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Conservation of Barn Swallow nests on vertical 
rafters for future use. 

 
 

Barn used for nesting by Barn Swallows. 

 
 

Adult, male Barn Swallow. 

Introduction 
 
The Barn Swallow (Hirundo rustica) is a summer 
resident of Canada that many people are familiar 
with given their tendency to nest in or on human 
structures (e.g., buildings, docks, bridges) and their 
presence in open habitats, often in association with 
livestock. Unfortunately, Breeding Bird Survey data 
from 1970 to 2009 indicates an overall decline in the 
Canadian Barn Swallow population by 76%, of 
which 30% has been from 1999 to 2009 (COSEWIC 
2011). As a result of this decline, the Committee on 
the Status of Endangered Wildlife in Canada 
(COSEWIC) listed Barn Swallow as Threatened in 
Canada (Government of Canada 2015). 
 

Helping Barn Swallows 
 
Landowners are Barn Swallows most important stewards. Those who already support nesting birds and 
those looking to have them nest on their property can try to enhance their populations by providing 
nesting cups in suitable locations. As the reason(s) for the significant decline in the number and 
distribution of Barn Swallows in Canada is not fully understood, the provision of nest cups may not be the 
most important action landowners can take to help Barn Swallows. In addition to providing nest cups, 
landowners should also maintain, enhance, or restore other critical habitats and conditions that Barn 
Swallows need to survive, such as offering covered, open, and safe locations to breed and raise their 
young, maintaining their old nests, providing a source of open water (e.g., pond) and mud, and supporting 
livestock and native plant species that attract beneficial insects. Please refer to the BC Swallow 
Conservation Project website (https://bcswallowconservationproject.wordpress.com/swallow-best-
management-practices/) under the section titled ‘Best Management Practices’ for further information on 
ways you can steward Barn Swallows. 

 

Barn Swallow Nest Cup Construction 
 
Provided below are instructions for constructing a Barn Swallow nest cup, which can be placed under the 
roof of a building or other structure. The nest cup is comprised of three main parts: the backboard, floor, 
and cup. It’s recommended the nest cup be built from wood that is durable (e.g., cedar, Douglas-fir, 
spruce, or pine) and light weight. The following tools are required to construct a nest cup: table saw or 
hand saw, electric jigsaw, drill and drill bit (11/64

th
), screw driver, coarse file / rasp, vise or C-clamps, work 
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bench, two circular objects (e.g., coffee can, bowl, sanding disk) with diameters of 12.5cm (4 3/4 inches) 
and 16cm (6 1/4 inches), carpenters square, hammer, tape measure, pencil, safety glasses, and ear 
muffs. Other materials needed include seven, 3cm (1 1/4 inch) long and 2mm wide galvanized finishing 
nails or a tube of construction adhesive (e.g., Lepage PL Premium 3x295ml), to hold the three parts of the 
nest cup together, and four, 2.5cm (1 inch) to 3.5cm (1 3/8 inches) long and 3 to 4 mm wide stainless 
steel screws, Robertson head preferable, or similar sized galvanized nails to mount the nest cup. 
 

Backboard 
 
The backboard provides closure to the cup portion of the nest and acts as a surface to mount the nest. 
The backboard is made from wood that has the following dimensions: 0.5cm (1/4 inch) to 1cm (3/8 inch) 
thick, 8.0 to 8.5cm (3 1/4 to 3 1/2 inches) wide, and 16.5cm (6 1/2 inches) long. The width or height of the 
backboard will provide a 3.5cm (1 3/8 inches) to 4cm (1 5/8 inches) space between the top of the nest 
cup and the bottom of an overhead cover object (e.g., roof). Two holes are to be drilled with an 11/64

th
 bit, 

each 2cm (3/4 inch) down and in from the corners that will be the top portion of the nest cup backboard. 
 

  
 

Measured width and length of backboard. 
 

 

Large piece of wood used to cut multiple 
backboards. 

 

  
 

Wood aligned on table saw for cutting width. 
 

Wood aligned on table saw for cutting length. 
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Finished backboard with two holes drilled and 
examples of screws for mounting nest cup. This 
can now be used as a template for future nest 

cups. 

 

Floor 
 
The floor is made from the same dimensional wood that was used for the backboard (i.e., 0.5cm (1/4 
inch) to 1cm (3/8 inch) thick, 8.0 to 8.5cm (3 1/4 to 3 1/2 inches) wide, and 16.5cm (6 1/2 inches) long). A 
circular object that has a 16cm (6 ¼ inches) diameter is needed so that once the floor is cut it will align / 
cover the cup portion of the nest. 
 

  
 

Coffee tin used to draw the shape of the floor. 

 
  

Clamp used to secure the floor to a work surface 
for cutting out the semi-circle shape with an electric 

jigsaw. A vise can also be used to secure wood. 
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Final floor for nest cup. This can now be used as a 
template for future nest cups. 

 

Cup 
 
The cup portion of the nest is made from a 2x4 piece of wood that’s cut to 16cm (6 1/4 inches) in length. 
Two circular objects are used to obtain the shape of the nest cup, which has a cup thickness of 1.75cm 
(5/8 inch). A jigsaw is then used to cut the cup to size and the edges are roughened with a rasp to provide 
more friction for the Barn Swallows to attach the mud and other materials they use to build their nest. 
 

  
 

A sanding disk and coffee tin are used to draw the 
shape of the nest cup. 

 

 

Coffee tin being traced to obtain outer 
circumference of nest. 
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Sanding disk used to obtain inner circumference of 
cup. 

 

 

Outline of two cups with carpenters square in 
center for cutting 2x4 to length. 

 

  
 

Cutting 2x4 to length with mitre saw. 
 

 

Cup secured to work surface for cutting with jigsaw. 
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C-clamp used to secure and move wood to allow 
for cutting. 

 

 

Jigsaw being used to cut outer shape of cup. 
 

  
 

Final cup in center with inner and outer pieces of 
remaining wood. 

 

 

Rasp used to roughen cup surface while clamped 
to work bench. 

 

 

 

 

Completed cup. 
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Nest Cup Assembly 
 

  
 

Pieces of nest cup ready for assembly with 
galvanized nails. 

 

 

Using nails to assembly nest cup pieces. Pre-
drilling slightly smaller diameter holes for nails will 
help prevent wood from splitting. Nest cup pieces 

can also be assembled with construction adhesive. 
 

  
 

Final nest cup. 
 

Nest cups mounted under a constructed overhang. 
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