crunch the numbers in scientifically defensible ways.     
 CWS analyses data from the National Roost Monitoring Program (aka NRMP / spring blitz).  This consists of 
chimney counts carried out simultaneously at chimneys across the country on four designated evenings in late May and 
early June (to approximately coincide with spring migration for swifts).  In using the data to determine population trends, 
the usual approach seems to be to discard data from chimneys where counts are four or fewer, then average the number 
of swifts per chimney for the remaining chimneys.  In 2019, such data indicated Canada’s swift populations are stable or 
slightly increasing (statistically significant).  The population sampled for this trend consists of adult swifts that have 
overwintered in South America and made it back to Canada for the nesting season.  Due to the pandemic, the NRMP / 
spring blitz did not take place in 2020.  
 Ontario SwiftWatch (Birds Canada) uses data collected at chimneys across Ontario to develop population trends 
for Ontario.   In 2019 OSW reported that, from 2006 to 2019, the number of swifts counted in Ontario during the spring 
blitz remained stable or increased slightly, with the 2019 season being cited for showing particularly high numbers.   
 Ontario SwiftWatch assessed mid-July-to-early-October roost monitoring data from its files for the period 2006 
to 2019.  It averaged the number of swifts reported per chimney surveyed to develop a fall trend for the species.  In 2019, 
the trend showed number of fall migrants was declining slightly (though not statistically significant).  OSW speculates 
the downward trend may indicate a problem with recruitment of young swifts into the population, i.e., over time, fewer 
swifts are being successfully raised to fledging.   
 We note that determining a population trend based on the average number of swifts using a chimney (with 
counts of fewer than four swifts omitted) may lead to skewed results in certain situations.  Here is a simple example.   

• If a total of 250 swifts was distributed among five chimneys, the average per chimney would be 50 swifts.   
• If a total of 200 swifts was distributed between two chimneys, the average per chimney would be 100 swifts.   
• Since the average number of swifts per chimney increased from 50 to 100, it could be interpreted that the population 

is increasing.   
• A more careful look at the numbers, however, shows that the total numbers actually decreased from 250 to 200.   

 

A Tentative Look at London Data since 2003 
 

 Although I am no statistician and the London swift database is not large, I have decided to assemble some of our 
London data to see if any patterns might be discerned “by eye” regarding the numbers of swifts counted in London over 
the years.  See Table 3 (page 22).  First, it should be cautioned that there are many inconsistencies and anomalies in our 
data set and how it was collected, of the sort that would make serious scientists roll their eyes.  Here is an explanation for 
some of what you see on the table: 

• For the first few years of our monitoring efforts we had no idea where to look for roosting swifts or just when peak 
numbers might pass through the city on fall migration.  In 2003, we stumbled on 
two active roost chimneys and so we monitored them. 

• For several years we thought the last two weeks of September were peak fall 
migration time for swifts and used the earlier part of the month to scurry around 
trying to locate chimneys that held roosts.  If a chimney that had hosted a fall 
roost in a previous year did not appear to be in use as a roost in a particular year, 
we did not monitor it.   

• Since monitoring was a new venture, we had to invent protocols – figuring out 
when to watch in relation to sunset and how long to stay, etc. (protocols used in 
the early years are actually fairly similar to what we use today). 

• In order to increase the amount of data that could be obtained by a small number 
of volunteers, from 2003 to 2007, we sometimes designated the weekly monitor-
ing night as one of two or three consecutive nights. 

• Since 2017, monitoring has been carried out on the same night each week. 
• A number of the bigger roosts we monitored in the early years are no longer ex-

tant, having either been capped or demolished (e.g., Emco-Delta, Empresss / 
Jeanne Sauve School, Riverside Drive greenhouses, Kingsmill’s department 
store, Labatt’s silos, Victoria School, Thames Valley District School Board 
headquarters). 

• A number of chimneys that hosted large roosts in the early days of monitoring 
are still extant but are now occupied primarily for nesting purposes, and only 
rarely for roosting.  This means that, in many cases, we are not monitoring the 
same chimneys as we were 10 or 15 years ago.  

 

Once used as a communal 
swift roost during fall migra-
tion, the chimney at Em-
press / Jeanne Sauve School, 
had a heating system upgrade 
and is no longer accessible to 
swifts.   
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• Though we suspect that, during migration, swifts sometimes pass through the city in waves, we have no idea how 
many nights individual swifts remain in a roost chimney before moving on; we guess there is substantial variation 
and that lateness of the season, local food availability and weather may be factors.   

• In the first preliminary year (2003), our sample size was smaller than in subsequent years, as we had not had time to 
find more than two chimneys. 

• During the last two weeks of September 2004, ’05, ’06 and ’07, we monitored between five and nine chimneys 
weekly, most of which held swifts both weeks (max number of active roosts = 9, minimum = 5).  

• During the last two weeks of September 2017, ’18, ’19 and ’20, we monitored between one and 13 chimneys (max 
number of active roosts = 3, minimum = 0).  

