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Breeding Swallows, House Martins and Swifts  
Hopesay Parish  2015.  Full Report. 
 
 
1.  The Survey. 
 

• The national populations of all three species, particularly House Martin and Swift, 
are suffering declines, see Figures 1 & 2. 

• The aim of this survey was to count and map the active Swallow, House Martin 
and Swift nests in Hopesay Parish in 2015, as a statement in time and a bench-
mark for the future. 

• This report is a summary of nest numbers and their distribution for of each of the 
three target species at houses, their sheds and barns. 

 
Figure 1. 
The three visitors from Africa and their preferred nesting sites, all on houses. 
 

 

 
 
Figure 2. 
National population trends of the three target species. 
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In July every parish ‘address’ (defined below, 247 of them) was sent a notice of the survey 
inviting people to submit the numbers of birds nesting with them.  A total of 62 replies 
were received and sincere thanks go to those who submitted one.  Many people who 
failed to reply to the survey had no birds nesting with them – but “absence of evidence is 
not evidence of absence” so follow-up was needed.  The remaining 185 were completed 
by personal visits in the first half of August.  For some houses a cursory look was all that 
was needed, where evidently no opportunities existed for nesting. Almost three quarters 
(176, 71%) of all addresses had no nesting by the three target species. 
 
2.  The Parish. 
 

The parish of Hopesay, partly in the South Shropshire Hills AONB (Area  of Outstanding 
Natural Beauty), covers around 1,600 ha (about 4,000 acres).  Close to the River Clun in 
the south are the villages of Broome and Aston on Clun while to the east Long Meadow 
End lies on the road towards the nearest town Craven Arms.  Caulibrook arises to the 
north near Round Oak and flows south through Hopesay and Aston on to the Clun. East 
of Caudibrook the ground rises to Hopesay Common (284m) while to the west is the 
imposing Burrow hill-fort (358m).  To the north the high ground falls away again towards 
the River Onny which forms part of the parish boundary there.  Woodland covers much of 
the slopes below the Burrow and steeper valley slopes elsewhere with open heathland on 
Hopesay Common.  The dozen or so parish farms principally manage sheep-grazed 
permanent grassland with some arable. 
 
Figure 3, the AtoZ of Hopesay (V1), shows the parish, its boundary and surrounds.  The 
inset maps define the limits of the four villages as used in this report.  The AtoZ is available 
online at http://2shrop.net/live/images/cme_resources/Groups/gAC09A405-96C8-45A9-9D01-
BFD46D10FC6B/Aston-Map---Index-AW-July-2015.pdf 
 
FIGURE 3.  Hopesay Parish and the four villages on this report. 
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3.  The ‘addresses’ of Hopesay Parish. 
 

The AtoZ of Hopesay Parish (Figure 1) numbers and indexes, by house name, every 
address within the parish boundary and some slightly beyond it. 
This survey accepts only data from the 247 addresses within the parish boundary. 
 

• In Aston, Forge Garage (A80a), the Community Shop (A83a) and the BT sub-
station (A25a) are excluded.  The Village Hall (A83b) and the sheds at both 
Payne’s wood-yard (92a) and Wayside Caravan Park (93a) are included; all three 
accommodated nests, or did in 2014. 

• In Broome the three industrial sheds alongside the railway (B17a-c) are excluded; 
none held nests. 

• In Hopesay St Mary’s church (H15) is included; it supported one Swalllow nest in 
the porch. 

• Long Meadow End includes only the dozen addresses falling within the parish, all 
without nests. 

 
Table 1 presents the numbers of addresses in the four villages, as defined for this survey, 
and those ‘Elsewhere’, being those outside the defined villages and within the parish. 
 
Table 1  Numbers of addresses in villages. 
 

 
 
4.  Accuracy. 
 

The reports of nest-counts submitted to the author have been examined and checked; 
most have been accepted.  Several have been checked on site and a few found to be in 
error and their data corrected. 
Nest-counts by the author have been of nest structures evidently in use this year, 
determined either directly by examining their contents (some Swallows) or visually and by 
the presence of fresh (this year’s) droppings below nests.  In some instances the 
clearance of these signs, for example from walkways, made this difficult.  In many cases 
an examination of houses from roadways or tracks was sufficient to be confident of non-
occupancy. 
 

The counts given for Swallow and House Martin nests are regarded as being within 5% of 
actual numbers. 
 
5.  The weather this year. 
 

This summer’s weather was poor, especially at the start as the migrant birds arrived. 
 

There are suspicions that the cold start, May being “wetter, colder and less sunny than 
everage” (Meteorological Office) may have upset some migrants, especially those in this 
study who obtain all their food on the wing, so much so that some either started nesting 
late or skipped breeding altogether.  This may account for the low numbers nesting this 
year, a fact that many people have commented on (see Table 5).  Or are the low numbers 
a symptom of the gradual overall decline?  A partial repeat of this survey in 2016 may 
show a return to previous population levels - see below, section 12 The future. 
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6.  The birds, overall in the parish. 
 

