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NORTH MILTON ESTATE BREEDING BIRD SURVEY 2021 
 

Summary 
 

Following the initial survey in 2020, the 2021 survey team were able to establish that many 

of the artificial nesting sites installed across North Milton Estate in 2011-2012 by New 

Forest District Council (NFDC) were in use by Starlings and House Sparrows from early 
April 2021.  Many of these sites were later taken over by Swifts, the first of which arrived 

in late April and began nest-site prospecting soon after, from 4-6 May. 

 

Emergency remedial and structural work on some of the larger buildings in early 2021 may 

have dissuaded some early nesting Starlings and House Sparrows from occupying the 
“natural” gaps, where work was required.  Where nests were seen, work halted until the 

birds had finished breeding.  No Swifts were affected directly by this work.  However, what 

this shows is that any repair or renovation work on any of the properties where both natural 

gaps or artificial nest sites occur, has the potential to cause significant harm within this 
relatively isolated breeding bird colony.  All species are vulnerable.  The majority of the 

properties are owned and maintained by NFDC.  Some properties have been released for 

sale and are now privately owned. 

 
Artificial nesting sites comprise integral Swift bricks, Swift boxes, soffit holes, fascia holes, 

House Sparrow terraces and House Martin forms.  Only these are surveyed each year.  The 

natural gaps, (broken tiles, missing felt etc), are not.  None of the House Martin forms on 

the larger buildings were used.  The majority of all other artificial nest sites were in use, 

some recording multiple occupancy.  On the larger buildings all of the Swift bricks were 
used by Swifts.  Their preference here may be sites where access holes are set vertically 

in a wall.  The total number of apparently occupied Swift nests across the whole Estate was 
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66 compared to 38 in 2020. Not all available spaces were used and the fledging success of 

the colony is not known. 

 

Swifts are a rapidly declining species (between 4-5% per annum).  This colony is the largest 

known anywhere in Hampshire.  Understanding the history of this site and its current status 
should lead to recommendations for improvements in building development policy and 

future conservation of this and other potential colonies.  New initiatives show there is strong 

public support locally and nationally, for a change in building policy and design to 

incorporate universal Swift bricks in all developments ideally at a rate of at least one per 
dwelling. 

 

1. Introduction 

 

Encouraged by the sheer spectacle of a large number of Swifts inhabiting the North Milton 

Estate (the Estate), and the success of the first organised survey of artificial nest sites 
occupied by them and other species in the properties in 2020, Hampshire Swifts repeated the 

exercise in 2021. 

 

Since completing the first survey (1) and during the period leading up to Christmas 2020, local 

residents were concerned that the gable ends on some of the larger buildings (“the Courts”) 

were showing signs of deterioration and significant movement of the outer cladding was 
evident.  Remedial work was clearly necessary, and NFDC were quick to install scaffolding in 

order to stabilise the ends of the buildings to prevent injury to residents.  Hampshire Swifts 

were not contacted prior to the scaffolding being fixed in place, but contact was made soon 

after with Kevin Gould, Senior Building Surveyor NFDC overseeing the project.  Thankfully, 

this work has not interfered with any potential Swift nest sites, but gaps in the gable end 

soffits had been colonised by Starlings and House Sparrows.  NFDC were aware of the 

sensitivity of this situation and brought in experts to guide their actions. 
 

NFDC are also mindful of past events during remedial work on the Estate.  Whilst the current 

work could have potentially interfered with bird breeding success, it has also presented an 

opportunity going forward.  The external, failed cladding has been removed in places and the 

underlying brickwork exposed.  A scheme to replace the cladding, either with more modern 

and robust material or a brickwork facing, is being discussed.  Whatever construction method 
is employed, there is an opportunity to install a number of Action for Swifts “S” bricks in the 

windowless gables where there were none before.  Low-cost Swift bricks are designed to fit in 

both cladding and brick/blockwork during construction and apart from the small access hole, 

are weatherproof, structurally sound and discrete.  They are proving successful in many 

locations across the country. 

 

Swifts in New Milton go unnoticed by many.  Unless observers make the effort to visit the 
Estate, they would not know Swifts are here.  It is not known where the majority of birds 

spend their time feeding, although small parties have been seen over Ballard Meadow and 

Woodland, a Site of Importance for Nature Conservation a few hundred meters away to the 

north-east.  There are occasions however, when the colony seems devoid of birds and it is 

assumed that the birds make journeys further afield to find food.  This is particularly 

noticeable after heavy rain. 
 

2. Survey Information 

 

The 2020 survey was organised by Hampshire Swifts through Dr Andy Broadhurst, who has 

since moved away and is now part of the Derbyshire Swift Project.  The 2021 survey team 

wish him, and the Swifts there, every success.  The 2021 volunteer survey team comprised 
Robin Harley, Dan Parker, Debbie and Rob Podjacki and Bob Lord – all New Milton residents 
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and Nick Windibank from Lymington.  Robin and Debbie have Swift boxes on their own 
houses, which are occupied initially by House Sparrows, and then Swifts. 

