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Introduction 
 
These methods have been developed to guide volunteers in completing surveys for Barn Swallows and 
their habitats. In particular, methods are designed to detect and record data on the location of Barn 
Swallows during the breeding season and their nest sites. Effort has been made to standardize these 
methods for consistent interpretation and application, with the goal of collecting quality data for use in 
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 purpose of surveys is to locate Barn Swallows and determine the location of their nest sites and their 
biophysical characteristics. Volunteers are asked to record the location of Barn Swallows and nests 
observed or expected to be present, based on breeding signs/activities, from a distance. Volunteers are 
not to physically investigate Barn Swallow nest sites, nor enter private property or buildings to visually see 
nests and breeding activity 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 
 
Surveys will be performed between approximately May 15

th
 and September 15

th
, which corresponds 

closely with the breeding season for Barn Swallows in the Georgia Basin. Volunteers are encouraged to 
complete as many surveys as possible, particularly during June and July, which is the peak of the 
breeding season, to enhance the likelihood of detecting Barn Swallows and their nest sites. The following 
information indicates key considerations for deciding when to conduct surveys for Barn Swallows. 
 
Timing of Breeding Activities 
 
The timing of Barn Swallow breeding activities are variable due to a number of factors, including the time 
individual birds return to their breeding sites and changes in environmental conditions, in particular 
weather, which includes the effects of climate change (e.g., extreme weather events). The presence of 
breeding Barn Swallows in the Lower Mainland region ranges from early April to late September. An 
overview of key Barn Swallow breeding activities is provided as a supplemental document to help guide 
surveys (see document titled ‘Timing of Barn Swallow Breeding Activity in British Columbia’). 
 
The probability of detecting nests will likely be greatest between the nest building stage and rearing 
period for nestlings, which occurs between June and July for the majority of Barn Swallows. If Barn 
Swallows are observed prior to this time and no nest site is found, then volunteers should note the 
location of swallows and scan possible nesting structures in the area. A follow up return to the area is 
highly recommended during the nest building and nestling rearing period to further investigate the 
possible occurrence of nest sites. 
 
Time of Day and Weather Conditions 
 
Birds are usually most active early in the morning and late in the afternoon, so these are the best times to 
undertake surveys. However, swallows can be actively flying and visible during the entire day if weather 
conditions are appropriate. 
 
Clear days with high air pressure and low winds are preferred conditions for swallows and their insect 
prey, leading to greater foraging activity. When air pressure decreases, winds are high, and precipitation 
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is present then swallows and their insect prey usually fly closer to the ground. Swallows will also fly in 
proximity to hedge rows or other linear features where winds are reduced and insects are concentrated. 
Cold weather can increase the activity of swallows. Turner (1980) found the average distance traveled by 
Barn Swallows during the breeding season was 148 m when the temperature was above 20ºC but 
increased to 203 m when it was 16ºC or less. If adverse weather persists or severe weather events occur 
(e.g., long wet and/or cold periods), this can impact the ability of swallows to successfully rear young and 
can risk their own survival. Volunteers are asked to plan their surveys for days when there is no to little 
precipitation and wind to enhance detections of Barn Swallows. Overall, the location and type of activity of 
swallows will change based on a variety of factors (e.g., time of day and season, weather, breeding 
stage, prey type and activity, water levels). 
 

Where 
 
Surveys will focus on areas that possess habitat attributes preferred by Barn Swallows for breeding, 
foraging, and roosting. Surveys will primarily occur in the Lower Mainland region, but may also include 
other areas of British Columbia. Areas of suitable habitat that have not been surveyed or surveyed 
recently (i.e., greater than 5 years ago) will be a priority. Areas surveyed recently may be revisited to 
confirm nest site use/activity. Priority areas for surveys in the Lower Mainland will include South Surrey, 
Langley, Abbotsford, Mission, Harrison Hot Springs, Maple Ridge, and Pitt Meadows.  
 
The following information will help guide surveys this summer and in the future: 
 

 Barn Swallow nest site surveys completed by Environment Canada in Ladner, Vancouver, Burnaby, 
Coquitlam, Langley, Aldergrove, Richmond, Pitt Meadows in 2012. 

 Barn Owl nest site surveys completed by a graduate student from 2010 to present in Richmond, 
Delta, Ladner, and Tsawwassen where Barn and Cliff Swallows were also observed. 

 Nest records from Bird Studies Canada for Barn Swallows in British Columbia dating from 1889 to 
2013. 

