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The Barn Swallow – Bird of the Year for 2011 

 
The Barn Swallow Hirundo rustica – formerly known as the European Swallow in Europe and Africa – is the 

most widespread species of swallow in the world. Its breeding range includes Europe, much of Asia, and 

almost the whole of North America. Once breeding has finished, and the northern winter approaches, the 

swallows migrate south. Over 100 million come to Africa, and the Barn Swallow is a widespread and 

common summer visitor to southern Africa. At the end of the southern summer the migration is reversed, 

the swallows arriving back on their breeding grounds to coincide with the spring flush of insect food.  

 

So at both ends of its range the Barn Swallow is the welcome harbinger of spring. This, and its attractive and 

charismatic life style account for its popularity, and make it a good choice for Bird of the Year 2011.   

 

Description 

Like all swallows, the body is slightly longer than that of most other small birds, and this is especially true of 

the wings and the elongated outer tail feathers. These are features typical of birds that spend most of their 

time in the air. Overall body length is about 20 cm, with males having slightly longer tails than females. 

Otherwise the sexes are alike. Body weight averages 20 grams. The upperparts are deep glossy blue, glinting 

in sunlight. The underparts vary from pale cream to off-white, even to buff. The forehead, chin and throat 

are a deep rusty colour.  

 

 
A Barn Swallow displaying its elongated tail feathers. 
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However, this description applies only to adults in prime plumage; most birds look like this only in March, 

just before migration. But when the swallows arrive in October they are beginning to moult and not much 

gloss is left. The beautiful tail streamers are ragged and broken, and within a few weeks will be as short as 

the rest of the tail. And half the new arrivals will be sub-adults, hatched during the previous northern 

summer. Such a high proportion of youngsters may seem curious, but it reflects the high mortality rate of 

the species, probably more than 50% each year. Sub-adults have only a short tail to start with, and the 

forehead, chin and throat are off-white. As the moult progresses to adult dress each pale feather is replaced 

with a rusty adult one, giving an “acne” appearance to the face. 

 

Early in the summer sub-adults could be confused with White-throated Swallows, but the latter always have 

a brilliantly glossy back, and are nearly always seen in pairs, not in large numbers.  

 

Migration  

Until 300 years ago it was believed that Barn Swallows hibernated in mud. The “proof” was that they 

gathered in reed-beds in autumn and then disappeared. Only once international travel became regular was 

the real truth revealed. 

 

Ringing returns show that most South African Barn Swallows breed in Britain, Russia and Kazakhstan. The 

first British-ringed bird was found in South Africa in 1912. An intriguing technique is now pinpointing 

breeding places accurately. It relies upon the absorption by growing chicks of the heavy metals released into 

the atmosphere by local industry. Many such metals are specific to particular cities in Europe. A single 

feather taken from a swallow in South Africa can reveal the birth-place. 

 

Migration takes place by day, so that the swallows are able to feed on the way. A typical flying speed is 40 

km/hour. The southward journey tends to follow “safe” routes such as the Straits of Gibraltar or the Near 

East and Nile Valley. However, some swallows migrate across the Mediterranean, using the narrow section 

in the middle; a South African bird was recorded in Corsica for instance. Other swallows cross the Sahara, 

where there is little to eat; presumably the “shortness” of the route is compensation. Building up a fat store 

of up to 40% of total body weight before the crossing compensates for the lack of insects in the desert. The 

southward migration is quite leisurely, taking two to three months. The swallows have had a tiring breeding 

season, now there is no rush as long as the migration stays ahead of the cold weather. The northward 

migration is very different. The swallows enjoy the southern summer for as long as possible before dashing 

back in a month. It is important for males to reclaim breeding territories as early as possible. 
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Habitat 

In southern Africa, Barn Swallows may be found almost anywhere. Being high fliers, what is actually present 

at ground level matters comparatively little. However, they are more abundant in the moister east, and in 

more open terrain. Cultivated areas, open woodland, grassland, vleis and open waters are favoured most. 

Barn Swallows are much less abundant in the drier parts of the west and at high altitude. 

 

A safe night-time roost site is essential. Nearly always this will be a reed bed in standing water, but big trees 

are sometimes used. The roost might be 40 km or more from foraging areas. Quite possibly the scarcity of 

Barn Swallows in some regions is due to the lack of a roost near enough to good foraging. 

 

Habits 

Barn Swallows are very gregarious. Nearly everything they do is done together, often in their thousands. 

During the day much of the time is spent in the air. Flying insects – aerial plankton – are chased down one at 

a time. In the early morning, or during cold weather, most of these insects fly near the ground, and the 

swallows must do so too. As the day warms, rising air carries insects upwards, and the swallows follow. 

There is no favourite food, almost anything that flies is edible. Under exceptional conditions, such as 

impending heavy weather, or a termite emergence, Barn Swallows will feed on the ground. They must drink, 

and they do so by skimming the water surface, and briefly dipping the lower mandible into the water. 

 

When resting during the day Barn Swallows perch on telephone wires and fences, sometimes on branches. 

