Swifts - are they our favourite summer visitors ?
 

Swifts have probably been returning from their African wintering grounds to East Devon since the end of the last ice age, they arrive in late April and are gone by mid August, sadly their numbers are declining.

 

They used to nest in hollow trees but now gaps under the eaves of buildings are favoured, once established breeding pairs will always return to the same nest site, one clutch of eggs is laid and two nestlings usually reared.

 

Swifts have trouble finding enough insect food in wet or windy weather and will abandon both eggs and chicks to find better conditions, our East Devon swifts may fly as far as France to find them

 

Remarkably the eggs will remain viable and the chicks will survive for three or for days at a time, though they are at risk in poor summers.

 

They don't start breeding in the UK until their fourth season, can live as long as twenty years and as they only "land" when nesting, may fly between three and four  million miles during their lifetimes

 

The non-breeders that form the bulk of the "low level screaming parties" we see in June and July are pair bonding and searching for places to nest.

 

The fall in numbers is of concern, it's not thought that "global warming" is a problem as swifts are amongst the most mobile of birds, the more extensive use of insecticides both here and in Africa may be relevant but a shortage of nest sites due to the way we maintain and build our properties must be a major factor.

 

East Devon AONB and the RSPB have agreed to work together to see if we can reverse the trend in our towns and villages.

 

Protecting existing colonies by retaining nesting places during building maintenance or creating new ones is relatively simple.

 

We would like your assistance too, please tell us if you know where swifts are nesting or you see "low level screaming parties" for more information about what you can do and ways to make your recordings, visit www.eastdevonaonb.org.uk  or 'phone the RSPB on 01392 432691.

