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 Figure 1. Barn Swallow, adult male, B.C. 

 
 

Figure 2. Barn Swallow foraging area, 
Fraser River delta, B.C. 

 

Identification 
 

 A medium-sized (17-20 g) aerial insectivore, with adults 
recognized by their steely-blue upperparts, rufous 
underparts, chestnut throat and forehead, and long, 
deeply forked tail with white spots on inner webs. Males 
have longer outer tail feathers and tend to be darker 
chestnut on underparts than females. 

 
Habitat Preference 
 

 Prefers various open habitats (e.g., grassy fields, 
pastures, various agricultural crops, farmyards, lakes, rivers, streams, wetlands, coastal bays, 
lagoons, estuaries, beaches, cleared right-of-ways and forested areas). 

 In B.C., most reported nests were associated with human-influenced habitats (i.e., rural areas, 
cultivated farmlands, and suburban and urban areas). 

 Barn Swallows require wet sites that have a source of mud nearby (e.g., availability of mud less than 
200 m from nests) as their nests are constructed of mud pellets. 

 
Foraging 
 

 Feeds on a range of insects (e.g., mosquitoes, flies, beetles, moths), that are captured over open 
habitats (e.g., waterbodies, pastures with livestock, and woodland edges). 

 Pastures grazed by cattle have been shown to contain higher numbers of aerial invertebrates and 
foraging by Barn Swallows than agricultural lands used to grow fodder crop and are ungrazed or used 
for growing cereal (e.g., wheat, barley) and other crops (e.g., maize, oilseed rape, peas). 

 Barn Swallows prefer to feed along edge habitats, where wind 
speeds are reduced and insects are more abundant. 

 Barn Swallows usually fly and forage no more than 10 m above 
the ground and often lower than 1 m. 

 The average distance traveled by Barn Swallows while feeding 
their first brood was 188 m and 138 m for their second.  

 Distance traveled by adults from the nest to the center of their 
foraging patch was 170 m ± 120 SD (n = 118, maximum distance 
of 290 m). 

 Average foraging distance has been shown to increase during the 
breeding season with a decrease in temperature, going from 148 
m when the temperature was above 20ºC to 203 m when it was 
16ºC. 

 
Breeding Chronology 
 

 In B.C., breeding birds begin to arrive in late March and early April, with breeding beginning in 
approximately early April, peaking in June and July, and the majority of nesting completed by the end 
of August, with some birds continuing to breed into late September. 

 Following breeding, Barn Swallows are known to aggregate in flocks as large as 2,000 birds during 
their southward migration, which begins in early August and peaks in late August and early September 
in B.C. These flocks are known to aggregate at roost areas just before sunset and leave just before 
sunrise. In B.C., roost areas predominantly occur in the southwestern corner of the province and 
consist of dense marsh vegetation, including cattails and bulrushes. 

 
 
 
 

© Brian Klinkenberg 

© Greg Ferguson 



Characteristics and Life History Traits of Barn Swallows 

2 

 
 

Figure 3. Barn used for nesting by Barn 
Swallow. 

 
 

Figure 4. Small cluster of old Barn Swallow 
nests on vertical rafters. 

Nesting 
 

 Nesting is almost exclusively in or on human-made structures 
(i.e., 92% of nests in B.C. were found in or on buildings, 
including barns, garages, sheds, and houses, whereas other 
structures, such as bridges and wharfs, made up 4% of nest 
locations (n = 2,896)). 

 Barn Swallows commonly nest together, with colonies in B.C. 
ranging in size from 3 to 83 nests, with 56% between 5 and 14 
nests (n = 135). 

 Barn Swallows commonly reuse nests from previous years and 
can produce two clutches within the same year.  

 Old nests are important cues in site selection decisions by Barn 
Swallows. 

 A significant positive relationship exists between the number of 
old nests at a site and group size (i.e., number of breeding 
pairs). 

 Both adults help to build the nest; a cup or half-cup shaped 
structure made primarily of mud mixed grass and lined with 
feathers, grass, and hair.  

 Nests can range in height from 0.3 to 30 m, with 57% between 
2.4 and 3.5 m (n= 2,563).  

 Nesting structures are often close to open habitats and provide 
access to either a horizontal ledge or vertical wall (nests on 
walls often being near juncture with the ceiling), with an 
overhang that provides shelter. 

 Clearance between a nest and overhang (i.e., ceiling) is usually 
2.5 to 6 cm. 

 

© Kiyoshi Takahashi 

© Kiyoshi Takahashi 