On wires their “social distance” is apparent. Individuals never touch each other, but leave a minimum gap of 

about 18 cm; gregariousness has its limits. In the late afternoon foraging birds start working towards the 

roost. They gather above it in swirling thousands before plunging vertically downwards at full speed into it, 

one of our finest wildlife spectacles.  

 
A Barn Swallow perched on a fence.  Photograph: Warwick Tarboton 
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Roosts 

In all natural systems one of the many interacting ecological factors will limit overall productivity. In the case 

of the Barn Swallow let’s consider the two obvious factors: foraging opportunities and roost sites. No matter 

how many insects there are, swallow numbers will be limited if there is nowhere to roost. Of course the 

converse would also be true, but that is not the case in southern Africa. 

 

So roost sites are of immense importance. Favoured roost sites may be used for many years, with the same 

birds – if they survive – returning each year. Mount Moreland, in KwaZulu-Natal, is the most famous, and 

probably one of the biggest roosts. Up to three million Barn Swallows are estimated to use it. The publicity 

that surrounds it stems from its proximity to King Shaka International Airport. The roost was there first, and 

much debate attended the building of the airport, given that birdstrike was a known cause of aeroplane 

crashes. To minimise this possibility the Airports Company South Africa (ACSA) has installed a bird detection 

radar system to monitor swallow movements to see how they relate to airport traffic. There was also 

concern that the swallows would desert the roost. This did not happen, although subsequently there was a 

temporary desertion, without any change in airport activity, luckily to a nearby site. Future events will be 

closely watched. For more details about this bird detection radar system, please refer to the ACSA King 

Shaka International Airport Bird Detection Radar System General Information Document. 
 

Other roosts in South Africa are well documented too. De Beers’ Hole in Kimberley has hosted up to two 

million swallows since 2009. The reed-bed in the hole is, in effect, man-made. An old diamond dig is being 

rehabilitated with mine waste, and reeds have colonised the wet area. At Umzumbe, on the KZN south coast, 

there is a long-used roost in a natural reed-bed that hosts over a million Barn Swallows. Interestingly, during 

very bad weather the roost is vacated in favour of another at a different, as yet unknown, location. Not all 

roosts are so large. For example, the Durbanville roost in the south-western Cape hosts about ten thousand 

swallows. 

 

Threats 

The Barn Swallow is exceptionally abundant, and not threatened globally. It is worth remembering that this 

abundance is at least partly due to human activity in the past 5000 years. Nearly all nests are on man-made 

structures; it’s not called the Barn Swallow for nothing. Few nests today are in natural positions such as 

caves and rock overhangs. However, the population is now decreasing in parts of Europe. The cause is not 

clear but thought to be due to undefined changes in farming practices that reduce insect abundance. On the 

migration route across the Mediterranean thousands are lost each year to uncontrolled hunting, but there is 

no evidence that the scale of this is increasing.  
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In the very short term extended cold wet weather can be a serious threat. It makes flight impossible, and 

anyway there would be few flying insects to catch. Barn Swallows are obliged to shelter wherever they can – 

car-ports, pump-houses, verhandahs – and lose all fear of man at such times. More than 24 hours without 

food causes mass mortalities from hunger. Such losses are very irregular, and there is no way of predicting if 

they will increase in future.  

 

Within the winter quarters in Africa the elimination of quelea roosts with toxic sprays and explosives often 

affects other species, including Barn Swallows, but the quantitative effects of this are also unknown. 

Potentially much more serious is the loss of wetlands and their reed-beds when they are drained or polluted. 

Reeds are particularly good at absorbing excess nutrients, but there is a limit. Other threats, such as road 

and air traffic, and predation, must surely be on a relatively small scale.  

 

In the longer term global warming might be playing a role, but this has happened before, perhaps many 

times, and the scale is still small. The increasing width of the Sahara, which must add extra hazard to the 

migrants’ crossing, is sometimes attributed to global warming. Conversely, increasing warmth lengthens the 

Barn Swallow’s breeding season, and there is already evidence that the northward migration takes place 

about 11 days earlier than formerly, in order to take advantage of this. Global warming promises a complex 

balance sheet, with factors not easily quantified, and others as yet unknown. But birds have adapted to 

climate change before, the rapid evolution of migration being the prime example. 

 

Conservation 

The Important Bird Areas (IBA) Programme helps to conserve Barn Swallows. IBAs are designed to protect 

habitats of birds that are globally threatened, or have a restricted range or habitat type, and areas that have 

significant populations of any one species. South Africa has 123 IBAs, and Mount Moreland is one designated 

specifically for its swallow roost. IBAs are internationally recognised, and have considerable protection in law 

from any development that might affect the reason for their existence. 

 

Since roost site availability could be a limiting factor, creating artificial roosts is a possibility. The experience 

at Kimberley points the way, where strategic dumping of waste created a wetland. 

 

BirdLife’s partners in Europe are now using campaigns such as the Spring Alive Project, led by the Polish 

Society for the Protection of Birds (OTOP) to monitor the movement of birds. This should provide 

information on numbers of Barn Swallows, and reasons for declines in all parts of the range. Conservation 

measures will follow.  


