
By Jayne Neville, Mount Vernon  Songbird Sanctuary

THE CHALLENGES

THE REWARDS

AND

CHIMNEY SWIFTS



NATURAL HISTORY

• Common and 

widespread , rural and 

urban settings

• High up in the skies

• Long narrow wings, 

short tail, wide mouth 

opening

• Call is a series of rapid 

fire chitters



SIGHTS AND SOUNDS 

High in the skies



CHIMNEYS

• Swift friendly 

chimneys

– Brick/stone with 

mortar

– Old farmhouses, mills, 

factories 

• Not accessible

– Lined with stainless 

steel

– Metal chimney caps 



UNIQUE CHARACTERISTICS

• Most aerial of all birds 

• Spends “all” day on the wing

• Feeds exclusively on flying

    insects (aerial insectivore)

• Drinks by swooping low 

   over bodies of water

• Clings to vertical surfaces



BREEDING SEASON

• Arrives in May 

• The young spend first 30 days in chimney

• Most young fledge in late July through late 

August

• By September, swifts begin feeding and 

roosting in large flocks, preparing to migrate



FEEDING ABILITY

• Catches flying insects 

on the wing

• Consuming  tons of 

small aerial insects 

each day 

• Their wide mouth 

opening allows them 

to snap up an insect or 

fly through swarms 

with it open.



CLINGING ABILITY
Its all about the toes and the tail

The tail is composed of spinesThe 4 toes give the foot a “hand” shape



TOE NAILS

• Incredibly sharp 
toenails give swifts a 
tenacious grip

• Care must be taken 
when handling swifts 
not to damage the 
nails

• Torn toenails can 
result in permanent 
nail loss



NORMAL BEHAVIORS

• Relevance to rehabilitation 

– They are the most aerial of all birds

– Exclusively eat flying insects on the 
wing

– They cling to vertical surfaces

– The importance of chimney use

– They feed and roost in large flocks



SWIFT NEST 
Nest is built of small twigs adhered together 

and to the chimney wall with sticky saliva 



Common Causes For Presentation



NEST FALLS

•  Heavy rains or 

dirty chimneys 

can cause a nest to 

become unglued 

or not adhere 

properly and fall 

down
Swift and nest in fireplace



DAMPERS & STOVEPIPES

• Open dampers result in 

adults or young ending 

up in rooms or fireplaces

• Older homes do not have 

dampers - install high 

density foam 

• Birds fall down into 

stovepipes



EVICTION

• Building owner having 

chimney work done

• Older nestlings’ “loud” 

begging cry makes 

them unwanted guests

• Some people will NOT 

tolerate birds in their 

chimney
Frosty faces



EDUCATE THE PUBLIC 
• Swifts are losing more of 

their nesting sites

• Swifts eat pesky flying 

insects

• Arrived from South 

America just to breed in 

their chimney

• Loud begging calls will 

diminish in 2 weeks

• Gone by October

• Make a difference !
2006 swifts in chimney



MAY NEED TO RESCUE

• Asking the right 

questions is critical 

• Age - Hatchlings, 

newborns, nestlings are 

at great risk, especially if 

nest has fallen down

• Time -  How long a 

separation from adults

• Location - Exposure to 

outside elements 



MAY BE ABLE TO RETURN BIRDS

• Warm, feathered birds, 

bright eyed and alert, wings 

appear even, and can cling 

with both feet

– Placed as high as possible 

above the damper of the 

fireplace found in 

– Capable of clinging to 

chimney wall 

– Adults must be seen 

entering chimney Fledgling swift



FOLLOW UP

• ASK THE HOMEOWNER TO MONITOR 
FOR SOUNDS OF PARENTS FEEDING

– Sounds of adults flying in and out

– Loud chattering calls of begging young

– Can use a flashlight to check on young

– When in doubt RESCUE 



IMMEDIATE TREATMENT 

• WARM- Gooseneck lamp 

with 60 watt reptile bulb 

• RE-HYDRATE -Warmed 

lactated ringers one drop 

at a time, on closed bill 

every 15 minutes for one 

hour

• EASY CALORIES – May 

need easily digested 

food, gutted insects, 

drowned insects



CERAMIC HEAT



ASSESS CONDITION

• More responsive? 

– Has the bird 

defecated? 

– Are the droppings 

normal ?

–  Droppings that are 

completely covered 

in urates reflect a  

fluid depleted, 

probably starving 

bird. 

Wet stain

Normal swift dropping

Urates



FEEDING

• LIVE 

INSECTS!!!! Feed 

small insects killed 

before feeding,  

feed every 30-60 

minutes 12-14 

hours a day. Offer 

water droplets  after 

each feeding.





CAPTIVE DIET

Essential foods -

• Live insects -Small to 
medium mealworms, 
small to medium crickets, 
waxworms

• Vitamin/mineral- 
supplement once a day

• Water droplets - Use a 1cc 
syringe with a canula tip 
on it,  also mist older birds 
with a water bottle 

Mealworms Waxworms

Crickets



INSECT HINTS

• Mealworms - Do not use large or super worms. Mealworms 

should be made more nutritious by feeding them. (I fed basic 

dog food and carrots)

• Crickets - When feeding crickets, kill the cricket, then 

remove wings and legs, feeding just the abdomen to 

newborns, the entire cricket can be fed to nestlings. Crickets 

should be fed dog food and carrots also.

• Waxworms  - Feed as is, waxworms do not eat.

Raise healthy insects



INTRODUCING FOOD

• Challenging!!!

