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• Birds are important!  

• Ecosystem function and services 

• Intrinsic value

• Human interactions with birds – one of the most readily recognized wildlife 
interactions that most humans experience regularly, linked with benefits to 
psychological well-being and a sense of connectedness to nature.

• Observing birds can lead to a greater conservation ethic, increased sustainable 
behaviors.

• Bird values provides rationale for the continued study and conservation of birds.

Why Bother With Birds?



Birds are in Trouble
• 2.9 billion birds gone in Canada and U.S. 

since 1970. 

• Birdlife International’s (2022) State of the 
World’s Birds report: 49% of bird species 
worldwide have decreasing populations.

• Declines not restricted to rare and 
threatened species – common species also 
declining.

• Aerial insectivores facing steepest 
population declines of any group of birds in 
Canada. 

• Alarming trends call for immediate action, 
e.g., retaining/restoring habitats and 
conservation action. 

N.A. Bird Conservation Initiative Canada, 2019



a) Provide volunteer opportunities 
b) Enhancing Barn and Bank Swallow habitat
c) Outreach and awareness
d) Provide unprecedented information on the timing and locations of Bank 

Swallow movements using the Motus Wildlife Tracking System (ECCC CWS). 

Upper Columbia Swallow Habitat Enhancement Project 



Barn Swallow
• ID - cobalt blue above on back, wings, and tail; rufous below, 

long/deeply forked tail.

• Slightly smaller than a bluebird; slightly larger than a Tree Swallow.

• Most abundant and widely distributed swallow species in the world. 

• Feed on the wing.  Snagging insects with quick wingbeats. 1 
individual eats up to 850 insects/day!

• Build their mud nests almost exclusively on human-made structures. 

• Commonly reuse nests.

Christopher Clark



Barn Swallow – status & threats

• Population decline of 76% in Canada in a forty-year period 
(COSEWIC, 2011); they are blue-listed in B.C. and Threatened on 
Schedule 1 of SARA (2017). 

• Declines not well understood. 

• Crash in insect populations. Like other aerial insectivores, BARS 
has experienced very large declines that began somewhat 
inexplicably in the mid- to late 1980s in Canada. 

• Losses in the amount of some important types of artificial nest 
sites (e.g., open barns) and in the amount of foraging habitat in 
open agricultural land. 



Bank Swallow

• A warm brown swallow with white underparts & throat, with 
dark back & thick brown breastband. The head is brown. 
Underwings are dark.

• They nest in sandy cliffs/gravel or sand piles at construction sites 
and freight yards (often destroyed). 

• Dig the burrows using their feet, wings, and bill.

• Breeding habitat is limiting. 

• Very specific breeding conditions, low-elevation (<900m), large 
near-vertical banks, friable soils exposed to erosional forces.

• Burrows can be 25cm-180cm long!



Bank Swallow – status and threats

• 93%-98% population loss in Canada.

• Threatened species in Schedule 1 of the SARA in 2017. 

• Reasons for the significant population decline are not 
well understood. 

• Rationale for declines, cumulative: loss of breeding, 
foraging and winter habitat, collision with vehicles, 
widespread pesticide use, population decline of aerial 
insects, climate change and destruction of nest sites 
during mining excavation.

• Recovery Strategy released May 2022, includes Critical 
Habitat.



• Major coordination/data recording efforts
• BANS 3x/season. BARS weekly monitoring.
• In 2021, 67 volunteers monitored:

• 55 BANS colonies.
• 345 BARS nests at 71 structures. 

• In 2022, 70 volunteers monitored:
• 67 BANS colonies 
• 385 BARS nests at 79 structures (including 4 ANS). 

• >20 training sessions.
• Effectiveness monitoring.

Citizen-science

Huge thanks to our volunteers!!!! 



Barn Swallow nest distribution Bank Swallow nest distribution

47 nest locations. Nests on 89 structures. 114 BANS colonies confirmed active.



