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This report summarizes the work completed by dedicated SwiftWatch volunteers and
community groups in 2019. Since it is SwiftWatch's 10th anniversary this report also gives
a brief overview of what's been accomplished since its initiation in 2010. Birds Canada
thanks the hundreds of Citizen Scientists, community groups, partners, and supporters
whose contributions have helped advance conservation for swifts. The Government of
Canada, Government of Ontario, TD Friends of the Environment Foundation, and the
Ontario Trillium Foundation supported Ontario SwiftWatch in 2019.

Through SwiftWatch, Birds Canada, its partners, and hundreds of volunteers are working
to help Chimney Swift recovery in Ontario and across the country. The program’s primary
objectives are to fill key knowledge gaps by identifying and monitoring priority roost and
nest sites, and taking further conservation efforts to address threats to swifts, specifically
the loss and disturbance of these sites. Objectives are met by engaging communities,
volunteers, and chimney owners in monitoring and stewardship; collaborating with
partnering organizations; and addressing other high priority research questions.

Introduction

 If Ontarians are engaged and supported in Chimney Swift
monitoring and stewardship, then swifts and their habitat will be
safeguarded across the province, because individuals/groups will
have the resources to be champions for swifts in their own
communities. 

               ─ SwiftWatch Theory of Change

Erin Brethauer



Highlights

2019 season review

Over 150 Citizen Scientists from 38 communities monitored 156 swift chimneys:
58 chimneys had 3 or fewer swifts (probable nests)
68 chimneys had between 4 and 1800 swifts (roosts and possible nests)
30 chimneys had no swifts (but did in a previous year)

1077 observations, including nest and roost monitoring results, were submitted to
Ontario SwiftWatch.
3 new communities participated in SwiftWatch (Ancaster, Elmira, Waterloo).
19 new active nest and/or roost chimneys were identified.
Top 5 largest roosts in Ontario reported through SwiftWatch were in:

Toronto, Moss Park Armory; high count = 1800 on May 22
Rolphton, Canadian Nuclear Laboratories; high count = 1328 swifts on June 3
Pembroke, Pembroke Memorial Center; high count = 1116 on June 3
Bancroft, Old MTO Building; high count = 950 on June 3
Chalk River, Canadian Nuclear Laboratories; high count = 618 on May 26.

Increased landowner awareness of Chimney Swifts and their needs; 34 sites
protected through landowner stewardship initiatives to date.

Christian Artuso



monitoring methods
In 2019, Ontario SwiftWatch volunteers conducted four types of surveys. For
more details on survey methods, please see the full protocol here.

.
 
2.  Presence/Absence surveys were
conducted by identifying potential nest or
roost chimneys and then later monitoring
the chimneys during appropriate swift
activity periods to determine if they were
being used by swifts. 
 
3.  Continued Monitoring surveys were
conducted by volunteers at active nest
and/or roost chimneys weekly or bi-weekly
throughout the season (May to
September). Volunteers reported on the
number of swifts that entered the chimney
on each visit.
    
4. Casual Observations of Chimney
Swifts were submitted by Citizen Scientists
across Ontario and helped to identify new
nest and roost sites, as well as new areas
with swift populations. 

 Spring Roost Monitoring surveys were conducted at active1.
roosts in Ontario, as well as in Manitoba, Québec, and the Maritimes, on May
22, May 26, May 30, and June 3 as part of annual efforts to track the Canadian
Chimney Swift population. To capture earlier migrants in Ontario, additional
surveys were conducted on May 16 at some roosts. Volunteers reported the
total number of swifts seen entering each surveyed roost each night.

© Conservation Halton



monitoring results

 
A total of 112 chimneys were monitored on at least one Spring Roost
Monitoring night (Table 1). The maximum number of swifts counted on a single
night was 7982 on May 22. The maximum number of swifts counted at a single
chimney on a single night was 1800 in Toronto on May 22.
 
Long-term monitoring at roost sites helps our understanding of local and
regional population changes. Monitoring as many roosts as possible during the
same time period each year will help determine whether specific events or
factors might be influencing swift numbers (e.g., drought, cold spring, or
conservation actions). Roost monitoring is crucial for identifying chimneys
regularly used by high numbers of swifts during migration for stewardship and
protection. It is also helpful for tracking the success of these stewardship and
protection efforts, and for identifying new threats as they arise.