• In the last two weeks of September 2018 to 2020, relatively few chimneys were monitored because most of the 13 
that had been monitored weekly for many weeks previously were known to be already empty. 

• Lack of  2003-to-2005 data for the first two weeks of September limits the potential for making comparisons.  
 

 Let’s first look at the last two weeks of September.  Even without the benefit of statistical analysis, it would 
seem fewer swifts are annually using known London roosts during these two weeks in the period 2017 to 2020 compared 
to the period 2003 to 2007.  Furthermore, many fewer chimneys are occupied by swifts in recent years, and few of the 
occupied chimneys are hosting large roosts (>50 swifts).  Since 2017, varying levels of effort are made each year in Au-
gust and September to search for possible additional roost chimneys, with little or no success.   
 See Figure 13 (page 23) for data specific to the third week of September.  It suggests that fewer swifts are occu-
pying fewer roosts during the third week of September in the recent time period compared to more than a decade earlier.  
Though it has not been graphed, the difference between data collected in the fourth week of September 2003 to 2007 and 
2017 to 2020 (with a 10-year gap in between) appears equally or even more dramatic. 
 We do not have an explanation for why it would appear there are substantially fewer swifts occupying fewer 
London chimneys during the last two weeks of September in the past four years compared to the five-year period run-
ning from 2003 to 2007.   

• It has been proposed that, with climate change, many bird species are returning earlier in the spring and hence could 
be departing earlier in the fall.  Nature London has an almost unbroken set of records for early arrival dates of 
Chimney Swifts in Middlesex County that goes back to the 1870s.  There is no evidence to suggest that swifts are 
returning earlier in the spring in recent times.   

• Ontario SwiftWatch has proposed that apparent slight declines in numbers of swifts heading south in the fall may be 
associated with decreasing nest productivity.   If swifts are experiencing reduced success in fledging young, those 
swifts whose nests have failed may be free to head south earlier.   

Table 3.  Total number of Chimney Swifts spending the night in London chimneys during organized weekly roost 
monitoring during September, 2003 to 2007 and 2017 to 2020. 
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 A look at data collected more than a decade apart during the first two weeks of September, as illustrated in Ta-
ble 3, is also instructive.  Organized monitoring in the first half of September commenced only in 2006.  In 2006 and 
2007, all London chimneys that could be found that held active roosts at the time were monitored.   
 In 2017 only four potential fall roosts were known, though relatively limited searching had been carried out to 
try to find additional active sites.  In 2018 to 2020, 13 chimneys were monitored during fall migration (though only 10 
had a history of harbouring roosts), and more effort was put forth to try to find additional active roosts.   
 For the first two weeks of September during both time periods, though numbers and locations of monitored 
chimneys vary somewhat, some general patterns can be detected.  Comparing 2006 and 2007 with 2018, 2019 and 2020, 
during the recent period, it appears that fewer monitored chimneys are being occupied by roosts and fewer of these are 
hosting large numbers.   

During the first week of September: 
2006 and 2007: six of nine chimneys hosted roosts of  >50 swifts; the combined tally was >2300 swifts per count night 

(in both years). 
2018, 2019 and 2020: two or three of 13 chimneys held roosts of  >50 swifts; the combined tally was ~1200 swifts in 

2018, ~400 in 2019 and ~1150 in 2020.   
During the second week of September: 

2006 and 2007: four or five of 10 chimneys had roosts of >50 swifts; the 
combined tally was ~1450 in 2006 and ~2550 in 2007. 

2018, 2019 and 2020: one or two of 13 chimneys had roosts of >50 swifts; 
the combined tally was ~1500 in 2018, 150 in 2019 and 200 in 2020. 

 

 An examination of monitoring data for August (of more limited 
availability in the early time period) – and not undertaken here – may offer 
additional insights into the patterns of swift occupancy of London swift 
roosts during fall migration.   
 The data and observations collected in London during many years of 
swift monitoring present a number of opportunities for further investigation 
by serious researchers.  We hope that these opportunities will someday be 
taken up.   

 

Figure 13.  Total number of swifts tallied during monitoring visits to London swift roosts 2003 to 2007 and 2017 to 
2020.  Numbers above each bar indicate number of chimneys that held swifts out of number visited. 
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Foraging 
  

 When people consider the habitat needs of swifts, quite often they don’t think much beyond the old brick chim-
neys in which swifts nest and communally roost.  A frequently ignored but perhaps even more important aspect of swift 
habitat is the landscape that produces the food on which swifts feed.  Three questions come to mind: 

• Which parts of the landscape in and around London are most important in producing swift food? 
• Where are the swifts foraging in order to obtain this food? 
• How does the food move from its production site to where the swifts are eating it? 

