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Swifts in Scotland 

The Common swift (Apus apus) is a summer visitor to Scotland, arriving in early May and 

leaving in early August for its wintering areas in southern and central Africa.  They are 

superbly adapted aerial birds which live their entire life on the wing, landing only to breed.  

Originally using cliffs, crags and occasional trees for breeding, they have adapted well to 

using man-made buildings.   

Surveys carried out by the British Trust for Ornithology (BTO) show that there has been a 

decline of over 60% in the population of swifts in Scotland between 1995 and 2013 

(Breeding Bird Survey Report for 2014). In 2009 this led to swifts receiving an Amber listing, 

showing that they are now a UK Species of Conservation Concern.  They are also included in 

the Scottish Government’s Biodiversity List of Priority Species. 

Figure 1 – Graph showing the Breeding Bird Survey index for the Swift in Scotland. 

 

A major contribution to the decline in population is the ever-increasing loss of nesting sites.  

Swifts are predominately associated with older buildings where they use the gaps under 

eaves, gaps in pointing and cracks in stonework to nest.  As these buildings are renovated, 

these gaps and cracks are filled in, resulting in the loss of nest sites. As swifts return to the 

same site year after year, it is increasingly difficult for them to find a new nest site in which 

to breed. It is likely that one of the limiting factors in the size of swift populations is the 

availability of nest sites. 

 



Photo 1 – Young swift in nest site, ready to fledge 

   

Swifts will also nest in newer buildings where there are suitable gaps and spaces.  However, 

modern building practices tend to exclude swifts from their traditional sites by using 

materials which seal all gaps and cover ventilation spaces.  Wire mesh plates or grids are 

now used to cover ventilation gaps, and new building materials and techniques do not offer 

alternative possibilities.   

Swifts are declining in number as we exclude them from renovated buildings. This project 

brought together the local community in proactively helping to safeguard the existing 

population of swifts in Crieff. 

 

Swifts in Crieff 

Tayside Swifts has been working in Crieff for a number of years, with nest boxes on the 

Council buildings in James Square having been erected fifteen years ago. One of these boxes 

has been in use by swifts for a number of years and has partly been our inspiration for 

continued working in Crieff. 

The Crieff Swift Conservation Project was set up to raise awareness of local swifts with the 

local community and businesses. The project aims were as follows: 

 Carry out guided walks to raise awareness of swifts and encourage swift recording; 

 Map existing swift nest sites and screaming party locations with Dots on Maps 

sessions; 

 Work with businesses and householders to find good locations for swift nestboxes 

and erect them; 

 Disseminate information across Tayside, Scotland, the UK and to the international 

swift community. 



Events: 

The following events took place over the summer of 2019 to engage the community and 

recruit volunteer surveyors. 

Table 1 – Events held as part of the project 

Event Purpose No of people 
involved 

Talk to Crieff 
primary school 

Raise awareness of swifts & recruit surveyors 27 

Dots on maps at 
Crieff Library 

Raise awareness of swifts, recruit surveyors & 
plot existing sightings on maps 

12 

Guided walk in 
Muthill 

Survey training and recruit surveyors 8 

Guided walk in 
Crieff 

Survey training and recruit surveyors 17 

Say Goodbye to 
Swifts at Crieff 
Library 
 

Plot swift sightings on maps 5 

 

A number of further events in Crieff were planned as part of this project but Covid had a 

significant impact in 2020 and 2021, which meant these weren’t able to take place. A video 

to raise awareness of World Swift Day and Swifts Awareness Week and ask for further 

sightings in Crieff was made in June 2021 and promoted on the Tayside Swifts and Tayside 

Biodiversity Facebook pages. This reached two thousand and two hundred people. 

A number of press releases were featured in the Courier and Strathearn Herald in 2019 and 

2021. 

Photo 2 – Screenshot of start of Tayside Swifts video posted on Facebook, June 2021 

 



Recording: 

Volunteer recorders passed their information on to the project officer who then mapped 

the information on the Swift Mapper, which is a new recording system set up by the RSPB 

and local swift groups. This is an easy to use system and sightings can be added to the app 

when out surveying. The information is then available for everyone to use and download. 

PKC Planners will use the data with their GIS maps to help create Swift Priority Zones to 

safeguard future populations of swifts. It can also be used to pinpoint good locations for 

swift nestboxes. https://www.swiftmapper.org.uk/ 

The information will also be passed on to BTO and this report circulated within the Swift 

community in Scotland, the UK and further afield. 

