
seenHave you

aswift?
If it was screaming at roof level, or you saw it at  
a possible nest site, we’d like to know. Go to  
rspb.org.uk/swiftsurvey and tell us what you saw.

When might you see swifts in Oxford?
Swifts are birds of summer. They arrive at the beginning of May and leave in early 
August, making the long journey back to their winter homes in Africa. You’ll see 
them almost anywhere in the UK, except for mountainous areas. To see the  
route of their travels, have a look at the Super swifts leaflet.

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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Introducing… Swifts in Oxford

Swifts are truly Olympian 
birds. They tear through our 
skies at astonishing speeds, 
travelling huge distances to 
find food for their chicks.
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Self-guided 
Oxford 
Swift Trail
(best completed 
from May to July)

C) Check out 
Wellington Square – 
another place swifts 
are known to nest. 
Can you see any?

A) Start at Oxford 
University Museum 
of Natural History – 
view swifts above the 
tower and on CCTV 
inside the museum, 
and enjoy the swifts’ 
ancient ancestors – 
dinosaurs!

B) Visit the University 
Parks to find the 
Swift Tower being 
built in 2018, and look 
for pollinating insects, 
wild flowers and other 
wildlife.

D) Visit the three Oxford 
colleges that include 
swifts on their coats-
of-arms (known as 
“martlets” in heraldry): 
these are Worcester 
College, St Peter’s 
College and University 
College. Can you spot 
this symbol anywhere?

This trail is 2.8 miles (4.5km) long. Allow 90 minutes to complete.
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Swifts are truly Olympian birds. They tear through our 
skies at astonishing speeds, travel huge distances to 
find food for their chicks, and spend almost their entire 
lives in the air. In fact, they only touch down to nest – the 
rest of the time they eat and sleep entirely on the wing!

Swifts are urban birds and they love nesting in our buildings, under the eaves 
or loose roof tiles. Sadly, renovation of many old buildings, and modern building 
designs, mean there are far fewer nest sites now. Swifts eat airborne insects and 
these are much scarcer too. These two factors have caused swifts to decline by 
almost half in the UK since 1995.  

Why is Oxford so important for swifts?  
Oxford really is a swift city. The tower of the Oxford University Museum of  
Natural History has a large colony, which has been studied since 1948 – one of  
the longest continuous studies of any bird species in the world (find out more at  
oum.ox.ac.uk/swifts.htm). Swifts even appear on the heraldic arms of some 
of the Oxford colleges, as symbols of the quest for knowledge, learning and 
adventure. 

The Oxford Swift City project is an exciting project made possible by National 
Lottery players, and funded by the Heritage Lottery Fund (HLF). We hope to 
improve the outlook for swifts in Oxford by raising local awareness of the  
many ways we can help these vulnerable birds.

How about a swift tour of Oxford? 
Why not have an adventure yourself, and get to know these incredible birds?  
Try our self-guided trail between May and July, when our swifts are here. 

Not sure about telling swifts from other birds? 
Check out our handy tips. And don’t forget to tell us about any swifts that  
you find at rspb.org.uk/swiftsurvey 

Can you see a white 
belly? If not, it’s probably 
a swift. Check by  
looking for: 

• Forked tail (which may be folded 
to a point in flight) 

• Often “screams” and flies fast 
in packs around buildings

• Looks a bit like a flying 
boomerang!

• Does not perch, or land (except 
when weak or sick). Swifts have 
tiny feet and legs, and can hardly 
walk

• Always nests in holes – if you 
see a nest, it won’t belong to  
a swift.

Swifts, swallows and martins all love living in Oxford. It’s easier  
than you might think to tell them apart. Try our simple tips.
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Did you know?

Ready… steady…

Just before they leave the nest, the babies 

do “press ups” to build up their strength.

If the bird has a white belly, does it 
also have a white patch above the 
tail? If yes, it’s probably a house 
martin. Check by looking for:

• Pure white belly and chin
• Tail is only slightly forked
• Glossy blue upperparts
• Twitters like a swallow, also makes a sharp  

“jik jik” sound 
• Nest is a closed cup with a small entrance hole, 

built under eaves or bridges.

If it has a white belly but no white 
patch above the tail, it’s probably  
a swallow. Check by looking for:

• Long forked tail – males have the longest tails
• Dark, glossy blue back, wings and head with  

a dark red chin
• Underside is not usually pure white – it can  

look grey or even a bit brownish
• Twittering call, in flight and when perched  

(often on wires)
• Nest is an open cup inside sheds, porches,  

and other buildings (not under eaves).

House martin

Swallow