House Martins, with 160 nests, were more numerous than Swallows, with 99, so 
outnumbering them by 1.6 to 1.  There were only two known Swift nests, both at one 
address in Aston; there are suspicions that they may have nested at a handful of other 
addresses and these will be checked in 2016. 
 
Table 2  Numbers of nests within villages and ‘elsewhere’, outside them. 
 

 
 
Table 3  The distribution of nests among the villages. 
 

 
 
 
7.  Nest distribution and species preferences. 
 

• About one third (78, 32%) of addresses were outside the four villages and yet they 
supported two thirds (181, 69%) of all nests. 

 

• The average number of nests per address within the villages was 0.47 whereas 
the corresponding figure for addresses elsewhere was five times greater, at 2.32.  
Overall the birds, as a group, showed a marked tendency to nest outside the 
villages and their distribution was clumped, see section 9 and Figure 5. 

 

• The three species varied in their preferences.  Swallows and House Martins 
occurred at 0.20 and 0.26 nests per address within the villages.  However, outside 
the villages Swallows nested at 0.83 per while House Martins nested at nearly 
twice that – 1.49 per address.  The extent to which the configuration and design of 
buildings, their eaves and outbuildings influenced the distribution may be 
examined in 2016.  Figures 4 and 5 show the distributions of nests. 

 

• Swifts are so specific in their nest-site requirements, and so few are known to 
have nested (two in one house in Aston), that little can be said about them, but 
that they were rare. 
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In the villages and ‘elsewhere’ – all species combined. 
 

• Aston, with the highest number of addresses (91) supported 45 nests, an average 
of 0.49 each, almost the same occupancy rate (0.46) as Broome with 46 
addresses. 

• Long Meadow End, with only 12 addresses within the parish, held no nests. 
• Hopesay had an average rate of 0.70 nests each at its 20 addresses, which 

include St Mary’s church. 
• Elsewhere (78 addresses) the occupancy rate was 2.32 nests per address, 

significantly higher than within the villages. 
 
8.  Group size: 
 

Both Swallow and House Martin most frequently nested alone, see Table 4.  The 
distributions of nest-group sizes, in the two species, are remarkably similar with the 
exception that House Martins had two particularly large colonies of 17 and 26 nests, the 
locations of which are shown in Figure 4. 
 
Table 4. The distribution of nest-group sizes. 
 

 
 
 
9.  Nest numbers, this year compared with previous years. 
 

Reports of changes in numbers came on 46 reply forms.  Most (32, 70%) reported that 
nest numbers have been in decline while twelve reported no change and 2 increases. The 
remainder of replies (16) made no comment on the subject.  Table 5 presents the reported 
declines – the request was made for the estimated numbers nesting 1, 5, 10 and 20 years 
ago.  Declines are apparent in all three species. 
 

The extent to which this year has been particularly bad will be examined by comparison 
with 2016 – section 12 The future. 
 
Table 5.  Reports of declines in nest numbers. 
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Figure 4 
Swallow, House Martin and Swift nests. Hopesay Parish 2015. 
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9.  Nest distribution throughout the parish. 
 
This section considers all species together, essentially only Swallow and House Martin, 
listed below north to south.  Nests were not evenly distributed throughout the parish; they 
were clumped, see Figure 5. 

 
GREEN: There are four clusters comprising 15 addresses with together 61 nests, 23.4% 
of all nests. 
Three addresses in Basford held 16 nests, three addresses in Hesterworth held 26, five 
addresses in Redwood Drive, Aston held seven, and four addresses in Broome Close 
held 12 nests. 
 

BLUE: Three addresses with 10-15 nests each.  Together 65 nests, 24.9% of all nests, 
at 3 addresses; Palace Barn (10 nests), Baslow Home Farm (27) and Cuckoo’s Nest (28). 
 

RED: Six addresses with between 5 and 9 nests each.  Upper Carwood Farm (8), Old 
Farm House, Hopesay (5), 4-5 Cramer Gutter (6), Crowsmoor (8), Aston Farm (7), Oaker 
(5) and Old Court House (5).  Together the red clusters held 44 nests, 16.9? of all nests. 
 

Together these three classes of clusters, 24 addresses or 9.7% of parish dwellings, held 
170 nests and accommodated between them nearly two thirds (65.1%) of all nests in the 
parish. 
 

BLACK: The sole house with two Swift nests (mapped on Figure 4 – Swallow). 
 
 
Figure 5.  The major all-species nest-clusters in the Parish. 
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10.  Summary. 
 

A grand total of 261 nests were logged of which just over a third (99, 38%) were of 
Swallows and just under two thirds (160, 61%) were of House Martins.  House Martins 
were outnumbed Swallows by 1.62 to 1. 
Swifts (2 nests, 0.8% of the total) were reported breeding from only one house, in Aston, 
and it had two nests, as usual in recent years.  Two other houses reported that their usual 
Swifts failed to turn up to breed in their usual roof-spaces this year.  Three or four other 
houses are suspected as having had Swifts this year and a check will be made of them all 
in 2016. 
 