 Ebird allows surveyors to view historical sighting details (e.g., date/time, location) for bird species 
(e.g., Barn Swallows, Cliff Swallows, etc.) around the world. Surveyors can confine their search of 
Ebird species’ sightings to detailed areas and time intervals. Overview maps of Barn and Cliff 
Swallow Ebird sightings in Metro Vancouver and the Fraser Valley from June to July and August to 
November, 2003 to 2013, have been created and will be provided to volunteers to help guide them in 
their surveys. June and July is the core breeding season for Barn Swallows and time when they’re 
very likely within 500 m of a nest site. Early August, with a peak in late August and early September, 
is the core roosting and migration period for Barn Swallows. It is highly recommended that volunteers 
visit the following website to create and print detailed/up close maps of Barn and Cliff Swallow 
sighting locations for the periods of June and July, and August to November, 2003 to 2013, for the 
areas they’ll be surveying. These maps will be very helpful as a base for locating swallows and their 
nest sites. Note that species’ sighting locations on Ebird are not necessarily exactly where the bird 
was seen, as observers sometimes enter their sightings by general area (e.g., Pacific Spirit Park, 
Westham Island). Also useful when on Ebird is to look at the number of individuals observed at a 
sighting location, as this can help inform the possible likelihood and size of a nesting site. Note that 
Cliff Swallows often nest under large concrete bridges in more urban areas. 
http://ebird.org/ebird/canada/map/ 

 
All land classifications (i.e., private and public, including institutions and local and regional parks) and 
suitable habitat types (e.g., open grassland and agricultural habitats, such as farms, golf courses, areas 
in proximity to wetlands) will be targeted for surveys. Volunteers should try to focus their survey effort on 
those areas that have high quality habitat, such as natural grasslands, farms with livestock, and wetlands, 
which provide open space and abundant insects. Areas where insects are controlled (e.g., agricultural 
crops such as blueberry fields, mosquito control locations) will likely have less swallow abundance and 
breeding due to a lack of food. Null detections in these habitats will provide very useful information to help 
confirm the value of these habitats to Barn and other swallow species. Land containing old wooden 
buildings or other suitable nesting structures should also be priority areas for surveys. Roost sites are 

http://ebird.org/ebird/canada/map/
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those areas where large flocks (i.e., 200 to 2000) of swallow species concentrate to forage and sleep 
during the night from late July to early September, particularly in August on their southward migration. 
These areas are often located in wetlands consisting of dense cattail and bulrush habitat, such as Iona 
Island, Sea Island, Pitt Lake, Cultus Lake, and Salmon Arm. Roost sites may also consist of tall grasses, 
crops, shrubs, or trees in or near water, or on overhead wires in towns, and on or in buildings, especially 
during cold weather. 
 
The location and amount of area surveyed will be based on a number of factors, but will primarily be 
driven by the availability of volunteers and their location, time, and experience. Volunteers will be asked 
to survey as much area as possible (i.e., non-repetition of survey areas) during the peak of the breeding 
season to maximize survey effort (i.e., time and area covered) and increase possible Barn Swallow and 
nest site detections. 
 
A map of known Barn Swallow nest site locations will be produced, but due to the privacy of sighting 
information will not be provided to surveyors or the general public. However, surveyors should use Ebird 
to assist in planning and knowing where Barn Swallows have been detected during the breeding season 
and speak with the project coordinator. This information will help guide surveyors in their detection of 
Barn Swallows and their nest sites. 
 

How 
 
Volunteers may work individually or in teams. Working in teams can enhance surveys in the following 
ways:  
 

 Allow volunteers to look in multiple directions at once (e.g., each volunteer can focus on their side of 
the route being traveled) with the likelihood of increasing swallow detections. 

 One volunteer can dictate while the other records field data. 

 Volunteers can discuss their findings to come to better conclusions 

 Safety is enhanced and it’s more social and fun. 
 
Volunteers may conduct surveys using different modes of transportation. For example, surveys targeting 
private lands will likely involve driving or cycling along pre-defined, linear routes, such as roads and 
dykes, while surveys in parks or other natural areas will likely involve walking along non-linear routes 
(e.g., on trails). 
 
Independent of the mode of transportation, volunteers should travel slowly along survey routes, especially 
when traveling by car. Stops should be made to complete point counts in areas where swallows are or 
have been observed (i.e., Ebird sighting locations) and/or where there is highly suitable habitat (e.g., 
areas known to have Barn Swallows and possible nest sites; natural grasslands and/or areas where 
livestock are present; large, open areas where visibility is good; sites with suitable nesting structures, 
such as old barns, bridges, and sheds). Point counts are highly recommended as visibility can often be 
constrained from within a vehicle (e.g., too low down, presence of visual obstacles). Point counts should 
be a minimum of 5 minutes in duration and allow volunteers enough time to survey the area adequately 
and record applicable data. 
 
