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Project Title: NS SwiftWatch: Engaging Nova Scotians in Chimney Swift Recovery – Year 2
Background
Historically Chimney Swifts nested in large hallow trees; however, as humans began harvesting
trees and urbanizing the landscape Chimney Swifts began roosting and nesting in chimneys. But
landscapes are changing again with many chimneys being capped, lined with metal, or
demolished. Recent research has shown that Chimney Swifts are undergoing steep declines
(95%) and are in danger of disappearing if action is not taken. Although their dependence on
buildings during migration and breeding has left them susceptible to displacement and
disturbance from chimney maintenance and renovations, it also provides a unique opportunity to
engage the public in participating in research, monitoring, and stewardship of a threatened
species found in their own backyards.
Chimney Swifts in Nova Scotia are largely dependent on a dwindling number of chimneys for
roosting and nesting, and are vulnerable to disturbance by maintenance activities and when
chimneys are demolished. Thus, protecting swift-occupied chimneys is critical to recovering
swifts. Because this “habitat” is shared with humans, landowner and community participation in
conservation is critical to the species’ survival. The draft Recovery Strategy lists chimney
modification and demolition, as well as nest destruction, as high-priority threats. This project
will assess both current and future risks to roost chimneys in Nova Scotia and the impact of the
professional chimney sweeping industry.
Project goal
Focusing on communities that host significant numbers of roosting and nesting Chimney Swifts,
Bird Studies Canada will engage landowners, community groups, and non-government
organizations in activities that will foster local stewards, fill key knowledge gaps and, ultimately,
protect Chimney Swifts and their habitat in these communities.

Project activities, objectives, and achievements
Activity
1) Develop and distribute educational
pamphlet for owners/managers of swiftoccupied chimneys
Objective: Owners/managers are aware
of presence of swifts and able to plan
maintenance activities in such a way to
preserve swift habitat and avoid
disturbance to adults/young

2) Consult with SwiftWatch volunteers
and develop an outreach toolkit for
volunteers, including Chimney Swift
fact sheets, SwiftWatch program
brochures, reporting forms, etc. that
they can provide to community
members when approached during
SwiftWatch surveys.
Objective: Volunteers better equipped to
engage local community members during
surveys, increasing awareness and support
for swift conservation from local
community members.

3) Raise awareness of Chimney Swifts,
their decline, threats to swifts and how
community members can help address
those threats through a variety of means
including press releases, community
events (e.g., a “swift night out” at roost
sites), presentations and radio
interviews.
Objective: Increased awareness and
understanding of Chimney Swifts and the
threats they face.

Objective and Achievements
An educational pamphlet entitled “How to be a good
Chimney Swift host” (Figures 1 and 2) has been developed in
both English and French, and is currently being printed (400
in each language). These brochures will be distributed to
Chimney Swift hosts in the coming spring and also to
chimney sweeps, most of who agreed to receive more
information on chimney swifts (see Activity 4 below).

Response rate from the volunteer survey was low, but those
that did respond provided some excellent suggestions.
Generally each volunteer encounter 3-5 members of the
public each night, and common questions included: What are
you doing, Why are you counting them, Why are they
endangered, Aren’t they smelly/noisy. Some individuals also
asked questions about the difference between roosting and
nesting which suggests this has not been effectively
communicated to the general public and is an area to focus
future outreach on.
Most volunteers feel well prepared with the program
pamphlet and fact sheet; however, other suggestions included
posters showing the swifts entering the chimney, name tags,
and car signs. Car signs and name tags (Figures 3 and 4)
along with the new brochure on how to be a good swift host
will be distributed to volunteers prior to the spring
monitoring season.
A total of eight new roost and nest sites were reported in
Nova Scotia in 2013 (Figure 5). This increase in the number
of identified sites is likely in part due to increased outreach
across the province.
A well-attended Swift Night Out even was put on in
Wolfville, as part of the Mud Creek Days celebration. Over
90 people attended a talk at Acadia University and
subsequent roost count at the Robie Tufts Nature Center
Chimney in the center of town.
Presentations were also given to each of the grade six classes
at Middleton Regional High School and New Glasgow Junior
High School (both schools host roost chimneys) as a part of
the School SwiftWatch program. Students were also asked to
contribute swift artwork for future presentations and
educational material. A total of sixty pieces of work were
submitted and some is currently being used on an interpretive
panel to be installed at the school this spring.

Other community outreach included an interview with CBC
Evening News (Maritimes at 11) and publication of an article
in the Kings County Record (“Chimney Swifts return after
decline last year” by Tamara Gravelle). Also the annual
SwiftWatch Newsletter was published covering swift news
from the spring and summer (www.bsc-eoc.org/library/
MSWnews.pdf)
Maritimes SwiftWatch continues to engage volunteers with a
Facebook page (117 likes) and Twitter account (235
followers). Both are updated with local new swift news and
other interesting bird information. Maritimes SwiftWatch
has recruited and maintained a core of 14 volunteers but
many of these individuals have others assisting them on roost
counts.
Finally participation in the Bear River Stone Bear Retreat
initiated a working relationship with the Kepukwitk’s SAR
Program. Displaced from a decommissioned school,
Chimney Swifts have returned to the Bear River area and has
a presented an opportunity to work with another group on
Chimney Swift outreach.
4) Develop and carry out questionnaire
for chimney sweeps and other industry
professionals, determine the nature and
number of negative interactions between
chimney sweeps and swifts, and use
responses to build working relationship.
Objective: Gauge cleaning industry’s
level of awareness about swifts and bird
conservation regulations .

