Identification of swifts, swallows and house martins

[image: image1.jpg]


[image: image2.jpg]


[image: image3.jpg]



[image: image4.jpg]





Possible confusion with other species

Sand martins:  The sand martin is like a small house martin but with a brown back, a brown band across the chest and no white rump. They nest in colonies in holes in banks and are in Berkshire from early March to late September.

Starlings:
In mid summer, when ant colonies  (and green-fly swarms) fly, several species of birds, including starlings, feed on them in the air. They can be seen swooping and twisting like swifts or swallows as they catch the insects. They are much stockier and shorter winged than swifts, so don’t let them fool you.

Photographs very kindly supplied by Gordon Langsbury,  ROC President

Swifts  are slim, acrobatic, dark-coloured birds (usually appearing all black) with long sickle shaped wings and a forked tail. They are slightly smaller than starlings, but much slimmer. Summer visitors, they are rarely recorded in Berkshire before mid April or later than the end of August. They nest in holes in buildings often under roof tiles but do not build much of a nest. Swifts spend most of their lives in flight – they never perch on ledges or branches or on the ground, though they occasionally cling to vertical surfaces.














Swallows are mainly dark blue above and pale below but with a dark head (which at close range can be seen to be a red chin and blue throat) and they have very long forked tails. They are similar in length to swifts but with much shorter wings. They start to arrive from Africa in late March and most are gone by early October. They build nests made of dried mud inside buildings (e.g. stables). 











House martins are similar in colour to swallows (dark blue above and pale below) but with a prominent white patch on the lower back above the tail (a white rump) and lacking the swallow’s dark face. They are slightly smaller than swallows mainly because they lack the swallows long tail, having a short tail with a notch in it. They migrate to and from the UK at about the same time as swallows. They build nests made of mud on the outside of buildings, usually under the eaves. 