Barn Swallows are able to go in and out of small windows and other openings to reach nests inside 
structures, sometimes in very dimly lit areas. A pair will investigate many potential nesting sites upon 
arrival to the breeding grounds, spending relatively little time at each initially, but will gradually confine 
their attention to one nest site. If a structure is present with old nests (e.g., previously documented, 
visible), that is a good indication that Barn Swallows will return and nest again, as they will often re-use 
old nests from previous years. When looking at structures, consider that Barn Swallow nests can be 
located in barn rafters, sheds, under decks, over porches, in culverts, under bridges, and on other built 
structures, both inside and outside as applicable. If the structure is on public property (e.g., bridge across 
water body, road, etc., dock over water body, culvert) then look at it up close, if possible, for nests. Even if 
no nests are found (i.e., a null or negative detection), please document this information in the comments 
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section or elsewhere for future reference and surveys. Barn and Cliff Swallows often nest near water, 
providing them with a source of mud to build their nest (e.g., along the water bodies margin), water to 
sustain themselves and their young, and a food source (i.e., breeding site for insects). 
 
To accurately track survey effort and the locations of swallow detections and nest sites, both positive and 
null, it’s necessary that volunteers record the exact date and time they survey and the location of their 
survey route and detections. There are three main options, listed in order of accuracy and preference, 
which volunteers can use to record this information: 
 
1. A Global Positioning System (GPS), with the tracklog feature enabled during surveys, is used to track 

survey routes. Waypoints (i.e., Universal Transverse Mercator (UTM) coordinates), using the NAD83 
datum, are collected for swallow and nest site detection locations or nests searched for but not 
detected (i.e., null detection). 

2. A detailed road map or photo copy of applicable pages, or an online printout of the survey area can 
be used to draw the location of your survey route (e.g., roads travelled, area walked, dyke biked, etc.) 
and swallow and nest site detection locations or nests searched for but not detected (i.e., null 
detection). The date of survey should be noted on the map to ensure it can be referenced to a 
specific field data sheet. Ideally maps used to document this information will be provided by 
volunteers, but the project coordinator may be able to assist volunteers if they don’t have access to 
necessary maps. Raw survey maps or copies will need to be provided to the project coordinator at 
the end of the survey season. 

3. Detailed written directions/notes of the route or area surveyed can be provided on the top of each 
field data sheet under the ‘Location & Route’ field (e.g., started at the corner of Glen and Johnston 
Roads. Travelled west on Glen to David Avenue. Turned North on David until Fromm Street. Turned 
East on Fromm and ended survey at Fromm and St. George). A specific location (e.g., address, cross 
street, coordinate (i.e., UTM, latitude/longitude (degrees, minutes, seconds) from a topographic map 
or online website) is necessary for swallow and nest site detection locations or nests searched for but 
not detected (i.e., null detection). The following mapping websites can provide specific location 
information (i.e., UTM coordinates, latitude/longitude) for swallow and nest sites detections that 
volunteers can look up and enter on their field data sheets:  

 

 http://www.carolinaherpatlas.org/utmfinder/gmap/utmfinder_gmap.aspx 

 http://www.geoplaner.com/ 
 
In addition to these options, documenting survey findings using photos is very important and useful. A 
review of these techniques will be provided during a volunteer training day to ensure appropriate 
understanding and application. Eventually an online mapping tool will be made available to allow 
volunteers to record this data digitally. 
 
There is no specific amount of time volunteers should spend surveying each day, as this is subject to their 
availability, the size of suitable habitat they choose to survey, and the presence, abundance, and activity 
of Barn Swallows. Thus, volunteers are asked to consider the information provided in this document and 
the conditions of the areas their surveying (e.g., amount of suitable habitat, time of year, presence of Barn 
Swallows) when deciding if an area has been surveyed well. Ensuring adequate and effective surveys will 
minimize the need to re-survey. Areas should be re-surveyed if volunteers believe there are Barn 
Swallows breeding in the area, but they were unable to detect a nest site during their first survey. 
 
Survey methods and standard field data sheets will be provided to volunteers in digital format, which they 
will be required to print for recording data collected during surveys. Training will be provided to volunteers 
prior to undertaking field work to review methods and data sheets. 
 