5) Coordinate roost monitoring by
volunteers and project partners,
following established protocol
developed in 2011 in consultation with
regional and national partners (roost
counts done on scheduled dates set by
ON, QC, NB, and NS).
Objective: Data collected and shared
with national partners to calculate
provincial as well as national trends.

A survey of 10 chimney sweeps in the Maritimes (5 in NS)
was conducted this winter (Figure 6). The number of
chimneys swept by each company varied from 25 to 2000.
The majority of companies indicated that their peak season
was in the fall; however, one company indicated that they
encourage sweeping in June, even offering incentives. This
suggests that most sweeps will not encounter active nests;
however, the one company offering incentives during the
breeding season is of concern. Of note most companies
indicated that most of the chimneys they encounter are metal
lined and that clay liners or chimneys with no liners are dying
out. About 50% of those surveyed had heard of swifts, but
all companies were willing to receive information on
Chimney Swifts. A more detailed report on survey results is
currently being prepared and will be provided to partners.
This survey provides an excellent starting point to build
working relationships with the chimney sweeping industry.
Continued monitoring of roost sites is an important tool in
assessing Chimney Swift numbers. Coordination between
various groups is essential and conducting counts on the
same nights ensures individuals are not double counted.
Results from this year’s counts were mixed in Nova Scotia.
Numbers are consistently high at Temperance Street School
in New Glasgow. Whereas at the second largest roost site in
Nov Scotia, Middleton, no swifts were detected on the May
26th (Table 1).

Bear River, Truro, and Kentville were newly identified sites
and as such roost counts on official dates were not consistent.
Additional outreach activities are planned for some of these
areas in 2014 to improve reporting.
6) Chimney assessment done at roost
and nest sites to collect data on
characteristics of occupied sites.
Objective: Data collected on selection of
roosting and nesting habitat by swifts
helps prioritize habitat conservation in
urban areas.

Town wide chimney assessments have been completed in
Wolfville. Results from this suggest there are houses with
swift friendly nesting chimney. Next steps will include
expanding this work to other swift dense areas and providing
informational brochures to homeowners with swift friendly
chimneys in communities already targeted by chimney
assessments.

Figure 1. How to be a good Chimney Swift host brochure (English).

Figure 2. How to be a good Chimney Swift host brochure (French).

Figure 3. Bilingual car sign for SwiftWatch volunteers. Designed to take up a full piece of paper
and to be folded on dotted line so either French or English can be displayed.

Figure 4. Name tags to be printed on adhesive stickers and provided to Swiftwatch volunteers.

Figure 5. Map of 2013 roost and nest sites in Nova Scotia.
Table 1. Nova Scotia swift numbers on official SwiftWatch counts
Site

Building Type

22 May

26 May

30 May

03 June

St. Bernard

Church

n/a

0

93

n/a

McGowan Lake

Unused smithy

4

26

50

109

Middleton

School

n/a

0

108

238

Wolfville

Freestanding chimney
(Robie Tufts Nature Centre)

20

87

25

32

Kentville*

School

reported
on 24th

0

0

n/a

Upper Falmouth

House

7

n/a

121

17

New Glasgow

School

586

530

202

126

Oxford

Freestanding chimney

20

20

2

2

Bear River *

Detached house

n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a

Old YMCA/Normal College
building
TOTAL

reported 30th

52

637

653

Truro *

“n/a” means that no count was conducted on this date

663

52
576

*indicated a new site reported in 2013

2013-2014 Chimney Sweep Survey
1) On average how many chimneys do you sweep per year?

2) Generally, what months do you do most of your sweeping?
JAN FEB
MAR APR MAY JUN JUL
AUG
Comments:

SEP

OCT

NOV

DEC

3) How many would you estimate are in rural versus
Rural:
Urban:
urban areas?
In this case we will define urban as falling within town limits and rural as falling outside town
limits.
4) What is the main type of chimney you sweep?
CAPPED
METAL
CLAY
LINED
LINED
Comments:

NO
LINER

5) Do you check the chimneys with a mirror or do a visual inspection before
cleaning?
Comments:

YES

NO

6) Have you ever gone to sweep a chimney and observed a nest in it?
Comments:
If yes, how many per year?
7) Do you know what type of nest it was?
YES
NO
Comments:

YES

NO

8) Have you heard of Chimney Swifts?
Comments:

YES

NO

9) Would you be willing to receive some information about Chimney Swifts
and how to deal with them in chimneys you find?
Email:
Mailing Address:
Phone Number:

YES

NO

Figure 6. Chimney Swift survey. Chimney sweeping companies were phoned and explained the
purpose of the interview and then asked the questions.

