
Swallow Surveys - Volunteer Questions and Answers 

1 

 

Question Answer 
Habitat Description and Use 

How do you describe broad and/or surrounding 
habitat on a field data sheet (e.g., habitat that is 
pasture land, which looks to be used for haying, 
but in quite a scruffy state at present, over which 
barn swallows were seen flying; is it Open Habitat 
[OH] or Grassland [GR])? 

For the habitat description, both broad and surrounding on the swallow detection and nest site sheets, you 
can include multiple habitat codes (e.g., OH, GR). For the example described, it would be best classed as 
Agriculture - High Intensity Farming (AHF), as it’s a monoculture (haying). GR is meant for native or non-
mown or planted grassland habitat and OH is in reference to cleared areas (e.g., mown lawn, gravel lots). 
 
In the Excel date entry spreadsheet there is a drop down menu that allows you to enter one code for broad 
and surrounding habitat types. Enter the main habitat observed here and add additional habitat codes, 
which the swallows are also using, in the comments tab (e.g., Broad Habitat: CO. Surrounding Habitat: ALL, 
WB). You can also add multiple entries for other fields (e.g., Activity, Threats, etc.) in the comments tab 
where there are multiple data to enter. 

Would a modified seasonal stream (e.g., ditch 
overgrown with grass) be classed wetland (WE)? 

Yes, this habitat would be WE. A note could be added in the comments section about access to water by 
swallows (e.g., water overgrown with grass, open in patches being used by swallows). 

Should I indicate that there is a strip of forest land 
adjacent to pasture even though I did not see any 
swallows flying in or over it? 

A note of this could be made in the comments section, but it doesn’t sound like a habitat that is significantly 
used. In fact, swallows don’t normally go into forested areas, but they are known to feed along the edges of 
forests and hedgerows. The main habitat type you observe the swallows using would be entered in the 
spreadsheet, with additional habitats used recorded in the comments section. 

Should I record that there is a water body within 
300m of where I saw swallows, but I did not see 
any fly to or from it? 

Yes, record the distance to the water body. Proximity to water is important, even if you didn’t see them go 
there. The smallest puddle can even be important, as they often collect mud from the edges of water 
bodies. Noting the exact location (e.g., UTM) and taking photos of a site where swallows are collecting 
nesting material (e.g., mud) is very useful data. 

Location 

Should I record that a large population of tree 
swallows is sharing a site used by barn, bank, or 
cliff swallows, as you mentioned the latter being 
the target species? 

Although the project is mainly focused on surveying for barn, bank, and cliff swallows, it is good to have 
sighting information for all swallow species, as they’re also declining, but just not as rapidly. Thus, please 
record other swallow species you see, especially if there are >5-10 birds and/or when they are in an area 
where you’re already recording information on target swallow species. 

Are you looking for the land location of the 
observation area or the specific location of a 
potential nesting site? 

For general swallow sightings (i.e., swallow detection sheet), a general location (e.g., UTM, landowner 
address, cross street, feature) where they are seen is sufficient. For known or potential nest sites, a specific 
location and photos should be collected.  

If no birds are observed entering a site (e.g., 
building or structure), but are observed flying 
around in the general vicinity, should this be 
recorded as a known or potential nest site? 

If you think they’re potentially using a nest site (e.g., building) in the area, but you can’t confirm it, then make 
a note of that, its location, and take photos. You can write information in the comments section at the bottom 
of the swallow sighting field data sheet, with reference to the observation number. A note can also be made 
in the comment section of the Excel spreadsheet that the site should be revisited to look for a nest site 
based on observations.  
 
Once a nest site is confirmed (e.g., swallows entering and leaving a structure), then information is to be 
recorded on the nest site detection sheet.  
 
Watch how much time you spend in a location, especially if it’s hard to tell where the birds are nesting (e.g., 
observing activity from far away, birds are taking a lot of time to go into a structure, hard to see other 
entrances to the structure to fully confirm entrance). 
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Question Answer 
Where do I indicate null sightings on the data 
sheet (e.g., I surveyed other areas on my route 
and observed no swallows)? 

There isn’t a location on the data sheet or in the Excel spreadsheets to indicate null or non-
detections/sightings. To capture this data, it’s recommended that you use a road map book to document 
your survey route and results. Hatch marks (i.e., ////) can be used to indicate the routes (e.g., roads, dykes, 
trails, areas) you surveyed and a date can be written nearby with arrows pointing to the route(s) you took 
that day. A small circle with an X inside and the species code can be used to indicate where nests are 
found. A square with the species code can be used to indicate where swallows were seen but no nest(s). 
This is useful to see where you’ve been and what you found. Data on your map can be transferred to a 
master map to see where you and others have surveyed and what was found or not. 

 