Spring Roost Monitoring



Table 1: Results of 2019 Spring Roost
Monitoring for Ontario







High counts of Chimney Swifts entering chimneys surveyed during spring monitoring in Ontario
between 16 May and 3 June, 2019. Circle size is proportionate to number of swifts counted.



New Sites
Nineteen Chimney Swift sites were newly added to our habitat inventory in
2019, many of which were identified in Toronto. Newly identified sites that
support high numbers of swifts during migration will be monitored and
stewardship needs assessed in 2020.

Greg Schechter



Table 2: Summary of 2019 Ontario
SwiftWatch community monitoring





monitoring implications

Contribute to the national initiative to track Chimney Swift numbers in
Canada through targeted roost monitoring, which likely provides the best
source of data for assessing swift population trends during the migration
season.
Help protect swift habitat at three chimneys scheduled for demolition. 
Prioritize habitat for targeted stewardship and conservation efforts, leading
to increased education and awareness of swifts among the landowners
hosting them.

Ontario SwiftWatch has become the primary source of Chimney Swift habitat-
use data in the province. The SwiftWatch database, built primarily by
volunteers and community groups, will continue to be the go-to resource for
biologists, planners, resource managers, students, and the general public
interested in studying and conserving swifts and their habitat in Ontario. 
 
In 2019, SwiftWatch data were used to:

Melissa McMasters



Stewardship
Stewardship and conservation of existing swift habitat is becoming increasingly
important as traditional masonry chimneys are upgraded and demolished each year.
It is expected that without conservation efforts, there may not be many, if any, swift-
appropriate chimneys left in Canada in the next few decades.
 
In Ontario, many landowners were engaged in stewardship activities for swifts on
their properties, and now at least 34 roost sites have active stewards. Stewardship
activities included allowing swifts to nest or roost undisturbed or maintaining swift
habitat during building renovations. For prime examples of how municipalities,
developers, nature groups, and the Province can work together to preserve
important roost habitat, check out these success story from Guelph, Ontario 

We thank these stewards for their conservation
efforts, which will be key to maintaining swift
populations in Ontario over the long term. Thank you
to the SwiftWatch individuals and community groups
that worked hard to establish relationships with
landowners and keep swifts in the conversation
when their habitat was at risk.
 
We also had a case of a tower built successfully for
roosting Chimney Swifts in Canada! There was a
school slated for demolition in Bridgetown, Nova
Scotia in order to build a new athletics facility.
However, the school chimney provided key swift
habitat. Birds Canada, in particular Ally Manthorne in
the Atlantic office, partners, and volunteers played  a
huge role in ensuring swifts were part of the
conversation. Due to the condition of the chimney
they were unable to retain the original structure and
a Species at Risk permit was issued to destroy and
replace habitat. The tower that was built though was
the first known successful roost tower built for
swifts in Canada- Which is absolutely awesome! 

and Seaforth, Ontario.

Ally Manthorne



Stewardship resources
Birds Canada has steward recognition signs available to thank and acknowledge property
owners for their integral role in the recovery of Chimney Swift populations in Ontario. Please
contact OntarioSwiftWatch@birdscanada.org if you are a Chimney Swift landowner steward
and would like a sign for display, or if you would like to nominate a landowner steward in your
community. You can also check out our “Chimney Swifts Make Good Neighbours”
handouts.

Recognition signs available for landowner stewards supporting Chimney Swift nest or roost habitat.
Signs are available in English or French.



Parry Sound Swift Night Out (led by the Parry Sound Nature Club and Georgian Bay
Biosphere Reserve);
Toronto Swift Night Out (led by Birds Canada and the Friends of Allen Gardens- CBC
Here and Now appearance);
Kingsville Swift Night Out (led by Birds Canada and the Essex County Field
Naturalists Club);
Woodstock Swift Night Out (led by Birds Canada and the Woodstock Field
Naturalists Club);
Barrie Swift Night Out (led by Nature Barrie and Wild Birds Unlimited)         
Windsor Swift Night Out (led by Birds Canada and the Essex County Field
Naturalists’ Club);
Acton Swift Night Out (led by the Halton-Peel Naturalists Club).