Landowner and Public Outreach

In 2022:

• 18 landowner visits
• 8 additional private landowners contacted re land 
access 
• co-existence encouraged (messy nests).
• 3 event tables 
• interpretive walk - 12 participants 
• field trip to an ANS in Golden – 7 participants 
• webinar– 38 participants.
•  swallow conservation brochure
• trained LWA staff on how to complete effectiveness 
monitoring at the restoration site at Windermere Lake 
Provincial Park.
• Interviews and short video’s produced.



Artificial nesting structures

• No national standard for compensation.
• Expand habitat availability for Barn Swallows.
• Testing 3 parameters (size, roof type, openness).  4 designs.
• Also monitoring temp under roof with and without insulation.
• Presence of old nests indicates a higher quality territory; seeding with mud 

nests when possible.
• Can involve landowner agreements, permits, Indigenous consultation, etc.
• In places where known nesting structures will be taken down and where nests 

are known to exist – increases habitat availability.  
• 5 ANS – one used by BARS.
• Prospect for nests sites previous year.



Nest cups

~70 barn swallow nest cups installed on ANS + on 
pre-existing buildings to make them more suitable 
for breeding BARS.

Thank you to the Lake Windermere District Rod & Gun Club for 
making us nest cups!



Barn roof enhancement

-several nest sites
-provided 13% funding for roof replacement
-weekly monitoring 2023-2025



Vegetation removal

• At Bank Swallow colony
• Open flight path
• Donated services for vegetation removal, on private land.



Windermere Lake Provincial Park (before)

- Negative impacts to colony. Trail leading through colony, sticks jammed in 
burrows, slumped slope, walking trail, invasive species, etc. 



Windermere Lake Provincial Park (after)

• removed trail leading through colony
• resloped slumped area of colony, ropes 

and interpretive signage at colony.
• LWA assisting with effectiveness 

monitoring.
• Motus station



• Bank Swallow habitat enhancement with District of Invermere
• enhancing slopes to become suitable nesting habitat for Bank Swallows
• Fencing and interpretive signage

Athalmer Neighborhood



• Partnership with Wildlife Conservation Society.
• Innovative structure to satisfy habitat requirements for both Birds (swallows) and bats.
• Nearby: bat roost eviction, largest CLSW colony, deteriorating building with CLSW and BARS nests.

Parson Air B&B 



Interpretive Signage 
• incorporated Indigenous perspective (Ktunaxa Nation and Shuswap Band)



Motus Wildlife Tracking System 

• No information on migratory pathway used by western Canada’s BANS 
populations.

• Evaluation of BANS migratory connectivity is now a Canada-wide collaboration, 
through ECCC CWS.

• 4 stations installed in 2022 (assessing locations, landowner permissions, etc). 
• In June, 50 BANS tagged.
• Master’s student (Cambridge U) working on data analysis to determine the 

long-distance migratory route taken by BANS, and stable isotope analysis on 
feathers (wintering habitat).



Completed (17):
• 5 ANS(8 nest cups each)
• Nest cups on nine pre-existing structures
• Vegetation removal at 1 BANS colony
• Restoration work at Wind Lk PP

In progress (11):
• Two swallow/bat condo’s
• Two ANSs
• # additional pre-existing structures enhanced with nest cups
• Slope enhancement for BANS (Athalmer, Birchlands)
• Vegetation removal at 1 additional colony.

• Effectiveness monitoring plan in action!

UCSHEP Enhancement Projects



Knowledge Gaps

1. Where else are barn swallows breeding in the study area?  
• We now know this now for BANS, still lacking for BARS.
• Can help with co-existence strategies, incorporating data into 

management plans. 

2.    How effective are the various enhancement measures?  Is one type/size 
ANS better more effective? Should we be insulating all ANS?  How high 
should nest cups be from ceiling?  

• Can help direct future enhancement efforts.

3. Are re-sloping/vegetation removal effective at attracting BANS? 
• Can help direct future enhancement efforts.

4. Where do the BANS go post-breeding?  Where is their migratory 
pathway and where are important habitats outside breeding areas?
• Helps us focus where to direct international partnerships.



For questions, please contact:
Rachel Darvill, BSc., MSc., RPBio

Program Biologist – Upper Columbia Swallow Habitat Enhancement Project
racheldarvill@gmail.com
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