DORSET SWIFT GROUPS
Geoff Upton

It's September now and all the Swifts that were screaming around the town in the summer
have gone. They’ve set off on the most extraordinary migration around Europe and Africa, not
to return to dry land until they come back home next June to nest. The Swift species that
breeds in the UK, Apus apus, held a fairly stable population until 30 years ago. Since then,
the population in SW England has fallen by 76%. How is it that for so long we didn’t really
notice the disappearance of this one-time symbol of summer in the city? Perhaps too many of
us took for granted that they’d bounce back - we assumed the same for Corncrakes, Cuckoos,
Red-backed Shrikes and Turtle Doves.

The good news is that for Swifts, the decline is reversible. The two things that can increase
their numbers are providing them with places to nest and helping insects to thrive in towns
and villages. They’ve always been a town bird thanks to their ability to find nest holes in man-
made buildings - although they still can and do nest in natural caves such as on the Purbeck
coast, but those are tiny in numbers. But the widespread use of PVC cladding has blocked the
old nest cavities. Swift nest boxes are now widely used and Swift bricks are often installed in
new buildings. And our changing attitudes to gardens, thanks to measures such as ‘no-mow
May’ and reduced cutting of council verges, is benefiting the small insects they feed on.

Across the country, Swift Groups are being set up to raise awareness of their plight and to
encourage people to watch, appreciate and help them. There’s a national Swift Awareness
Week in June each year where Swift Groups show the spectacle of Swifts racing around
rooftops. Many groups focus their efforts during the week to coincide with national publicity for
Swift Awareness Week. A free downloadable app, Swift Mapper, can be used to record
screaming parties and nests found.
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Swift watchers enjoying the aerobatic displays and recording numbers in Bridporf
(Copyright Luke Phillips)
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Below, we report on the activities of some of the Swift Groups in Dorset this year.



BOURNEMOUTH, CHRISTCHURCH AND POOLE
Swift activity was organised through CHOG (Christchurch Harbour Ornithological Group).
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National Swift Awareness Week - Local Events

Swift Funday - Sunday 28* June: 10:00am-3:00pm - Hengistbury Head Visitor Centre
There will be a day of fun and craft activities for both children and adults, including badge
making. Information on Swifts and what we can do to help bolster their declining
populations will be available.

Swift Talk - Monday 29" June: 6:00-7:00pm — Druitt Hall

Join local *Swiftsperts’ Robin Harley and Josh Clarke (BCP Greenspace & Conservation Team)
for a ‘banging’ presentation on how we can help these enigmatic, but declining, summer
visitors. See unique home-cam footage of these birds in their nest box. Find out about their
amazing ecology and habits, and learn what steps you can take to welcome Swifts into (or
possibly onto) your home to maximise their chance of recovery. (Also learn some new Swift
terminologyl).

Swifts in the Community: all week

Meet members of CHOG and The Parks Foundation who will be talking about the local Swift
populations. They will include the life cycle of this astonishing bird, and what we can do to
help build up their populations in their local hotspots. Swift boxes and silhouettes will be on
show.

+  Winton Rec. - Wednesday 1= July: 7:00-3:00pm
*  Alexandra Park - Friday 3 Jaly: 1.30-2.30pm
* Kings Park Toesday ™ July: 6.30-8:00pm

Mo booking required
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Thanks to Dave Taylor of CHOG.

There is also an Old Town Poole Project where local conservation groups have installed
specialized swift nest boxes and audio playback systems playing Swift calls to boost breeding
numbers.



BRIDPORT

2026 saw Bridport Swift Town gaining momentum with a range of events successfully run
across the summer as well as work to encourage installation of Swift boxes with some going
up thanks to volunteers involved with running the initiative. Events ranged from guided walks
which take people around the town to look for Swifts as well as learning about their threats but
also what can be done. We also look for nest sites and encourage participants to use Swift
Mapper to help us locate more nest sites around Bridport. Our ever popular 'Swift Pint' events
went well with three surveys taking place at multiple sites across the town. This involves a
coordinated count of the town’s Swifts from strategically-placed pub gardens around town.
Dozens of people got involved and results and numbers will be crunched later this year.

A most encouraging sign this summer was seeing more and more Swift boxes being installed
by residents all over the town! We hope this will make a big difference in years to come. Also,
there is much more awareness of Swifts and their challenges amongst people in Bridport and
the surrounding areas. In the past few years, hundreds of people have now got involved in
some way which is a very good sign. Onwards and upwards for Swifts in Bridport!

Swift boxes in Bridport (Copyright Luke Phillips)

Words by Luke Phillips.



DORCHESTER

During Swift Awareness Week 2026, Dorchester Bird Group led three Swift watches, open to
all. On Sunday 28th June, six people joined a 'Swift Crawl' along Monmouth Road, where at
least 25 Swifts were involved in exhilarating screaming parties along the road, often
approaching probable nest sites and at least one live nest was found. On Tuesday 30th June,
13 people attended a walk in Poundbury, where at least 30 Swifts were seen and four live
nests were counted. On Thursday 2nd July, 13 people joined a walk around the former Dorset
County Hospital site in Princes Street with at least 40 Swifts and a further four live nests
located.