 Although our swift monitoring efforts don’t pretend to try to address any of these questions, sometimes observa-
tions made during chimney monitoring sessions, as well as information gleaned from elsewhere (e.g., eBird), can shed a 
little light on such matters. 
 The insects on which swifts dine all begin their life cycles in either aquatic or terrestrial habitats.  In general, 
native species of vegetation support many more species of insects than do non-native ones, and mature plants can feed 
more insects than newly established ones.  After completing their larval/caterpillar/pupa or nymph stages, adult insects 
of some species may fly or be wafted up into the air column, where they become available to swifts as food.   
 About a decade ago an Ontario study reported that swifts generally stay within a few kilometres of their home 
chimneys, and show a preference for foraging high above industrial areas, where rising thermals of warm air may draw 
in airborne insects and transport them skyward.   
 In the early spring, the first-returning swifts in London often appear along the river corridor, over wetlands such 
as Westminster Ponds or above well-treed residential neighbourhoods such as Old South. 
 During some of our monitoring sessions, especially in the nesting season, we observe that swifts may do much 
of their foraging in the immediate area of an active nest chimney, often not too far above the tree canopy.  At other 
times, swifts are absent from the vicinity of the chimney, except when they are coming and going to exchange incubation 
duties or make food deliveries.  It might be that, if trees and shrubs in the near neighbourhood support sufficient quanti-
ties of insects of the right kinds, swifts may forage close to home.  Presumably this saves time and energy and increases 
the chances that nestlings will fledge successfully.  If there is not enough food available close at hand, being opportunis-
tic feeders, swifts likely travel (horizontally or vertically or both) to wherever they can find what they need.   
 Casual observations suggest that swifts tend to spend more time foraging close to home at certain chimneys than 
at others.  For example, during the nesting season, the swifts of First-St. Andrew’s seem to be more frequently observed 
foraging close by (many mature trees in the area), compared to the swifts at Phoenix (few trees).   
 Especially in August and September, when young are no longer being fed, swifts are able to roam more widely 
to forage.  At this time of year, swifts are rarely seen or heard in the city during the daytime (perhaps they are present but 
not low enough for ready detection).  In late summer, during the early part of an evening monitoring session, we some-
times see swifts foraging high in the sky, perhaps feeding on insects carried up by rising thermals.  Sometimes they are 
too high to see (binoculars help) but we can hear faint twitters overhead, then watch the birds gradually descend as dusk 
approaches.  At other times, as swifts start to gather prior to roosting, we observe discrete groups of swifts arriving in 
succession, often coming from the same, but sometimes from different, directions.  It may be that loose flocks have been 
feeding together.  Sometimes most members of one group enter before the next group arrives.  This selection of eBird 
records for late-summer daytime swift sightings in and near London may represent foraging activity:   
• Aug 15/20, morning = 24 swifts at Komoka Park, north side, over ponds and river corridor 
• Aug 21/20, afternoon = 21 swifts at Springbank Park (a linear park bordering the river) 
• Aug 22/20, early evening = 13 swifts at Killaly Meadows (also a linear park that borders the river) 
• Aug 28/20, evening = 50 swifts in the Stoney Creek area (includes woodlands)  
• Sep 6/20, afternoon = 200 swifts at Komoka Park, north side, river and ponds area 
• Sep 12/20, morning = 3 swifts at Komoka Park, north side 

 These observations suggest that, in late sum-
mer, migrating swifts may be choosing to forage 
over local wetlands, meadows and wooded areas 
where insects are abundant.   
 The combined Tuesday-evening tallies of 
swifts overnighting at 13 monitored London chim-
neys were increasing during August; they peaked in 
early September and then quickly declined: Aug 
11=542, Aug 18=689, Aug 25=959, Sep 1=1166, 
Sep 8=1134, Sep 15=202.  Daytime swift numbers 
above local natural habitats, as reported on eBird, 
were peaking at approximately the same time as 
evening chimney counts were peaking in London.   
 There is great potential for more to be 
learned about seasonal swift foraging behaviour in 
and around London. 

 

The ponds, wetlands and river corridor of Komoka Park may pro-
vide valuable foraging habitat for swifts during fall migration.  
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Possible Visible Migration or Heading out to Forage for the Day: Fall 2020 
  

 Swifts are known to migrate during daylight hours.  We don’t normally see evidence in London of swifts migrat-
ing in a seemingly purposeful manner.  An observation reported on eBird on September 4, 2020 may be an example.  
That morning, Lucas Foerster was at The Coves from 8:48 to 10:28 am.  It was very cool at the time (too cool for insects 
to be aloft?).  From the German Canadian Club parking lot, within a period of 1 to 2 minutes, he observed 115 swifts in 
one long, loose group stream by overhead, with no circling at all.  He suggested they were coming from the direction of 
Labatt’s Garage or South Collegiate (i.e., from the east) and guessed they may have spent the night in one or both of 
those chimneys.  It seemed to Lucas that these birds were migrating, as he saw no evidence of foraging behaviour.    
 While Labatt’s had held a large roost of swifts the previous night, the South chimney had been unoccupied for 
several weeks. Smith Fruit, also located east of The Coves wetland complex, likely held a large swift roost the previous 
night.  Whether migrating or going out to forage (or both), if the swifts flying over The Coves were traveling in a more-
or-less westerly direction, they may have been following the river corridor and/or perhaps heading in the general direc-
tion of the ponds, meadows, river and wooded uplands at Komoka Park, where foraging groups of swifts were reported 
in late August and early September.  
 
