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Why every garden needs a swift box
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Swifts have joined
the list of Britains
most endangered
birds. Here's what
you can do to help.
By Anna Maxted [

orget outdoor pizza ovens and
fire pits. The real must-have
naccessory this winteris

a swift box.
A new report from the

other leading bird

conservation ~ organisations
has revealed that more than a quarter of
birds regularly oceurring in the UK,
el Islands and Isle of Man are now

UK has plummeted by more than 50 per
centin 25 years. And puttinga swiftbox up
isasimple thing you can doto help reverse
the decline.
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Chopped unsalted bacon rind is good —
alt, as it's toxic to birds.
Thrushes, tits and starlings are fans of ripe
or bruised apples and pears. Uncooked
pastry is generally popular but only
made with real fats such as butter.
Meanwhile, don't put out cooking fat (if
gets on feathers it can ruin their water-

ate orithologist known as
near Chew Valley Lake
which used to have lots of swifts overhead.
They have really gone down in number” : 3

istorically swifts would nest in little : Common swift
crevices in houses and public bui [
people would even leave bricks out of their
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in the time since I've been birding as a
child” says Mya-Rose Craig, the passion-
ate ornithologist known as Birdgirl. “Ilive
near Chew Valley Lake [in Somerset]
which used to have lots of swifts overhead.
They have really gone down in number”
Historically swifts would nest in lttle
crevices in houses and public buildings —
people would even leave bricks out of their

walls, under the eaves, to givethem nesting :

space. “But now with modern insulation

and building regulations swifts find it :
much harder to find a place to nest,” says :

Anna Feeney of the RSPB. “With swift
boxes we're essentially trying to replicate
those nooks and crannies.

“Something that would help swift num- :

bers is having internal swift bricks built

into the side of every new house,” Craig

says. This is essentially a hollow brick

designed as a nest for breeding swifts; it
looks just like a normal brick, apart from :

the little entrance hole on the front. (The

housebuilder Barratt Developments has :
partnered with the RSPB since 2014 to

make its developments more nature-
friendly, and incorporates “swift bricks”
into its buildings.)

“Aswellas that” Craigadds, “people can
help by putting swift boxes on to the sides ©

of houses and public buildings” You can

buy a swift box from about £30 online or
on the high street — or you could even ©
make one. The RSPB has an instruction ¢

video on its website (rspb.orguk).
‘Attach the box at least 5m above the

ground, ideally underneath the eaves of :

the house, to avoid crash landings. “Swifts
spend the vast majority of their lfe in the
air, they're really not very good on the
ground, 50 to land they swoop down and
then fly upwards to slow themselves down
to get into the nestbox” Feeney says.
Ensureyourswiftbox facesbetween north
and east to protect it from the elements,

she adds. “If nest boxes are too exposed to £

the rain, sun or wind, it can harm the
chicks inside the box.”

Swifts don't winter in the UK, but it’s :

worth preparing for their arrival in the last
week of April and early May. “If you can
get the box up now it’s a great idea — the

Common swift

box may be used for shelter over winter by
other birds,” Feeney says.

“Swifts prefer boxes painted black in-
side, with a perch,” Craig says. “The key is
to play swift call recordings near the nest

boxinthe morningand latein the evening |

as well as any time in good weather.

You can use an MP3 player, speaker and

timer plug to do this without annoying
your neighbours.”

“It’s devastating to hear that swifts are

on the red list” Feeney says. “They are

suchiconic summer birds. The sound they ¢
‘makeisunmistakable, unforgettable. They ¢
zoom by in big groups, sometimes called a :

‘screaming party, all making high-pitched
callsin a flurry of sound”

In level flight they're the fastest birds in
the world — the bird recordis 69.3mph —

and they each weigh the same as a Cad- |
bury Creme Egg They are fabulous, :

familiar creatures — and they are not the
only ones at risk. House martins,
Bewick’sswansand thegreenfinch, withits
distinctive yellow flash of wing feather, are:

among others on the conservation red list.

But—swiftboxes aside— therearesimple
measures we can all take to make our gar-

dens more bird-friendly and help their :

numbers to grow.
Swifts eat insects (a lot of insects —

i thousandsa day),sototransform your gar-

den into a bird buffet, plant flowers and
shrubs that attract bees, butterflies and
bugs. Good examples include lavender,
marjoram, catmint, geraniums and fox-
glove. Orplantberriesthat birds like to eat,
such as rowan, holly, whitebeam, guelder
rose, elder and hawthorn.

Don't pave over gardens or put down :

artificial grass, which cuts down insect
numbers and therefore available food.
What's more, it's a good idea to let grass

RSPB swift box

With modern
building

i regulations,

swifts find
it much harder
tofind a

: place to nest

Chopped unsalted bacon rind s good —

* but strictly no salt, as it's toxic to birds.

Thrushes, tits and starlings are fans of ripe

: or bruised apples and pears. Uncooked

pastry is generally popular but only if

| made with real fats such as butter.

and wildflowers grow — next year have a
“no mow May” if you can. Bee hotels and

¢ bughotels are good for encouraginginsect :

numbers, although Feeney says it is less

picturesque but sill effective to just leave :
piles of rotting wood in the corner of the :
 garden. Lotsof insectshaveevolvedtofeed

off that and find shelter in those places.”
Those wishing to provide more substan-
tial meals might consider a bird feeder. “If

you're not sure what birds are in your area, ]

Dut out a variety of foods as they like
different things,” Feeney says. “A good all-

¢ rounder is lots of little suet bits and sun-
i flower seeds”

“If you know you've got goldfinches,
they love niger seeds. | put mine up in a
special bird feeder. It took them about a

month to find it Be patient, she says. ¢

They're flyingoveralotofhousesandmay
not spotit at first. Change the feed weekly

i soits fresh.

If you're anticipating festive leftovers,
robins, dunnocks, blackbirds and song
thrushes love mild grated cheese.

s not something

Meanwhile, don't put out cooking fat (if

: it gets on feathers it can ruin their water-

proofing) or cooked porridge oats (it's

 glutinous and can harden around the

beak). Milk is indigestible to birds and

* dried coconut can swell in their stomach
and make them sick.

“Tostop disease transmission it’s hugely
importanttoalways makesure to clean thy
bird feeders at least once a week — al
feeding in close proximity every single day

irds evolved to do;

Feeney says.

When positioningyour feederit's best to
putitin an open space. It sounds counter-
intuitive, but it gives birds a clear line of
sight and flight. “If you've got plants at dif-

: ferentheights, you'llseethemapproachon

a sort of plant stepladder. They’ll start at

: thetopand getlowerand lower, then make

adartforthe feeder when they see thearea
is clear.” If there are cats or foxes on the
prowl, use a bird table or a hanging feeder
oneto two metresin theair. This should at
least deter lazier cats.

Don't forget some shallow water. “A lot
of birds will love even an upturned bin lid
— you're trying to recreate a puddle;
Feeney says. “Put some stones in the
bottom for grip so the birds don't fall over,
and cover with a few centimetres of water.
They ll take drinks but they'll also be able
tohave abath, which means they can keep
their wings in good condition and fly and

: stay safe from predators”

None of us wants a future where our
only bird sightingis arobin ona Christmas
card. But we aren't powerless. Feeney says
the UK gardens cover an area larger than
the Lake District, the Norfolk Broads, Ex-
moor and Dartmoor put together.

“So if everyone does what they can in
their own space to_help wildlife,” she
says, “we really do believe we can reverse
this decline”