Following surveys, volunteers will be required to enter their field data into an online database, which is 
currently being developed. If the online database is not developed prior to the beginning of surveys then 
an Excel spreadsheet will be provided to volunteers for recording field data. Entering and submitting data 
soon after surveys will allow the coordinator the ability to see where surveys have been complete and 
results. This will greatly assist in coordinating future surveys and ensure there is no duplication of survey 

http://www.carolinaherpatlas.org/utmfinder/gmap/utmfinder_gmap.aspx
http://www.geoplaner.com/
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areas and results. The online database will allow the project coordinator and others to track, analyze, and 
report project results. Original field data sheets will be collected at the end of the season as hard copy 
records for the project. 
 

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

 Survey methods and field data sheets. 

 Clipboard and pencils. 

 A detailed road map (e.g., MapArt, Rand Mcnally) that highlights your survey area and route(s). 

 Detailed maps of Ebird sightings for your survey area and route(s). 

 Binoculars (8 to 10 magnification is ideal). 

 Field guide and/or swallow identification key. 

 Camera. 
 
The following items are preferred but optional: 
 

 GPS (very useful for recording the location of Barn Swallow sightings and nest sites). 

 Compass (very useful for describing directions to locations of interest from reference points, such as 
nest sites or specific habitats). 

 A spotting scope (may be useful in locations where there are large areas of suitable habitat and/or 
where Barn Swallows are at a great distance, however, following swallow movement with a spotting 
scope is difficult). 

 Field notebook (useful for sketching nest locations and taking notes). 

 Handheld radios (useful when there are multiple surveyors in different locations where the 
communication of swallow identification, activities, and location is necessary to collect accurate data). 

 
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 Map out your route. Whether you’re driving a route or searching in a wooded area, make sure 

you know where you’re going and that you have the necessary equipment to get you there 
(e.g., road map, GPS). 

o Make sure you have the necessary equipment to complete your field work. 
o Tell someone where you’re going. 
o Check the weather. 

 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 Long-sleeved shirts and pants, hat and sunscreen, proper footwear (e.g., sturdy and 

protective footwear, such as hiking boots). 

 Be aware of wildlife and domestic animals (e.g., dogs). 
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Tips on Finding Barn Swallows and Nest Sites 
 
Three characteristics that will likely help volunteers detect Barn Swallows are the presence of suitable 
flying and foraging habitats (e.g., grasslands and pasture lands, areas containing livestock, wetlands, golf 
courses and/or playing fields, and water courses), the presence of a suitable and accessible nesting 
structure (e.g., old barn, bridge, shed, carport), and the presence of a water body nearby for obtaining 
mud for nests, water for drinking, and insects for food. 
 
Once Barn Swallows are identified, then close observation of their activities is important. In particular, 
birds should be watched closely for breeding activities, such as collecting nesting materials (e.g., mud 
from the ground or near the edge of a water body) and travelling to nest sites with food to feed young. 
These activities and their known locations should be recorded in the comments section of the field form to 
accommodate future habitat management.  
 
In conjunction with these activities, potential suitable nest structures should be identified for possible 
swallow entrance and exit. If Barn Swallows are observed in proximity to a suitable nest structure during 
the breeding season then this structure should be visually inspected for old or new nests, either from a 
distance with binoculars or a spotting scope or up close with your naked eye. Nesting sites can often be 
found easily by looking under the overhang of structures (e.g., road or foot bridges, the eaves of 
buildings) or on horizontal beams, posts, or light fixtures in areas where Barn Swallows are present. 
 
Adult movement from the nest site is most confined during the nestling rearing period, as the amount of 
foraging required to feed themselves and their young increases. Thus, most foraging activity takes place 
as close to the nest site as possible (Turner 2006). Turner (1980) found the average distance traveled by 
Barn Swallows while feeding the first brood to be 188 m and 138 m for the second. Several intensive 
observational foraging studies at European Barn Swallow colonies at farms found that almost all foraging 
occurs within 500 m of the nest site, with most trips within a 200 m radius (Turner 1980, Bryant and 
Turner 1982, Møller 2001, Ambrosini et al. 2002, Turner 2006). As such, volunteers will be provided with 
the best clues to possible nest site locations when nestlings are present. However, even at other times of 
the breeding season (i.e. nest building), adults will constrain their activities in proximity to active nest 
sites. 
 
Adult movement will start to increase once young have fledged and begin to fly and forage on their own, 
as adults are now not tied to the nest site. Note that Barn Swallows usually have two broods in British 
Columbia, thus providing volunteers with additional opportunity to locate nest sites, as substantial 
movements of adults from their nest site will likely be constrained until they complete their second brood 
or the nesting period ends. 
 
A document outlining important characteristics and life history traits of Barn Swallows will be provided to 
volunteers to review prior to and during surveys. 
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