11.  Discussion/Conclusions. 
 

11.1  The locations of bird nests will depend largely on four things: 
• habitat – the right surroundings 
• the availability of sufficient food for adults and young 
• the availability of suitable nest-sites 
• population size – the best nesting locations will be occupied first 

 

In this list, for our three species, for ‘habitat’ read the houses, dwellings, on which they all 
depend.  Each species requires particular nesting opportunities, as described in section 1.  
All three species catch their invertebrate food in flight and their needs to be sufficient; a 
readily accessible source of food will be required for successful breeding. There is 
currently no known mechanism to monitor the availability of the aerial invertebrate foods 
required by the three species. 
 

11.2  While there are 247 addresses in the parish not all are suitable for nesting; many do 
not have barns, sheds or garages suitable for Swallows, eaves suitable for House Martins 
or the gaps into roof-spaces for Swifts; 176 (71%) of addresses had no nests. 
 

11.3  Populations of the three species appear to be smaller than they were.  The pairs 
remaining will be in retreat to the best addresses and to the most suitable nest-sites at 
them. 
 

11.4  While there are no counts of nesting numbers in the past the indications are that the 
populations of all three species are lower than they were, Table 5.  Further work, starting 
in 2016, will help to track numbers in future. 
 
12.  The future. 
 

Parts of the survey will be repeated in 2016 and beyond, to check on how the local 
populations are changing against the background of well-established declines nationally.  
It is proposed, in 2016, to check every address in Aston and to return to each of location 
elsewhere in the parish with a total of 10 or more nests this year, plus the handful of 
addresses which had Swifts this year, or did so until very recently. 
 
13.  Interested in birds? 
 

If you are interested on what is going on locally with our birds please let me have your 
email address and I’ll add you to a list I have for 15 or so for the occasional sharing of 
news. 
 

If you see something rare or unusual please contact me:  john.tucker@lanuis.org.uk 
 

You may also like to see the List of Birds of Hopesay Parish, online here: 
http://www.2shrop.net/2shropnet/AToZOfMini-sites/H/Hopesay/Nature 
 
14.  Acknowledgements. 
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How to encourage the three to nest with you: 
Also see Figure 1 on page 1 of the full report. 
 
 
Swallows need to be able to fly into barns, garages, sheds, porches and other 
constantly accessible covered buildings.  Here they will be able to cement their mud-
mixed-with-reinforcing-dry-grasses nests to the walls, on top of beams and ledges etc. - 
Swallows can adapt.  Leaving garage and shed doors or windows slightly open should 
allow them in – they will then find nest sites with you, if enough food is available nearby. 
 
If you are worried about the mess made by their droppings then wait until the nest is built 
and the eggs laid and then fix a platform of wood beneath the nest to catch the mess. 
Most of the mess will be created during the period in which adults are feeding the young in 
the nest.   
 
House Martins want to nest under eaves, usually but to always on the east or north-
facing walls away from the heat of the sun, unless wide eaves will give them shade. 
They like wide eaves with wood soffits (they are not keen on plastic ones) and brick, stone 
or rendered walls – easier to plaster their dome-shaped nests, with top entry-hole, to. 
 

If you don’t have wide eaves, at least 15cm overhang (more will be very attractive) then 
you probably will not be able to attract them. 
 

However you could try putting up artificial House Martin nests – preferable facing north or 
east away from the sun - and hope that the birds move in.  Search the internet for ‘house 
martin nests’. 
 

To avoid the mess of their droppings, as with Swallows, you can use wooden ledges 
under the nests to catch it, if you can get high enough to fix them.  Or just put wood on the 
ground to catch it and clear up when nesting is finished. 
 
Swifts are a different matter.  If you have the right house with the right gaps they will 
probably find you, wherever you are.  Attracting them may be possible. 
 

They like to swoop high up into the roof-space – so old Victorian buildings are a delight to 
them.  They enter the roof-space through tiny gaps between the wall and the slates at the 
very top; other small gaps giving access to nest-ledges inside the building may be used.   
 

Special nest-boxes can attract Swifts - you can search the internet for them.  They are not 
cheap and will be awkward to install but they may be successful; a challenge for you.  
Well worth a try if you have a tall building – they are not likely to nest at ground floor level.  
Please let me know if you try – I’d be interested in the result and we currently have so few 
nesting in the parish. 
 
Good luck. 
 
 
PLEASE NOTE.       It is illegal to remove nests which are in use. 
AND BEWARE:   http://www.birdwatch.co.uk/channel/newsitem.asp?c=11&cate=__16117 
- an example £515 fine for knocking down a Swallow’s nest in 2015.                  JJT 20151117 
 