Facilitating the Release of Hand-reared Chimney Swifts 
 

 Since 2008, members of Nature London have been helping wildlife rehabilitation centres with releases of Chim-
ney Swifts, mostly young birds whose nests have fallen down chimneys.  Baby swifts are finnicky, and it requires dedi-
cation and professional skill to successfully raise viable swifts that have a strong chance of making it in the wild.  This 
usually means youngsters are not released until they are about two weeks older than they would naturally leave their 

home chimney if cared for by their own parents.  The extra time allows 
them to mature, gain strength and perfect their flying skills.   
 To optimize reintegration with wild swifts, young swifts are 
released in the late afternoon or early evening near a chimney that had at 
least 75 to 100 swifts roosting in it the previous night.  These swifts 
“adopt” the new arrivals and mentor them as they adjust to their new 
lifestyle.  Sometimes, by the time hand-reared swifts are ready to go, 
there are no longer any large roosts still occupied near their home com-
munities.  Because Nature London runs a substantial swift monitoring 
program during the fall migration season, we have up-to-date 
knowledge of active swift roosts.  This has enabled us to  partner with 
rehabbers, both local and distant, needing a late-season release location.   
 From 2012 to 2019, Swift Care Ontario operated in London un-
der the direction of Debbie Lefebre.  During this time, it served as the 
pre-eminent centre for swift care in the province, and regularly accepted 
referrals from outside Ontario as well.  Debbie has now retired but the 
rehabilitation network remains in place and, just as in past years, in 
2020, the Nature London swift group was available to help identify a 
best release site whenever it might be needed.  This year inquiries came 
in from three locations. 

 In the end, however, only three young swifts from Destined to Fly wildlife rehab centre in Harrowsmith, near 
Kingston, made the trip to London.  They arrived by car on September 8 and were given their freedom in the little mu-
nicipal park that borders the river corridor at the south end of Maitland Street near the Smith Fruit chimney.  Approxi-
mately 350 swifts were counted entering the chimney that evening so the newbies were in good hands (wings?).  This 
new phase of their little lives would see them transition from a 
life of hourly feedings of mealworms, crickets and nutritional 
supplements to one of catching flying insects in the sky and 
joining the southward-bound swift convoy heading to the Ama-
zon for the winter.  We wish them well. 

 

 

 

Sep 6/20: three young swifts at Destined to 
Fly wildlife rehab centre in Harrowsmith, Ont.  

Three swifts 
from Harrow-
smith (one is 
spread-eagled 
on the reptar-
ium roof) 
await their 
release near 
Smith Fruit, 
Sep 8, 2020.  
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Common Nighthawks 
 

 The Common Nighthawk actively feeds and vocalizes at dusk, appearing about the time roosting swifts are gath-
ering to retire into their chimneys for the night.  This means that swift monitors are well positioned to detect this cryptic 
bird, a designated species at risk both federally and provincially.  
 Somewhat larger than a swift, the nighthawk is also an aerial insectivore (not a hawk).  Its flight pattern is dis-
tinctive, somewhat floppy and erratic in style, as it darts about on slightly bent wings snatching moths and other insects 
from the air.  In good lighting, two white marks may be visible at the “elbows” but, most often, one sees the bird only as 
a dark silhouette against the sky.  Many times nighthawks are first noticed by their call, a strong nasal “peent”, frequent-
ly repeated at intervals.   
 For a number of years, the London swift initiative has been collecting data on nighthawks.  In this area, spring 
migration for nighthawks peaks about the last week of May and the first week of June, with the nesting season winding 
down in the latter part of July.  In 2020, informal evening swift monitoring visits were made to 32 locations during May, 
June and July (prior to the 14th).  No nighthawks were detected during any of these visits. 
 With the July 14 commencement of weekly monitoring at 13 chimneys (10 locations, as four FSA chimneys are 
at one site), opportunities to observe nighthawks increased greatly.  Yet, during the three scheduled monitoring nights in 
July, nighthawks were reported at only two spots: Smith Fruit and Huron.  At each location, nighthawks were found on 
both July 21 and 28.  Over many years of monitoring swifts, Huron has been the most consistent site in London for find-
ing nighthawks during the nesting season.  In 2020 there may have also been a pair nesting somewhere in the vicinity of 
Smith Fruit.  Another possibility to explain nighthawks near Smith Fruit in late July is that local birds that had finished 
their nesting activity for the season were able to roam more freely around the city before fall migration got underway.  
 Southward-bound nighthawks migrate through London during the months of August and September, with peak 
numbers usually documented during the last week of August and the first week of September.   
 When collecting  data, during the breeding season, the highest number of nighthawks seen or heard at one time is 
recorded.  This avoids counting the same foraging individual multiple times as it repeatedly circles broadly over its terri-
tory.  During fall migration, nighthawks are more likely to travel in a specific direction (sometimes in small groups).  If 
monitors feel these individuals or groups are different birds, they record the total number of nighthawks that pass by. 
 In 2020, nighthawks were detected during 32 monitoring visits from July 21 to September 29.  In all, 95 night-
hawks were tallied, which is substantially higher than in 2019.   Much of the increase can be attributed to large numbers 
on two occasions: 26 at Labatt’s on August 26 and 22 at King’s on September 8.   Both sites are close to the river corri-
dor, which these nighthawks may have been following as they migrated.  In 2019, the largest number of nighthawks rec-
orded during one watch was 5 at Ryerson on August 28.  Here is a compilation of our 2020 nighthawk sightings: 