Photo 3 – Crieff sightings on the Swift Mapper October 2021, showing newly discovered 

nest sites in yellow and screaming party locations in blue 

 

 

Nestboxes: 

Nestboxes were erected across the Crieff area to ensure there will be more places for swifts 

to nest on their return in 2022. The completion date for the project was later than originally 

planned because of Covid, with the boxes being erected in September 2021 to avoid conflict 

with any summer-nesting birds. 

Three designs of boxes were used – Schwegler triple and single boxes and RSPB wooden 

boxes. The Schwegler boxes are made of wood fibre and concrete and are consequently 

very long lasting and need no maintenance. 

 

about:blank


Photo 3 – A Swift nestbox being erected on a Hillcrest property in Crieff 

  

Thirty nestboxes were ordered and a number of businesses and properties, with an 

emphasis on accommodation providers associated with Green Tourism, were contacted to 

see if they would like to help swifts by hosting a nestbox on their building. 

All relevant Health & Safety documentation was prepared before volunteer visits and the 

final installation of nest boxes, including Covid 19 volunteer guidance. Householders and 

property owners signed the Property Owners’ Approval Form and have been asked to use a 

Swift Call system to attract swifts. 

A new Nestbox Reporting Portal named Home Swift Home has been set up on the Tayside 

Biodiversity Partnership’s website for people to record when birds take up residence and a 

volunteer will also be monitoring them over the summer. This can be seen at: 

https://www.taysidebiodiversity.co.uk/tayside-biodiversity-surveys/tayside-biodiversity-

survey-swifts/  



A number of the business properties have been put forward as Swift Business Champions 

and will be receiving a certificate for display on their property. This will be promoted in 

autumn/ winter 2021. 

A number of boxes were erected on Ardvreck School. Ali Kinge, Headmistress at Ardvreck 

School said 'We are thrilled to be able to support Tayside Swifts with their wonderful project 

and we are all very excited to welcome the families of swifts over the coming years. 

Ardvreck School has always been a little haven for furry and feathered animals and we are 

honoured to be considered a great home for them.' 

It is hoped that we can continue to work with Ardvreck School in the future. 

Photo 4 – Press release in the Courier 24/4/19 

 

 

Conclusion and Legacy: 

The project achieved all its aims with the many events that took place in summer 2019 

helping to raise awareness of the swifts’ plight and recruiting volunteer recorders, 

promotion via social media, press releases in the Strathearn Herald and Courier and the 

nestboxes being erected in September 2021. 



Covid did have a big impact on the project, but, with many new boxes in place, lots of new 

homes are now available for swifts to nest in when they return from migration in spring 

2022. With more nest sites available and with existing swift nest sites safeguarded, the swift 

population in Crieff will hopefully stabilise and ultimately start to recover in years to come. 

In the future Tayside Swifts will continue to work with the community-led group Crieff 

Swifts and help to raise awareness of the project during World Swift Day and the UK Swift 

Awareness Week. Annual contact will be made with the nestbox hosts to remind them to 

report back online via the Home Swift Home reporting portal. 

Photo 3 – Staff at Ardvreck school with volunteer Andrew Roger (second from right) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

With many thanks to CECF (Community Environment Challenge Fund) for funding, Hillcrest Housing 

Association for their continued support and numerous recording volunteers including Ema Hathaway, plus 

George Winter, Andrew Roger and Dave Ferguson of the Crieff Swift Project for assistance with nest boxes. 

Thanks also to the many property owners who have been so welcoming and for offering to host the new 

nestboxes. 

All photos © Daniele Muir 

 For more details on swift action in Tayside and guidance for Planners, Architects, Builders & Community 

groups see: http://www.taysidebiodiversity.co.uk/get-involved/projects/projects-

swifts/  and http://www.taysidebiodiversity.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/2017-SNH-Swift-Best-

Practice-Advice-Note.pdf 

Report prepared by Daniele Muir of Perthshire Wildlife on behalf of the Tayside Biodiversity Partnership, 

October 2021. Contact: caglloyd@pkc.gov.uk or dmuir@taysideswifts.co.uk 

Tayside Biodiversity Partnership, Pullar House, 35 Kinnoull Street, Perth, PH1 5GD. 
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