
Martins and swallows are collectively known as the ‘hirundines’ (family 
Hirundinidae) and are small aerial birds that spend most of their life in 
flight. They have small bills with wide mouths and are expert aerial hunters, 
catching small flying insects and drifting spiders. Both house martins and 
swallows are seasonal visitors to the UK, arriving in spring (March/April) and 
leaving for Africa in the autumn (September/October). Swallows from Europe 
spend the winter months in southern Africa, while most house martins are 
thought to overwinter in more central Africa and are rarely seen.

House martins have a distinctive white rump on the upper (dorsal) surface 
and a short forked tail; swallows have no white rump, more slender wings 
and elongated outer tail feathers or streamers. In terms of feeding behaviour 
and flight, swallows also feed lower down than house martins and have a 
more graceful swooping flight, often flying low over fields and grassy open 
spaces to catch larger insects.

Both species build nests on hard surfaces, mainly using buildings, although 
they most probably nested in caves and on cliffs prior to the availability of 
man-made stone and brick structures (some still nest on the coastal chalk 
cliffs of Sussex). House martins build an enclosed nest made of mud pellets 
on the outer walls of buildings under eaves, with the entrance to the nest at 
the top. The nests take up to 10 days to build and comprise more than 1000 
beak-sized pellets of mud. Swallows have more open-topped, cup-shaped 
nests made of mud and straw or feathers that are usually situated inside 
buildings on a beam or ledge. Breeding pairs of both species usually have two 
(sometimes three) broods over the summer, each a clutch of four or five eggs.

Although still quite numerous, populations of house martins and swallows 
have shown widespread declines in recent years both in the UK and in 
northern and central Europe. Consequently, both species are listed as having 
Amber conservation status in the ‘Birds of Conservation Concern’ listing. 
There are currently thought to be roughly 500,000 breeding pairs of house 
martin and 750,000 ‘territories’ of swallow in the UK. There has been an 18% 
decline in the number of house martins over the last 10 years within the UK, 
although the decline has been greater in England.
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Closer to home, there has been a sharp decline in occupied house martin nests 
for birds nesting at Plumpton College over the last 40 or so years. In 1971 there 
were 240 nests recorded in surveys, falling to 92 in 1982 and 76 in 2006. In 2014 
just 44 nests were counted on the main building of Plumpton College.

The British Trust for Ornithology (BTO) has recently launched a national house 
martin survey for 2015 and 2016 to help identify the causes of the population 
decline and provide scientific evidence to help inform strategies to reverse the 
declines. The survey will collect information on population size, breeding ecology 
and habitat preferences. In 2015 a random square survey is using volunteers to 
visit between two and three thousand ‘random’ 1km squares throughout the 
UK, to produce a robust up-to-date population estimate. In 2016 volunteers will 
conduct a nest monitoring study. The Sussex Ornithological Society (SOS) is also 
involved in the random square survey (see www.sos.org.uk).

Plumpton Wildlife & Habitat Group is planning to complete a full count of house 
martin nests in the parish this year, to compare results with the last full survey 
in 2009. Although Plumpton parish does not contain any of the allocated 1km 
squares, the SOS is encouraging surveys outside of the selected areas to collect 
‘casual records’. If anyone finds house martins nesting on their buildings (or 
knows of a nest elsewhere), can they please contact Tony Hutson on 01273 
890341 or by email to hutson.t@btinternet.com. We will also use the 2015 nest 
site information to plan more detailed nesting activity observations in 2016 to 
feed into the national assessment.
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