• South Collegiate:  Sep 1=1 (1 bird, 1 date) 
• King’s College: Aug 11=1, Aug 18=2, Aug 25=6, Sep 8=22, Sep 15=1 (32 birds, 5 dates) 
• Labatt’s: Aug 21=3, Aug 26=26, Aug 29=1, Sep 7=1, Sep 29=1 (32 birds, 5 dates) 
• Smith Fruit: Jul 1=1, Jul 28=2, Aug 23=3, Aug 27=2, Sep 7=1, Sep 11=1 (10 birds, 6 dates) 
• Ryerson: Aug 25=3, Sep 22=1 (4 birds, 2 dates) 
• Elborn: Sep 8=1, Sep 15=4 (5 birds, 2 dates) 
• Huron College: Jul 21=1, Jul 28=2, Aug 4=2, Aug 30=2, Sep 1=1 (8 birds, 5 

dates) 
Observations of nighthawks during swift monitoring at other chimneys: 

• Dorchester Apts: Jul 30=1  
• Whitehall Apts: Sep 3=1 
• Centennial Apts: Sep 4=1 

 All 2020 nighthawk records have been retained in the files of the Nature Lon-
don Chimney Swift Initiative and have also been forwarded to Ontario SwiftWatch (Birds Canada).   
 
Raptors 
  

 Raptors are of interest to swift monitors because some of them can be predators on swifts.  They are divided into 
three main groups: buteos (large, bulky hawks that mainly eat small mammals), falcons (streamlined fast-flying birds 
with pointed wings, some of which can be predators of swifts), and accipiters (long-tailed, broad-winged hawks that will 
also prey on swifts).  In 2020, monitors noted three species of raptor that had some degree of interaction with swifts. 
  

 The Red-tailed Hawk is a buteo that sits on a perch to hunt mice and squirrels, but would not be above grabbing 
a swift if an opportunity presented itself.  Its nearby presence may make swifts uneasy and, if one chooses to perch on 
top of a chimney, it would deter swifts from entering.  In 2020, Red-tails were seen near four chimneys used by swifts.   

• Immature Red-tails were observed in the vicinity of swift chimneys at King’s on Jul 28 and Phoenix on Aug 11.   
• A Red-tail was seen near Hunt’s on Sep 8.   
• An adult was hanging around Elborn on Aug 18 and 25.  On the 18th it perched for a while in a nearby oak and had 

the audacity to drop a deposit on one of our swift monitors sitting beneath the tree!  A week later the Red-tail sat for 
a while on top of the Elborn chimney, during that time preventing swift access to the shaft. 

 

 

Common 
Nighthawk. 
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 The American Kestrel is a colourful little falcon.  Its diet consists 
mainly of large insects and small rodents (usually caught on the ground), but it 
can also take small birds.  It is on the small side to be much of a threat to adult 
swifts in most situations (swifts will not be on the ground).  It might be danger-
ous, however, to young swifts with poorly developed flying skills.  By perching 
on the rim of a chimney, it can also discourage swifts from entering.  In poor 
viewing conditions, it may be difficult to distinguish a kestrel from its slightly 
larger cousin, the Merlin.  In 2020, monitors observed kestrels at two locations. 

• For several years a pair of kestrels has raised a family somewhere near First
-St. Andrew’s Church.  In 2020 kestrels were often seen flying around this 
soaring building and perching on its many architectural features (e.g., 
weathervane, alcoves, steeple, roof ridge, parapets).  Kestrels also sat on 
lamp posts, trees and fences around the grounds.  They were first noted on 
July 3 and 4, when two adults were accompanied by a flying youngster 
making food-begging calls. The family group (often three but also one or 
two) was also seen on July 5, 14 and 21, and August 4, 5, 11, 12, 18, 21 and 
25.   For the most part, the swifts occupying the church’s five chimneys 
simply ignored the kestrels, even when the kestrels were flying over or near 
the swifts.  Here are some specific observations of kestrel behaviour: 

 ∆ On July 21, a kestrel was seen carrying prey. 

