
Giving swifts a home
Swifts are extraordinary. You might be surprised to know that they nest almost 
exclusively in buildings, even in the middle of cities. So swifts are our close 
neighbours, and they depend on our hospitality for their survival. But they face an 
uncertain future. Swift numbers in the UK have been falling by 3% per year since 
1995, partly because we are no longer leaving space for them in our buildings.

Swifts are great house guests; you may hardly even know they are there. They 
need a cavity to nest in, high on a building, and with an access hole from which 
they can easily launch themselves. They don’t nest in lofts or enter buildings. 

Do you already have swifts nesting? 
If you have swifts on your building, please make sure you continue to make  
them welcome. For example, if you need roofing work done, don’t do it while 
swifts are nesting (May to August). Disturbing the nest by working too close  
to it, or by erecting scaffolding, can cause them to abandon nests.  
Active nests are protected by law, so please  
try to preserve the swifts’ nesting sites.  
Retain the swifts’ access holes, or make  
new ones to match the old ones exactly.
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How can you make swifts welcome?
You can provide special nestboxes for them. These can be built into the fabric of 
the building (replacing bricks high up on the building, under the eaves if possible) 
and it’s a great way to give swifts a permanent home. You could ask a builder 
to do this. Find out more about built-in boxes, and where you can get them, at 
swift-conservation.org/swift_bricks.htm If you can’t use built-in boxes, attach 
nestboxes to the outside of the building. You’ll find all the information you need  
to make and site them at ww2.rspb.org.uk/get-involved/activities/give- 
nature-a-home-in-your-garden/garden-activities/createahighhomeforswifts/,  
or if you prefer, you can buy a ready-made box at shopping.rspb.org.uk/
swift-nestbox.html 

What do they need?
Swifts do have some simple requirements. Nestboxes should be placed on a 
building (not a tree), at least 5m above the ground. They are best placed facing 
north, east or west and out of direct sunlight, to stop their nests overheating. 
Swifts need a bit of space to zoom in and out, so it’s important that there are  
no obstructions in front (such as trees or other buildings).

Call them in 
Help the birds to find their new home by broadcasting a welcome. Swifts are very 
social birds, so you’ll increase the chances of them moving in if you play recorded 
swift calls. Play them near your nest site between May and July, when the birds 
will be prospecting. You can download these special calls (onto a USB stick or  
SD card) from our friends at Swift Conservation swift-conservation.org/
Shopping!.htm

Look after yourself
Swift nestboxes need to go quite high up, and some models can be heavy.  
Please make sure you fix external boxes really securely so they can’t fall,  
and check them every autumn to make sure they are still firmly attached.  
Take all appropriate precautions when working at height and consider  
asking for professional help from a builder rather than  
doing it yourself.

Did you know?
Yummy!
Each ball of food brought to the babies 
weighs just over a gram, and contains 
300 – 1,000 insects and spiders.



How you can get involved 
If you would like to find out how you can help swifts  
in Oxford, see the How you can give them a home  
and How you can help them leaflets, or contact  
Oxford Swift City at:

oxfordswiftcity@rspb.org.uk
01295 253330

RSPB Midlands Regional Office, 46 The Green,  
South Bar Street, Banbury OX16 9AB

#OxfordSwiftCity
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Did you know?

Leaving home

Once a young bird leaves the nest for 

the first time, it’s on its own, and will 

head straight to Africa. Young swifts 

can fly continuously for up to three 

years before they start breeding!