Woodstock Citizen Science and Aerial Insectivore talk (talk by Birds Canada for
Woodstock Field Naturalists Club);
Swift monitoring meet and greet (led by Nature London and Swift Care Ontario);
Mississauga Swift Watch Open House (led by the City of Mississauga and Birds
Canada);
London swift monitors end of season get together (led by Nature London, talk by
Birds Canada. 

Many public events and presentations were held – thank you to all organizers and
attendees!
 
At least seven events were held to educate the public, enjoy the spectacle of swifts
entering a chimney at dusk, and/or identify new roost sites, including:

 
At least four presentations were given:

outreach and education

© Andres Jimenez



Volunteer roost monitors have contributed hundreds of spring and fall roost
monitoring observations over the years. We compiled roost count data
collected in Ontario during formal Spring Roost Monitoring efforts and during
other standard SwiftWatch roost surveys in the spring and fall between 2006
and 2019. We then used models to estimate population trends for the spring
and fall, separately; models account for the fact that the number of chimneys
surveyed each year changes and that the same chimneys are not always
surveyed each year. 
 
These trend estimates should be interpreted with caution and ongoing targeted
monitoring at as many sites as possible each year is needed. Monitoring
chimneys for swift abundance over longer periods (at least 14 years) will likely
provide better monitoring data for assessing Chimney Swift population trends in
the future.

Roost Monitoring 2006-2019

Results suggest that the
number of Chimney Swifts
counted at spring roosts has
slightly increased/remained
stable, with two outliers in 2008
and 2010 (i.e., the numbers of
swifts counted those years 
were much higher relative to
other years, but there was a
large amount of uncertainty
regarding those numbers).

Number of 
Chimney Swifts
per roost

Year

Spring trend for Chimney Swifts based on roost monitoring
surveys in Ontario between 2006 and 2019 (solid black line).
Dashed lines represent upper and lower 95% confidence
intervals (i.e., precision of the estimate). Points and vertical
error bars show average annual counts of swifts per roost
chimney with 95% confidence intervals.



On the other hand, the
number of swifts counted
during the fall has
decreased during the same
time period, though this
trend is not statistically
significant. It is unclear what
factors are driving these
patterns; perhaps spring
roosts are increasing due to
maintenance of or increases
in the floater (i.e., non-
breeding) population over
this time period. Fall
population declines, though
not statistically significant,
might indicate a reduction in
breeding productivity, as fall
counts include juvenile
swifts fledged that season.

Number of 
Chimney 
Swifts 
per roost 

Year

Fall trend for Chimney Swifts
based on roost monitoring
surveys in Ontario between 2006
and 2019 (solid black line).
Dashed lines represent upper
and lower 95% confidence
intervals (i.e., precision of the
estimate). Points and vertical
error bars show average annual
counts of swifts per roost
chimney with 95% confidence
intervals.



National Roost Monitoring

2013-2019
The National Roost Monitoring data set looks at Chimney Swift population trends across Canada. This
year marked the highest amount of Chimney Swifts counted since the initiation of this monitoring
program in 2013 with 19,214 Chimney Swifts monitored on June 3. While this number is not
representative of the entire Canadian population due to the fact that we do not know of every Chimney
Swift roost in Canada, it is our best estimate of the Canadian population. Thank you, everyone, for
contributing to this fantastic data set and thank you to Manitoba Chimney Swift Initiative, Environment
and Climate Change Canada, and Canadian Wildlife Services for all of their efforts and for allowing
Birds Canada to share this data.





10 years of swift stewardship!
Ten years ago very little research had been done on Chimney Swifts, and as a result,
Chimney Swift life history and habitat requirements were not well understood. Reasons for
their population and range declines were also unknown. While we still have a ton to learn
about this amazing species we have made tremendous progress towards its protection.

The Ontario SwiftWatch program was first initiated in the summer of 2009 when Bird
Studies Canada (now Birds Canada) partnered with the McIlwriath Field Naturalists of
London Chimney Swift monitoring program.
 
The first full season of the Ontario SwiftWatch program was in 2010, when 138 volunteers
from 10 different communities across Ontario monitored 250 chimneys.
 

Our Initiation

Changes in Chimney Swift population from 1968-2019 based on
the North American Breeding Bird Survey. More information on
methods and results available here: https://wildlife-
species.canada.ca/breeding-bird-survey-results.  

To monitor Chimney Swift
populations and habitat
within Ontario; and 
To determine the physical
characteristics associated
with swift nesting and
roosting habitat.