 ∆ On August 11, a kestrel was observed having dinner while perched 
atop one of the church’s smaller spires.  

 ∆ On August 18, at 7 minutes after sunset, two of three kestrels present 
flew low over the north chimney, where swifts were circling and dipping prior to 
entry for the night (40 went in).  The tone of the swift chatter changed briefly 
but otherwise the swifts did not alter their behaviour.  
• During an August 7 monitoring session at the old tax office (388 Dundas), 

twice a kestrel was observed flying from the vicinity of Colborne and Dun-
das, heading northwest, in the general direction of the church, a block away.   

 

 The Merlin is an agile, darkish-coloured falcon, slightly larger than a 
kestrel.  It captures birds in flight and is a significant menace to swifts.  In 2020, 
Merlins were observed in the vicinity of four sites where chimneys were occu-
pied by swifts.  September 1 may have been the peak of fall Merlin migration 
through London, as they were seen at three different locations that evening.  

• During 2020 swift monitoring, on four occasions, observations of Merlins came from First-St. Andrew’s Church.   

 ∆ One Merlin was seen during the morning on June 23.    

 ∆ On the evening of August 31, just after 10 swifts entered the north chimney for the night, 3 swifts chased a 
Merlin from the area.  No more swifts entered until 10-15 minutes later, when 5 went in (though 3 came out).  

 ∆ On September 1, 2 Merlins were flying about and perching on the spire.  At sunset, a Merlin chased a flock of 
15-20 swifts milling about the north chimney, seemingly intending to enter for the night.  Only 3 swifts ended up inside.   

 ∆ On September 8, 4 swifts were in the area when a Merlin chased 1 swift past the north chimney; then 2 Mer-
lins perched nearby.  No swifts entered the chimney for the night.  
 It is thought the presence of Merlins may have caused swifts to abandon this roost location earlier in the season 
than they might have otherwise. 

• Three Merlin observations came from Ryerson School.   

 ∆ On July 21, a probable Merlin took a small bird (sparrow?) from the flat roof near the chimney.   

 ∆ Two Merlins flew over the school on August 11.   

 ∆ A possible Merlin was observed on August 18.  

• On September 1, a probable Merlin was observed perched and also flying from the Hunt’s Building. 
• On September 1, swifts chased a Merlin at Huron; swifts began returning 2 minutes later. 
 

Barn Swallows 
  

 Like Chimney Swifts, Barn Swallows are Threatened aerial insectivores.  In general, they forage at lower heights 
than swifts do.  In recognition of their at-risk status, swift monitors also collect reports of Barn Swallows, which often 
nest around buildings.  They are most visible when actively tending their nests.  In 2020, Barn Swallow nesting was 
largely over before organized swift monitoring got underway.  Casual monitoring between June 15 and 23 found Barn 
Swallows at Hunt’s, Huron, Elborn and King’s.  They were also noted at King’s on July 28 and August 11, likely part of 
pre-migratory flocks.  Barn Swallow data have been forwarded to Birds Canada. 

 

An American Kestrel perches on a 
fence at First-St. Andrew’s Church 
(above), but these birds were more 
often seen perched on various high 
look-outs on the church (below).   
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Bats 
  

 Like nighthawks, bats come out at dusk to feed on flying insects.  Like most aerial insectivores, many species of 
bats are in decline, which is why we welcome sightings of bats.  In 2019, bats were reported seven times from four of the 
monitored chimneys.  In 2020, despite a shorter monitoring season, the number of bats seen increased.  Thank you! 
 In 2020, bats were observed at eight of the 10 locations (FSA counts as one site) that were monitored weekly or 
more often:  South (Aug 18=1), King’s (Aug 25=3), Labatt’s (Jul 14=1), Smith Fruit (Sep 4=1, Sep 22=1), Ryerson (Sep 
1=3), First-St. Andrew’s (Aug 31=1, Sep 1=1), Hunt’s (Aug 8=8, Aug 15=3, Aug 25=1), Huron (Sep 22=1). 
 Bats were seen at five additional locations where single monitoring visits were made to other known swift chim-
neys: 413 Hamilton Rd (former bank, Jul 28=1), 785 Trafalgar St (Davison School, Jul 29=1), 91 Askin  St (Wesley-
Knox Church, Aug 4=several), 1294 Commissioners Rd (Masonic Lodge, Aug 6=36 emerging a few at a time between 
8:49 and 9:01 pm from the alleyway to the north of the building), 1265 Richmond St N (Whitehall Apts, Aug 9=1). 
  