• Catch thumb in mouth to hold 
open while placing food

• Ball up soaked waxworms

    (in water) to start, then transition 
to soaked mealworms.

• The younger they are, the easier 
it is for them to adjust

• Give water droplets  after each 
feeding Adult swift feeding young



SALIVA TRANSFER PLUS YOGURT

• Hatchlings / newborns

will require saliva transfer 

and yogurt

• Use older or adult swifts

• Take insect and swab in 

the mouth of older swift

• Swab at least once at 

each feeding until 

feathers unfurl

• Small dab of yogurt at 

each feeding

• Don’t raise single swifts
Swift snuggle in chimney



FORCE FEEDING

• Force feed - Carefully 
& gently, using  a 
fingernail, open the 
lower mandible and 
place food in. May 
need to hold the mouth 
closed until bird 
swallows. Feed “at 
least” 6-7 insects at 
each feeding.

Juvenile



RELUCTANT GAPERS

– Make sure fully hydrated

– Place with begging swifts 

– Wave a tissue to create the wind of a parents’ wings.

– Sometimes loud noises cause them to chatter

– Be ready to get food in when they do gape

– Adults need to be assist- fed until released

– PATIENCE! 



FOOD AMOUNTS

• REWARD! 

• Once begging and eating,  

increase the amount of food 

on the forceps. 

• Work up to full forceps

• REMEMBER- Feed each bird 

as much as it will eat, every 

bird is different 

Just fed swifts in chimney



NEWBORN SWIFT

• Newborn swift 

– Born pink blind 

and naked

– Shadows appear 

where pin feathers 

are to emerge

– Weight about 4.5- 

5.5 grams
2-3 days old



NESTLING SWIFT

• Nestling swift 

– Eyes still closed 

– Wings in pin 

feathers 

– Weight about 13 

grams

Full crop

7-8 days old



BRISTLE BRUSH SWIFT

• Bristle brush swift 

– Eyes begin to open 

– Pin feathers on 

wings and back 

begin un-furling

–  Weight about 19-

20 grams

12 - 14 days old



FLEDGLING  SWIFT

• Fledgling swift  

– Fully feathered 

except feathers 

around head 

– Eyes are open 

– Weight reaches 

highest point 

about 24- 25 
grams 18 - 19 days old



INJURIES AND PROBLEMS

• Dehydration !!

• Leg injuries

• Bleeding toenails  

• Feather parasites

• Reluctance to gape 

• Difficulty in feeding

• Keeping their faces clean

Feather damage



HOUSING

• Hatchling/newborn- Small bowl 
lined with soft cloth, in a small 
setup

• Nestlings - Small plastic 
rectangular setup with soft cloth 
secured at a gentle slope

• Fledglings - Should be placed in 
an artificial chimney in outdoor 
flight cage

• Juveniles/adults – 
Reptariums/Bhabitats can be 
used vertically while recovering, 
watch for feather damage

Picture perfect juveniles



FLIGHT CAGE

• Large, open space 

• Length and width (24’ x 12’) most 

important

• Height should not be above 8ft

• Screen netting, and/or textured plywood 

on the interior

• Artificial chimney for roosting & feeding



TRANSITION TO OUTDOORS

•  Fully feathered swifts 

should be placed  nest 

and all in the bottom 

of the artificial 

chimney allowing 

them to climb up at 

will.

•  Continue to feed 

every 30 minutes Newly fledged



ARTIFICIAL CHIMNEY

• Use textured T111 

plywood 

• Measure about 20 

inches square

• Height should be 

waist high

• Place in center of 

flight cage Artificial chimney



REAL CHIMNEY

False bottom Drain

•Platform for swallows



• Once outside they 

begin to strengthen 

their wings by rearing 

back and practice  

flapping

• First flight usually 

takes them straight to 

a wall where they 

cling and look nervous

FIRST FLIGHT

Practice flapping

Feather sheath



PRACTICE FLAPPING



FLIGHT CAGE FEEDING 

• Once swifts are flying, 

collect them off the walls 

and return them to the 

chimney for every 

feeding.

• Feedings are now every 60 

minutes

• Within a week they should 

begin to fly into the 

chimney to be fed

• THE FUN BEGINS!!!! Bright eyed juveniles 



WEEK TWO

• Swifts are gaining confidence, strength and

   ability

• Flying in and out of the chimney and

   chasing each other around non- stop

• Swifts will interact with you

• Always do a body check for clinging swifts 

before leaving the aviary

• ENJOY THEM!!!!!!!!! 



SWIFTS FLYING IN TO BE FED



RELEASE CRITERIA

• Fully grown =  no visible 

feather sheaths on under-

side of the wings 

• Waterproof  =  Water beads  

on feathers when misted

• Spends all day flying

• Can fly and maneuver 

flawlessly, turn on a dime, 

and go in and out of the 

chimney

Feather sheath

Fully grown



RELEASE CRITERIA

• Swifts are a challenge 

to release; many 

factors must be met

–  Locate active swift roost

–  3 days of clear weather

–  Transport to release site

–  Release 1-3 hours before

      dark

–  Prepare for hard release

Old Forging Factory



SWIFT ROOST VIDEO



THE RELEASE

• Swifts will flap hard up 

in spiraling circles to 

get altitude

• Jerky movements left 

and right signal they 

are catching insects!

• Stay until completely 

dark to be assured all 

birds enter the chimney 

roost
Old Brick School



SWIFTS ENTERING CHIMNEY VIDEO



THAT’S A WRAP!
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