Ontario SwiftWatch had two
goals: 
1.

2.



2010
In response to interest from other naturalist groups in urban areas across Ontario, Birds Canada launched
Ontario SwiftWatch in 2010. During this season Birds Canada staff partnered with the Ministry of Natural
Resources to investigate why artificial nesting structures were not being used. They placed temperature
sensitive data loggers in active chimneys, artificial towers, and open but inactive chimneys to determine if the
internal microclimate differed among these structures. The collection of these data continued through the 2011
season. In 2010 Regional Coordinators were recruited to organize and communicate with other SwiftWatch
volunteers in their town or city. The Regional Coordinators' jobs included: volunteer recruitment, training,
assigning volunteers to locations, addressing volunteer questions and concerns, data collection, and liaising
with Birds Canada. A survey protocol was also created this year. 

As a result of all of our efforts, in 2011 the Ontario SwiftWatch program received a conservation
achievement award from the Niagara Peninsula Conservation Authority, and was featured as one of
the “Top 5 Wildlife Success Stories” in the December 2011 issue of Canadian Geographic.     
 
During the summer of 2011 BSC conducted a detectability study that used digital wireless video
recordings placed in active swift nesting chimneys to determine if Chimney Swift activity (measured
through the number of entrances and exits) at nest sites differs with: (1) time of Season/ Breeding
Stage; (2) time of Day; and (3) number of adults present in chimney. Using the results from this study
we were able to develop guidelines describing the minimum observation time required to reliably
assign occupancy to nesting-only chimneys, where birds make entrances and exits throughout the
day. We found that 45 minutes of continuous  observations at any time during the day in June or July
and 20 minutes of continuous observation at any time during the day in August will generally provide
reliable assessments of activity at nesting-only chimneys.

As a result of all of our efforts, in 2011 the Ontario SwiftWatch program received a conservation achievement
award from the Niagara Peninsula Conservation Authority, and was featured as one of the “Top 5 Wildlife
Success Stories” in the December 2011 issue of Canadian Geographic.     
 
During the summer of 2011 Birds Canada spent a lot of time preparing for future studies including the chimney
inventory and habitat assessment and the development of monitoring guidelines. 

2011

George PeckOntario SwiftWatch Participant



2012
In 2012 the focus of population monitoring was on presence/absence surveys as well as trying to determine
how many swifts were using each active chimney. This type of monitoring required volunteers to watch
occupied chimneys starting 30 minutes before sunset until 15 minutes after sunset and record how many
swifts enter and/or exit the chimney. The National Roost Population Monitoring survey was also initiated in
this year. 
 
Using the chimney inventory and habitat assessments conducted by volunteers, 928 chimneys, either used
or unused by Chimney Swifts, were described. These descriptions revealed that Chimney Swifts
preferentially used chimneys with a greater length exposed above the roofline of the building and a greater
inside area. The average chimney used by swifts extended 2.86 m above the roofline and had an internal
area of 1.0079 m . We also found that in urban areas there is more nesting habitat available than is being
used by Chimney Swifts and it is likely that declines in Ontario’s swift population are primarily driven by a
process other than habitat loss, such as prey abundance and availability. However, suitable nesting habitat
is a finite resource and will continue to decline over time as chimneys are capped, modified, or destroyed.
Check out the published paper here.

Erin Brethauer
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2013
The focus continued to be on presence/absence surveys in 2013 with a particular goal to identify new
nesting and roosting sites. This is the year we started doing Swift Night Outs! From the presence/absence
surveys we learned that the most common chimney types used by swifts in descending order were:
commercial, school, apartment building, religious building, residential, industrial, and then other. We were
also able to establish from volunteer data the nesting stages for Chimney Swifts in Southern Ontario (times
for spring arrival, nest building, incubation period etc.).

Nesting stages of Chimney Swifts in Southern Ontario

2014
In 2014, we started a new study to further our understanding of the habitat requirements for Chimney
Swifts. To determine if average temperature and temperature fluctuations throughout the season play a
role in the suitability of nesting sites, data loggers were installed in two chimneys in four communities (Port
Rowan, Port Burwell, Guelph, and Kingston), one chimney known to house Chimney Swifts, and another
chimney nearby that is open and fits the nesting requirements for swifts, but has not been used by the
birds in the past (another data logger was placed in a chimney in Barrie but a matching chimney was not
found). Since the sample size of this study was small due to technical difficulties with data loggers, we
expanded the study in 2017-2018.