Other Observations 
  

 Swift monitors are an observant bunch.  Sometimes, especially when swifts were scarce, they took the time to 
note and report on a variety of other creatures and features. 
 Birds seen perched on swift chimneys were European Starling, 
Rock Pigeon, Mourning Dove, and Red-tailed Hawk.  When these birds 
were present, swifts did not enter their chimneys.     
 Many evenings at Smith Fruit, House Sparrows kept up a constant 
chirping behind a dense screen of English Ivy that covered part of the wall 
of the building.  At times they drowned out the swift twittering overhead.   
 Additional birds encountered at various chimneys around the city 
were gulls, ducks, Canada Goose, Blue Jay, American Robin, American 
Goldfinch, Gray Catbird, American Crow, Northern Cardinal, Turkey Vul-
ture, Great Blue Heron, Great Horned Owl and Bald Eagle. 
 Besides bats, sharp-eyed monitors observed other mammals: squir-
rels (grey and black phases), groundhogs, raccoons, skunks, deer, rabbits, 
cats and dogs.  Squirrels and raccoons are of possible concern to swifts, as 
they have been known to climb into chimneys used by swifts.  Here they 
could prey on eggs, young or adults, or cause the abandonment of the chim-
ney.  Fortunately, in 2020, no one saw any untoward activity by either of 
these species. 
 Insects were sometimes noteworthy: mosquitoes (ugh!), cicadas, 
and dragonflies.  Once a recreational drone buzzed a chimney after swifts 
had entered for the night.    
 Haze dominated the sky on September 15, due to wildfires burning in California.  Sunsets were sometimes mag-
nificent. 
 
Outreach 
  

 In 2020, the precautions in place to prevent the spread of COVID-19 limited the ability of monitors to do much 
educational outreach on behalf of swifts.   Nevertheless, sometimes it was possible to pass on a swift “postcard” that in-
cluded a link for finding more info online.  Occasionally, even while keeping 2 metres apart, we were able to share with 
passers-by the story of the small birds they could see pouring into a nearby roost chimney.  Some of our crew enlisted 
others from within their bubble to help with monitoring.    
 The twice-monthly Nature London e-newsletter was an im-
portant vehicle for updating and engaging club members regarding 
swifts.  In the four August and September issues, information was pro-
vided as to the whereabouts of the largest roosts and the numbers of 
swifts currently occupying them.  This resulted in a number of naturalists 
visiting these chimneys on their own.  Sometimes they brought along 
family members or passed the info on to neighbours and friends.  Similar 
information was also provided on Facebook. 
 Several videos of swifts descending into chimneys were posted 
on Nature London’s new YouTube Channel.  
 Two churches – Dundas Street Centre and First-St. Andrew’s – 
where swifts were occupying more than one chimney in each building – 
were provided with updates on swift use of their chimneys.  
 Each effort at getting the word out has a role to play in raising 
awareness of swifts in our city and in garnering much-needed support for 
their protection and the protection of the chimneys they rely on. 

 

Deer liked to eat acorns under the Bur 
Oak tree at Elborn.  
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End-of-Season Virtual Gathering of Nature London Swift Monitors 
 

 Due to restrictions imposed by COVID-19, it was not possible to have our 
usual end-of-year in-person get-together of swift monitors and friends.  Instead, a 
one-hour virtual gathering was held via Zoom on Tuesday, October 20 at 7:30 pm.  
Technical support for the event was provided by Gordon Neish, Nature London’s 
president, assisted by David Wake.  Because of recent difficulties with disruption 
of an online Nature London meeting, pre-registration and a password were re-
quired.  Twenty-two people attended.  Unfortunately the over-zealous security sys-
tem in place prevented a number of other registrants from joining the session. 
 A PowerPoint presentation by Winifred Wake provided an overview of the 
challenges and achievements of the 2020 swift monitoring season in London.  De-
spite operating for fewer than half the number of weeks during which monitoring 
took place in 2019, in 2020 a significant amount of data was gathered, especially  
through regular Tuesday-evening monitoring at 13 chimneys.  Results for each of 
these chimneys were presented and compared to recent years.  For the 13 chimneys 
as a whole, mid-July to late September monitoring showed that, in 2020, numbers 
of swifts peaked somewhat later than in 2019 but at approximately the same time as 
in 2018.  In 2020, totals were higher than in 2019 but lower than 2018.   
 A substantial amount of additional data was collected during extra visits to 
the 13 chimneys as well as to many other, mainly nest-only, chimneys. 
 For those who missed the virtual meeting and for anyone else interested, the PowerPoint presentation was made 
available via a dropbox link until November 30, 2020. 
 
 Summary and Highlights of Evening Swift Monitoring in London, 2020 

 

That swift monitoring happened at all in London in 2020 is an achievement in itself and worthy of celebration. 
In 2020, the Nature London swift group continued to operate its monitoring program separately from that of On-

tario SwiftWatch  (Birds Canada).  Under the banner of the Nature London Chimney Swift Initiative, locally developed 
tools were deployed – monitoring protocol, COVID-19 protocol, field data form and online data-entry portal.  All data 
were later shared with Ontario SwiftWatch via spreadsheet.   