A Swift Survey was also conducted by Group members during the week, when a breeding
colony was located at Winterbourne Abbas but intensive watches at other villages within the
Group's 8 km circle failed, as in previous years, to find any significant colonies outside the
town. Future surveys will be concentrated in known breeding areas and will take place earlier
in June, when numbers are not pushed up so much by immature birds and 1st-year non-
breeding birds.

Words by Geoff Upton.

SHAFTESBURY

Shaftesbury Swifts are a community group for the SP7 postal area, whose purpose is to
monitor summer Swift colony numbers, providing additional secure nesting sites where
possible. We aim to work with homeowners, councils, schools, churches, planners, builders
and developers to protect these incredible birds in the Shaftesbury area. We were founded in
response to Shaftesbury Town Council's 'Wild About Shaftesbury' community ecology project.

From Shaftesbury Swifts Facebook Group.

SHERBORNE
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Swifts over Sherborne website https://swiftsoversherborne.co.uk/2026/05/07/swift-
information-pdf

SWANAGE AND PURBECK SWIFTS

This group, alongside local initiatives in Wareham like Sustainable Wareham and Birds of
Poole Harbour, works to protect and survey local Swift, Swallow, and House Martin
populations facing steep UK declines. Volunteers install specialized nest boxes, host guided
dusk walks and track active nesting sites across Wareham and Swanage. Birds of Poole
Harbour have set up a live webcam featuring a Swift nest box in Wareham. This webcam
offered a fascinating insight into the nesting behaviour of a species which is rarely seen close-
up and not in flight.

Swanage and Purbeck Swifts Facebook Group
https://www.facebook.com/groups/1101216154155917/

WIMBORNE

Formed in 2023, Wimborne Swifts is a community group from the Wimborne and Merley area
with a shared love of Swifts. What we do:

* Monitoring: During the Swift season our volunteers carry out weekly surveys around
Wimborne. We have established where existing colonies are and potential new nesting sites.
 Creating new nesting sites: One of our main aims is to increase the number of suitable
nesting places. We work with homeowners, businesses, churches, community organisations
to identify suitable locations and help arrange the installation of swift boxes. The Town Hall in
Wimborne is a prime example of this with boxes installed last year and now visible under the
eaves. The boxes were made by local Scouts with donated timber, bringing together several
parts of the community to create new nesting opportunities. Becca has successfully convinced
a developer on the site of the old Wimborne Market to install six double chamber swift boxes
on the new buildings. Martin, Terry and Linda are speaking to owners of the taller buildings to
see if they could become homes for Swift boxes. We are encouraging Wimborne Minster to
install boxes in the bell tower - Sherborne Abbey have provided a terrific precedent for how
well this can be done.

* Raising Awareness: One of our most important aims is to help people understand why Swifts
need our help and - very importantly - showing that local people can make a real difference.
During Swift Awareness weeks, and as part of Wimborne’s Green festivals, volunteers have
run Swift Stalls in Wimborne Square and on the Minster Green. In both instances we talked to
members of the public, shared information on Swifts and their incredible migration, answered
questions about nest boxes and encouraged people to get involved. We also put up ‘Welcome
Home Swifts’ banners in prominent places in Wimborne helping to celebrate the return of these
amagzing birds and reminding people to look up and listen! Alison, from Merley Nature Group,
designed a fantastic Swift information leaflet and Martin has created a stunning logo.

» Working with local schools: We believe that involving children is an important part of
protecting Swifts for the future. We have worked with local schools to introduce children to
Swifts and encourage them to become interested in the wildlife around them. This year | took
Witchampton First School Eco Team to St Johns First School where one of the Swift banners
was on the school railings. The Eco team led an assembly to the whole school on Swifts, their
decline, and what we can do to help. It was terrific and featured in the Dorset View magazine.
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Words by Sam Lloyd

Planet Wimborne is an active member of the Group. They write: Swifts have always been a
feature in our skies above Wimborne. Their distinctive screams as they zip around the Minster,
across the square and neighbouring streets, but their numbers have dwindled and they NEED
OUR HELP. This is a joint venture between Wilding Wimborne and Merley Nature Group. We
are community-led groups working to improve our environment and the health of our
community. Working closely together helps to achieve even bigger and better things. We have
many projects on the go throughout the year which include surveying Wimborne to better
understand where Swifts are concentrated and to try and identify nest sites, we can then focus
our efforts to safeguard existing nest locations and to provide more nesting sites, to hopefully
expand the population. Wimborne Swift Group website
https://www.dorsetwildlifetrust.org.uk/wimborne-swift-group and Planet Wimborne website
https://planetwimborne.org/group/wimborne-swifts/
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