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Introduction 
 
These methods have been developed to guide volunteers in collecting data on skyglow and Barn Swallow 
activity at and near active nest sites during the night. Effort has been made to standardize these methods 
for consistent interpretation and application, with the goal of collecting quality data for understanding, 
conserving, and recovering Barn Swallows and their habitats. Important information in these methods has 
been unlined. 
 

Who 
 
All surveys will be completed by volunteers. Survey methods, data sheets, and training will be provided, 
with the specific date and location of training still to be determined. 
 

What 
 
The Cornell University is collecting data on the influence of night light (i.e., estimates of skyglow 
according to the Globe at Night protocol) on Barn Swallow nest site selection and activity during the 
breeding season. Volunteers are being asked to collect data for this project as part of their nest 
monitoring activities. During surveys, volunteers are not to physically investigate Barn Swallow nest sites, 
nor are they to enter private property to collect data unless permission is obtained. Specific data to be 
collected is not provided in these methods, but is outlined on field data sheets that will be provided to 
volunteers. 
 

When 
 
Volunteers need to visit nest sites at least three times during the breeding season, with the times based 
on dates when the moon is not in the night sky. The following is a list of dates when the moon is new, with 
an 8 day surrounding survey date range in brackets: 
 

 Wednesday April 30
th
 (April 26

th
 to May 4

th
)  

 Wednesday May 28
th
 (May 24

th
 to June 1

st
) 

 Friday June 27
th
 (June 23

rd
 to July 1

st
) 

 Saturday July 26
th
 (July 22

nd
 to August 30

th
) 

 Monday August 25
th
 (August 21

st
 to August 29

th
) 

 Wednesday September 24
th
 (September 20

th
 to September 28

th
)  

 
Note that the dates in April and September are likely outside the breeding period for Barn Swallow in 
British Columbia. Thus, May, June, and July should be focal months, with August as an option.  
 
In addition to the date of survey, volunteers will need to collect data well after the sun has set (i.e., at 
least 2 hours after), to ensure it’s sufficiently dark, and on a night when there is minimal cloud cover, as 
the constellation Leo or Hercules and surrounding stars need to be visible. Detailed descriptions of these 
constellations and when and how to observe them is outlined in an additional document that will be 
provided to volunteers prior to surveys. 
 

Where 
 
Surveys will focus on active nest sites where the landowner is amendable to data collection and the 
surrounding characteristics of the habitat (e.g., open areas to see the sky and constellations) permit 
accurate data collection. Surveys will primarily occur in the Lower Mainland region, but may also include 
other areas of British Columbia. In addition to surveys in British Columbia, data will also be collected by 
other volunteers across North America.  
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How 
 
Volunteers need to complete surveys at two locations. The first location will be outside, but next to the 
nest structure, and in a location where a large part of the sky is visible (e.g., no trees or buildings in the 
way) to see the focal constellation (i.e., Leo or Hercules). Once in a suitable survey location, volunteers 
will need to wait at least 10 minutes for their eyes to adapt to the dark (i.e., your pupils will widen to adjust 
for low light conditions) before making observations and collecting data about the skyglow. If Barn 
Swallow activity is observed during this waiting time, then this should be recorded. 
 
Volunteers need to locate the desired constellation and record its visibility and that of the surrounding 
stars on a scale of 0 to 7 using the Globe at Night figures (see additional survey information). This same 
process needs to be repeated at a second location that’s within walking distance of the nest structure, but 
is as dark and open as possible (i.e., walk away from the structure as far as needed to find a very dark 
and open area where you can look for the desired constellation). 
 
Volunteers are asked to record any Barn Swallow activity they observe at night while completing these 
surveys (i.e., swallows flying from the nest site). During your survey there is no need to look at nests, turn 
on lights, or make unnecessary noise to collect data; visual observations outside of the nest site (e.g., 
looking at entrances) is sufficient. 
 
A photo of the nest structure being surveyed and, if possible, survey locations, should be taken during the 
day and included in the data you submit. 
 

Survey Materials 
 
Volunteers will need the following materials to complete surveys:  
 

 Survey methods and field data sheets. 

 Clipboard and pencils. 

 A map of the applicable nest site and survey locations. 

 Headlamp or flash light. 
 
The following items are preferred but optional: 
 

 Binoculars (8 to 10 magnification is ideal) for possible aid in finding constellations or making 
observations of swallow activity. 

 Global Positioning System (useful for recording the location of survey locations). 

 Compass (useful for defining directions in the sky and locations of stars and/or constellations). 

 Field notebook (useful for making sketches and taking notes). 

 Camera. 
 
The project coordinator will provide volunteers with digital copies of the survey methods and field data 
sheets for printing prior to surveys. 
 

Safety 
 
Safety is an important part of any field work and surveyors should assess their work for risks before going 
in the field to take appropriate precautions. Consider the environment you are working in and what 
circumstances may arise. Below are some general tips to keep in mind: 
 

 Plan ahead: 
o Check the weather for cloud cover, as you’ll ideally want a clear night. 
o Take a map that shows where the nest site is and survey locations. 
o Make sure you have the necessary equipment to complete your field work. 
o Tell someone where you’re going. 
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 Bring: 
o A cell phone (make sure it’s charged). 
o Adequate food and water. 
o A first aid kit and emergency contact information. 

 Wear proper clothing: 
o Jacket, long-sleeved shirt and pants, hat, gloves, proper footwear (e.g., sturdy and protective 

footwear, such as hiking boots). 

 Be aware of wildlife and domestic animals (e.g., dogs). 
 

Tips on Documenting Skyglow at Barn Swallow Nest Sites 
 

 Practice locating focal constellations and gauge their skyglow category before undertaking formal 
surveys. Talk to project coordinator if you’re having trouble locating constellations. 

 Use other constellations and bright stars as guidance to finding focal constellations and surrounding 
stars. 

 An additional surveyor can be helpful to discuss the most accurate skyglow category to record. 