2015
BSC’s “Swifts and Swallows” web page was updated and launched in 2015. It includes relevant information
about each species including biology, threats and protection, and how a private landowner can help
maintain, improve, or create habitat. The SwiftWatch data entry portal was also created in this year, and
has resulted in increased data quality and consistency which allows us to better track changes in swift
numbers.



2016
In 2016, the number of volunteers and chimneys being monitored continued to increase. We learned that
the probability of detecting swifts at a nest chimney is highest during low cloud cover, and that detection
increased moderately over the course of the nesting period (June-July). Check out the published paper
here. These results provide recommendations on survey timing and protocol in order to reduce the chance
of false absence (i.e., when a chimney is inaccurately deemed unoccupied when it is actually occupied),
and thus, hopefully reduce the risk of habitat destruction. 
 

2017
The first known use of an “artificial tower” (i.e., a standalone tower built for Chimney Swifts) by a breeding
swift pair in Ontario was documented in 2017. Additionally, we expanded a project to determine the
optimal chimney temperatures that support nesting Chimney Swifts. Although Chimney Swifts readily
take to “artificial” towers in some areas, like Texas, there has been limited uptake in Canada which we
suspected may be related to inadequate thermal properties. We deployed temperature loggers at 6 sites
this year (2 historically occupied nest chimneys, 2 historically unoccupied chimneys, and 2 artificial
towers) and continued the study in the following year.

2018

Hobo Pendant Data Logger used to
measure ambient internal temperature of
chimneys used and unused by Chimney
Swifts (left); City of Mississauga helping 
install a data logger in the Timothy Street
Park Chimney Swift Tower (right).

In 2018, we continued to investigate Chimney Swift nesting habitat requirements to guide future habitat
creation efforts. We continued putting out temperature loggers and found that unoccupied structures had
both significantly lower minimum temperatures and significantly more variance in temperature than
occupied structures. However, the maximum temperature did not differ significantly between occupied and
unoccupied structures. These results suggest that the thermal properties of structures, particularly minimum
temperature and temperature variance, might influence whether they are occupied by Chimney Swifts
during the breeding season. These results indicate that thermal properties should be taken into
consideration when designing new nest habitat.

Liz Purves Liz Purves



upcoming 2020 season

Participate in spring roost monitoring. Sign up to watch a roost chimney on May 20,
May 24, May 28, and June 1 by contacting Megan Hiebert, SwiftWatch Coordinator. 
 Help determine if previously known swift sites are still active. Contact Megan or
your Regional Coordinator for a list of chimneys that need checking in your area.
Help find new roost and nest sites. Watch for swifts overhead at dusk and report
sightings. If you suspect swifts are nesting or roosting somewhere nearby, scout out
swift-suitable chimneys in the day and come back around sunset to watch for
entering swifts. If you aren’t sure where to survey, contact Megan or your Regional
Coordinator for priority areas.
Keep an eye out for natural roost and nest sites (old hollow trees with a 50-cm or
larger diameter at breast height) as well as swifts nesting in barns.
Help protect swifts on your property. If you have swifts nesting or roosting in your
chimney or barn, check out our resources on being a good swift host and please
let us know about your efforts.
Host, or help host, a “Swift Night Out” in your community.

In 2020, we will continue to monitor known nest and roost sites as well as identify new
swift sites. We will be recruiting more volunteers to monitor roosts in new and currently
active SwiftWatch communities over all count nights in the spring. Lastly, we will work
one-on-one with stewards and landowners at known chimneys of high conservation
importance (e.g., roost sites housing high numbers of swifts during spring migration) to
encourage and facilitate the conservation of those sites. 
 
Here are some ways to get involved in 2020:
 
 
 
 

 
Stay tuned for more information on the 2020 season coming this spring!
 
For more information on participating in Ontario SwiftWatch, please contact Megan
Hiebert, Ontario SwiftWatch Coordinator, Birds Canada at 519-586-3531 ext. 123 or
email OntarioSwiftWatch@birdscanada.org.

Join our SwiftWatch email list to receive the most up-to-date information and
volunteer opportunities, and events.
Report all of your swift sightings (whether they are part of an “official” swift survey or
not) using the online data portal.
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