Although casual and opportunistic monitoring had been taking place as early as May 6, the 2020 monitoring pro-
gram formally commenced on July 14. Participants received weekly updates via e-mail.  Approximately 55 people 
helped with monitoring in 2020.  

As in past years, the flagship monitoring program consisted of Tuesday-evening counts at 13 designated chim-
neys, this year from July 14 to September 22.  Many additional visits were made to these chimneys, before, during and 
after this period, the final one taking place on October 1.  Swifts were 
last recorded in a London chimney on September 27. 

In 2015 and 2016, a concerted effort was made to visit all swift 
chimneys listed on the Nature London inventory, which has been accu-
mulating sites since 2003.  Five years later, in 2020, it was time to re-
peat the undertaking.  First, all known swift chimneys were checked to 
update their status – extant, capped or demolished.  Of 180 chimneys 
on the Nature London list, only 120 are now available to swifts.   

In addition, to determine actual swift occupancy, an evening 
monitoring session was conducted at about half of the 120 chimneys; 
the remaining ones are to be checked in 2021.   

A total of 279 data entries were submitted, providing infor-
mation on 61 chimneys (13 regularly monitored ones plus 48 addition-
al chimneys).  

Observations of Common Nighthawks, Barn Swallows, raptors 
and bats were also collected.   

As has been the case in past years, we continue to strive to 
make our counts/estimates as accurate as possible and to urge academ-
ic and other professional biologists to develop improved ways to more 
accurately count swifts.   

The very dedicated crew of hard-working volunteers is the 
backbone of our program.  It is their commitment week after week that 
allows us to collect the data that feed into the calculation of population 
trends for this species, both nationally and provincially.  In 2020 they 
deserve special credit for their forbearance and good humour for safely 
carrying on through the constraints imposed by COVID-19.  

 

Winifred Wake, delivering the 
end-of season report via Zoom. 

 

The optimal viewing location for monitoring 
the Labatt’s chimney is on Grey St.  A nearby 
homeowner, Brendan, and his dog are big 
fans of swifts.  During many August and Sep-
tember evenings they could be found on 
their front verandah, wearing matching sun-
glasses and eating popsicles as they enjoyed 
the show put on by the swifts.  
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permission for the inclusion of his roost counts in our database and provided other information as well.   

For photographs, we thank Connie Black of Destined to Fly wildlife rehab centre (page 25) and Jenn (Symmes) 
Plaskett (page 13).  All other photos were taken by David Wake or Winifred Wake.   

Thank you, everyone, for complying with the vitally important, though sometimes inconvenient, Middlesex-
London Health Unit guidelines that kept us all safe throughout the 2020 swift monitoring season.  We wish each of you 
an abundance of continued good health. 

Once again, a million thank-you’s to everyone who helped with Nature London’s 2020 swift monitoring pro-
gram.  With your help, enthusiasm and commitment, we salvaged what might have been a lost year and made it into an-
other banner season.  As we continue to accumulate information about numbers and distribution of swifts in London, we 
are ever optimistic that our efforts will contribute to conservation action that will help swifts.  THANK YOU!  THANK 
YOU! 

The following list of monitors and people who otherwise 
contributed data is as complete as we have been able to make it, 
though we know there are a few extra participants out there whose 
names we have missed (our apologies to you): Teresa Ainsworth, 
Marguerite Annen, Peter Aunger, Leslie Baker, Betsy Baldwin, 
John Berry, Erin Boynton, Garth Casbourn, Linda Chanyi, Karin 
DeVries, Ruth Dickau, Trish Gaudry, Sandy Grant, Shelagh Grant, 
Alison Greenhill, Rick Hayman, Mary Ann Hodge, Sarah Hodg-
kiss, Steve Jarrett, Morag Kinchlea, Ann MacPhail, Bill Mad-
deford, Joanne Maddeford, Kathy McCoy, Cathy McCrae, Clare 
McKinley, Gail McNeil, Theresa Morrissey, John Ninness, Vianne 
Ninness, Jack Plaskett, Jenn (Symmes) Plaskett, Susan Price, Susan 
Relecom, Evelyn Rogers, Brendon Samuels, Rikie Schieven, Judy 
Shaw, Joyce Shoebottom, Karen Shoebottom, Susanne Sutherland, 
Ric Symmes, Sandy Symmes, Paul Thomas, Pat Tripp, David 
Wake, Winifred Wake, Estela Weldon, Emma-Lynne Wiegersma, 
Frits Wiegersma, Lynda Wiegersma, Quinten Wiegersma, Garry 
Williams, Heidi Williams, Barb Yeo.  Thanks too to several others 
who volunteered to be on call if needed.   

Lastly, we acknowledge and thank the swifts themselves,  
for their beauty, grace and exuberance, as they face many challeng-
es in the changing ecological landscape of the planet we all call 
home.  Long may they persevere! 

Happy Swifting! ☺  
 

 


