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Tree Swallow nest boxes - Request for funding

Introduction

The prime reason for the swallow box program is to help stabilize the 
dwindling number of Tree Swallows.

Tree Swallows are common but overall populations declined by 49% 
between 1966 and 2014, according to the North American Breeding 
Bird Survey. Partners in Flight estimates a global breeding population of 
17 million with 54% breeding in Canada. The birds numbers are 
probably most limited by available nest sites, and as people like us 
install more nest boxes their range has been expanding, particularly 
southward. But boxes account for only a small fraction of Tree Swallow 
nest sites. Natural cavities, where most Tree Swallows build their nests, 
have been disappearing as we clear the land, manage woodlands, cut 
down older trees, and remove dead trees. Tree Swallows eat a high-
insect diet, which through bioaccumulation can expose them to high 
levels of pesticides and other contaminants such as PCBs and mercury. 
They also show a sensitive response to climate change. As spring 
temperatures have warmed since the 1960s, Tree Swallows’ average 
date of laying their first egg has moved nine days earlier.

The Tree Swallow nesting box program has gathered considerable success since its inception in 
2004. In 2017 there are 17 boxes that have been occupied by Tree Swallows. The average 
number of eggs is 5. Some will not hatch but expectations are the boxes will produce in excess 
of 70 new Tree Swallows.

Reason for the funding request

For the last few years activity around the boxes has centred on construction, fall maintenance 
(removal of old nests and tabulating results), spring cleaning (repair of boxes and removal of 
any wasps, rats etc.). 

More science is needed to help Bird Studies Canada and the Audubon Society to better 
understand what is happening during the nesting and breeding season. Getting volunteers to 
build and clean the boxes has worked but ongoing regular monitoring has proved difficult.

The Task

• To clean out the boxes in early Spring. There are now 50 boxes.
• To monitor the boxes once or twice per week during the period from late April to mid July.
• This will involve opening the boxes three or four times during this period to check for eggs and 

chicks. Opening the boxes is a two person task and is performed by opening 50% of the 
boxes at any one visit. [I have checked with Bird Studies Canada and Tree swallows are quite 
resilient to being disturbed and very rarely abandon.



• Logging all visits.
• Looking for any patterns of odd behaviour. [eg we found a dead swallow with neck injuries in a 

box in late April. This Box was taken over by a House Sparrow],
• Photographing any evidence using camera / endoscope.
• Reporting to Bird Studies Canada.
• Writing a report at end of season for Bird Studies Canada, BBPA and copies to Delta Nats on 

results for the season. This report should have data of nesting birds and quantities of young.

Time involved

The time needed is based on activity estimates made during the 2017 season.  The building of 
nests started in early May and continued into late June

Time Activity visits per week

Last week April/First week 
May

Staking out and claiming boxes 1

Second and Third week 
May

Nest Building starts 2

Third and last week May Eggs start to be laid. [Nests opened and checked 
1-2X]

2

First and second weeks 
June

Young hatching. [Nests opened and checked 1-2X] 2-3

Third and Forth weeks June Young leaving nests. [Nests checked 1X] 2

First and second weeks in 
July

late nesters finish their broods 1



Estimate of number of hours for a season for visits and data entry is 80-100 hrs. It is possible 
to visit the nests with only one person however the task becomes very cumbersome. Carrying 
Endoscope, pliers, pruners, clipboard and sometimes ladder as well as making proper notes is 
tough.  Breakdown of hours is below:

Equipment needed

The equipment needed for the task is fairly simple:

• Small Step ladder for higher boxes
• Needle nose pliers for opening boxes
• Endoscope (with wifi) to take pictures - see examples below
• Clothing to ID the workers (T shirt with BBPA “Swallow Whisperer” logo). The public walking in 

the park are concerned for well being of the birds.
• Clipboard and log sheets
• Wood for new/ repair boxes

Cost of Equipment 2108: $150-$200

Data Required by Bird Studies Canada

# 
people

# 
weeks

visits per 
week

# hours @
2.5hours per 
visit and .5 hr data 
entry

Last week April/First 
week May

1 2 1 6

Second and Third week 
May

1 2 2 11

Third and last week May 2 2 2 21

First and second weeks 
June

2 2 2-3 26

Third and Forth weeks 
June

2 2 1-2 16

First and second weeks 
in July

1 2 1 6

Cleaning out the boxes 
at beginning and end of 
season

2 1 1 5

Building /Refurbishing 
boxes

3 10



• GPS of each nest
• date
• species
• #eggs and/or nestlings

Issues

1 House Sparrows. House sparrows are an invasive, introduced species. They have 
taken over a number of boxes. Most are situated at the beginning of the park and around the 
Pump House. They are increasing. We need to decide on a strategy.

a) Remove some of the boxes that are home to house sparrows.
b) Remove sparrow nests even if there are eggs. [A strategy recommended 
by Bird Studies Canada.]
c) Experimenting with baffles again. #10 has a baffle and was one of the few 
of the park entrance boxes to have Tree Swallows in it.

2 Removal or relocation of some boxes.  Some of the boxes are in awkward places. A 
discussion is needed. 

a) #3 is first box to left from the 12th street. Its down the bank and over 
marsh area. It’s been empty for last three years.
b) #14- #19 behind Pump house are hard to get to, vegetation growth is 
increasing and they are mainly full of House Sparrows.
c) # 70 and #73 [by Hacker’s and Farquhar’s]. Seem to be empty and 
history is sketchy as they keep getting missed with record keeping.
d) #11 is in the park and in a dead pine tree. Hard to get to and gets missed. 
Chickadees have been resident.

Appendix 1: Tree Swallow Basics 101

Feeding Behaviour
Forages mostly in flight, often low over water or fields. May pick items from surface of water 
while flying. Perches in bushes to eat berries, and sometimes feeds on ground, especially in 
cold weather.

Nesting
Male arrives in nesting territory before female; courtship involves male showing female potential 
nesting sites. Birds often choose new mates each year. Nest: Natural nest sites are in holes in 
dead trees, or in old sapsucker holes in live trees; also very frequently uses nest boxes. 
Sometimes in odd sites such as holes in buildings, old Cliff Swallow nests, or holes in ground. 
Nest (built mostly by female) is cup of grass, weeds, rootlets, moss, pine needles, other plant 
materials. Usually lined with many feathers (from other kinds of birds), mostly added after first 
eggs are laid.

Eggs
4-7, sometimes 2-8. Very pale pink at first, fading to white. Incubation is by female only, usually 
14-15 days. Young: Both parents feed nestlings, and female broods them while they are small. 
Young usually leave the nest about 18-22 days after hatching.



Young
Both parents feed nestlings, and female broods them while they are small. Young usually leave 
the nest about 18-22 days after hatching.

Diet
Mostly insects, some berries. Diet is mostly insects, especially in summer. Feeds on many flies, 
beetles, winged ants, and others. Also eats some spiders, and will eat sand fleas (which are 
crustaceans). Unlike our other swallows, eats much vegetable material (up to 20% of annual 
diet, mostly eaten in winter). Bayberries are main plant food, also eats other berries and seeds.

Appendix 2:   References

Audubon Society : http://www.audubon.org/field-guide/bird/tree-swallow

Tree Swallow Projects:  http://www.treeswallowprojects.com/basics.html

Cornell Lab https://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Tree_Swallow/lifehistory

Cornell Nestwatch http://nestwatch.org/learn/focal-species/tree-swallow/
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