
The UK has lost more than half of its breeding 
swifts since 1995. Guy Anderson, the RSPB’s UK 
Migrants Recovery Programme Manager, tells 
us what the RSPB is doing to help them.
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SAVING
OUR SWIFTS

98% fewer seabird deaths in Namibia

WHY DO WE NEED  
TO HELP SWIFTS?

The UK lost 58% of its breeding 
population of swifts between 
1995 and 2018. It would be tragic 
if swifts were no longer a part 
of our summers, as they are the 
most phenomenal creatures.  
They spend 80% of their lives on 
the wing, usually only coming to 
land when nesting; they are  
sleek, aerodynamic flying and 
eating machines.

WHAT’S CAUSING  
THEIR DECLINE?

We don’t fully know. We do know 
that they can have problems 
finding suitable nest cavities in 
buildings. Swifts come back to the 
same nest site each year, so if a 
building has been demolished, or 
holes have been closed up, the 
birds might fail to breed that year.

Food could be an issue for swifts: 
the flying insects they eat could 
have been affected by changes 
in land management over the last 
century. A few years ago, we 
fitted small GPS tags to swifts 
in Belfast and found some were 

flying 40 miles a day to feed. 
Whether this is typical behaviour, 
we just don’t know. We need to 
do more research to find out.

WHAT IS THE RSPB 
DOING TO HELP?

We have a number of swift 
projects in cities across the 
UK to promote awareness of 
these magnificent birds, carry 
out research into declines and to 
ensure nest sites are available.  
As part of the Edinburgh Swift City 
Project, we plan to tag some swifts 
this year to find out more about 
where they go to feed. 

We talk to councils, planners, 
architects, roofers and builders 
to try to get the best outcome 
for swifts. Most are keen to help. 
We have also worked closely 
with Barratt Developments PLC, 
Manthorpe Building Products and 
other swift conservation partners 
to come up with a swift brick 
(below), essentially a disguised 
nestbox that can be built into the 
brickwork of new homes. Last 
year, we were delighted to get the 
first record of swifts successfully 
breeding in Manthorpe bricks. 
Barratt Developments PLC have 
now purchased more than 2,000 of 
these boxes.

IS THERE ANYTHING THE 
PUBLIC CAN DO?

We are encouraging everyone to 
log nesting swifts on our Swift 
Mapper website or app. Go to 
www.swiftmapper.org.uk to 

add records of 
swifts entering 

holes in buildings 
or groups of swifts 

flying fast at roof height, 
often screaming loudly, 

since this means they are 
breeding nearby. We need 

as many records as possible 
so that anyone with an interest 

in swift conservation can use the 
data to locate, and then protect, 
existing nest sites, and know 
where best to provide new ones 
(close to existing nests). You can 
also encourage swifts by putting 
up swift nestboxes, available from 
www.rspbshop.co.uk

WHAT ARE YOUR HOPES 
FOR THE FUTURE?

Thankfully, there is a growing 
army of individuals and volunteer 
groups – many co-ordinated by the 
Swifts Local Network – who want 
to help, as we cannot do it alone. 
We would like to understand 
better why swift numbers have 
gone down, including looking at 
numbers of insects. Ultimately, 
we would like to see the 
population trend reversing and 
numbers going up. There is no 
better signal of summer for me 
than swifts flying around. It would 
be a great loss if they were no 
longer here.
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This year marks 100 years since the Importation of 
Plumage (Prohibition) Act came into force, banning 
the import of feathers from birds such as egrets 
and birds of paradise that were used in the fashion 
industry. This was the culmination of work by the 
women who founded the original societies, which 
later became the RSPB.

Efforts to help save the field cricket 
from extinction in the UK have been 
successful, which was discovered 
when conservation work was cancelled 
because of the global pandemic.

As part of the National Lottery Heritage 
Fund Back from the Brink project, 
field crickets were released at RSPB 
Pulborough Brooks in West Sussex and 
RSPB Farnham Heath in Surrey. More 
were due to be translocated last year, 
but this work was put on hold.

Hard work by the RSPB and BirdLife 
International Albatross Task Force team  
has paid off, with a 98% 
reduction in seabird deaths 
in the Namibian demersal 
longline fishery.

Namibia’s hake fisheries 
were found to be among the world’s deadliest, 
with an estimated 30,000 birds being killed 
each year. This included threatened species 
such as the Atlantic yellow-nosed albatross 
and white-chinned petrel (right).

Members of the Albatross Task Force team 
have worked with the country’s fishing 
industry and fishing managers for over a 
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Speaking up for our wildlife
The RSPB has always campaigned on behalf of 
wildlife and the environment. You can add your 
voice to our latest campaign encouraging everyone 
to Revive Our World and push for legally binding 
targets to restore nature by 2030. Visit  
rspb.org.uk/ReviveOurWorld to find out more.

Swifts

Swift bricks provide safe nests

Field cricket translocations a success

decade to demonstrate ways to keep 
seabirds off baited fishing hooks. 

One simple device is to use 
bird-scaring lines, with 

colourful streamers 
towed behind the 
vessel that act as 

‘scarecrows’. In 2015, 
the Namibian Government brought in a law 
that meant seabird mitigation measures 
were essential on all vessels. 

We are delighted with the results, which 
follow on from the 99% reduction in albatross 

deaths at a trawl fishery in South Africa. We 
hope to replicate this success in fisheries in 

Argentina and Chile in the next couple of years.

Wardens carrying out fire and livestock 
checks at the two reserves heard 
field crickets singing last year. As field 
crickets have an annual life-cycle, this 
proved that they must be the offspring 
of ones released in previous years. 

There were fewer than 100 field crickets 
in the UK in the 1980s, all in one 
location. Now they are found in eight 
places across south-east England.  
We will continue to monitor numbers on 
our reserves.

http://www.swiftmapper.org.uk
http://www.rspbshop.co.uk
http://rspb.org.uk/ReviveOurWorld