 

From the 2020 survey it was realised that an earlier start to recording would pick up a 

greater number of breeding birds.  Starlings and House Sparrow begin occupying nest holes 

in March and April before Swifts arrive.  It has often been recorded that nest sites occupied 

by both these species are then occupied by Swifts soon after their arrival in early May.  The 
2021 survey began with a few early visits from April onwards.  The main survey period began 

on 21 June 2021.  This was completed in August when almost all the Swifts had departed.  

Multiple occupancy of the nest sites available has been widely recorded in this colony (see 

below). 

 

The Estate was mapped for artificial nest site type and locations in 2020.  The 2020 report (1) 

illustrates the types of nest sites available.  The recording forms were amended slightly for 
2021.  On each visit, the date and activity in any of the potential nest sites were recorded, 

using the BTO/Euring species codes House Sparrow (HS), Starling (SG), House Martin (HM) 

and Swift (SI) and an example of the recording form in one of “the Courts” is shown at 

Appendix 1, and elsewhere on the Estate at Appendix 2. 

 

Each observer was given a Hampshire Swifts ID lanyard and was requested to spend time 
observing only one aspect of a building with a clear view of some of the potential nest sites.  

This requires some concentration and a wide field of view and, as the Estate is a tightly 

packed residential site, no binoculars were used.  Swifts enter nest holes at great speed and 

even a glance away at the wrong time can miss a bird entering or leaving.  Focusing on only 

a small number of potential nest sites at one time makes this task easier, but also means 

multiple visits have to be made, to cover all the sites in the relatively short breeding season. 
 

3. Results 

 

The first visits in 2021 were made to the Estate on 

2 April.  Starlings were seen prospecting in Swift 

bricks, Swift boxes, soffit holes and fascia holes.  

House Sparrows were, in addition, prospecting both 
the House Sparrow terraces and House Martin 

forms.  Swifts were recorded over the Estate from 

24 April.  Nest site prospecting by Swifts was first 

witnessed on 4 May and numbers swelled fairly 

quickly thereafter.  Significantly more activity was 

recorded in the week commencing 24 May, but 
could have been slightly earlier, and by 5 June 

Swifts were seen entering Swift bricks on most of “the Courts”.  New sites were being 

recorded on 10 August where no activity had been previously witnessed.  The last date for all 

observations was 16 August 2021. 

 

Many of the buildings across the Estate support nesting birds, particularly Starlings and 
House Sparrows in locations where there are “natural” gaps (loose or broken tiles, small holes 

under soffits and behind fascias, for example).  These were not surveyed, but it is clear from 

the number of birds seen, that there is a substantial breeding contingent, which needs to be 

taken into account should NFDC consider undertaking any maintenance or repair work on any 

of their buildings across the whole estate. 

 

The Estate holds a variety of breeding birds: Starling, House Sparrow, House Martin, Swift, 
Herring Gull, Woodpigeon, Collared Dove, Jackdaw, Magpie, Blackbird, Song Thrush, Pied 

Wagtail, Robin, Dunnock, Blue Tit, Great Tit, Chaffinch and Goldfinch have all been recorded 
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as potential residents during the breeding season (April-August).  Five have been recorded 
breeding in or on buildings: House Sparrow, Starling, House Martin, Swift and Herring Gull.  

As an aside from the main purpose of the survey, a number of casual records have been 

received and comprise sightings of: Heron, Cormorant, Peregrine, Kestrel, Hobby, 

Sparrowhawk, Buzzard, Black-headed Gull, Mediterranean Gull, Great Black-backed Gull and 

Carrion Crow either flying over, or around or on the buildings.  On one occasion in 2020 one 

of the local adult Peregrines caught a Swift.  In July 2021 a Hobby was seen hunting House 
Martins. 

 

Away from “the Courts” the location of artificial sites, species and numbers of breeding birds 

located and recorded during the survey, is shown in Table 1. (see also Footnote). 

 

There may well be a degree of preference shown by birds regarding which site to occupy.  

During previous renovations carried out by NFDC, it is not known which of the newly installed 
artificial sites were colonised first or if one type of site was preferred over others. “The 

Courts” hold the majority of Swifts breeding on the North Milton Estate.  The largest, 

Mountbatten Court, has the greatest number of available artificial nest sites (29).  The 

occupancy rate of each type of artificial site on each of “the Courts” recorded in 2021 and of 

those, the proportion of Swifts, is shown in Table 2. 

 
From this survey, which was not apparent in 2020, it is clear just how much use is made of 

the artificial sites by all three bird species of conservation concern; Starling, House Sparrow 

and Swift.  Where Hampshire Swifts, and others, advocate the installation of Swift bricks in 

all new dwellings, this is welcome news.  From our observations, many of the sites available 

do have multiple occupancy with Starlings or House Sparrows being followed by Swifts.  The 

outcome of earlier broods of Starlings or House Sparrows is generally not known with 
certainty, but observers did record Starlings feeding young in those spaces subsequently 

occupied by Swifts. 

 

Table 1: Breeding birds in locations on the Estate away from “the Courts”. 

 

Map 

Ref 
Location Artificial Nest Type 

Occupied by 

(number) 

A 61 Marryat Rd Two triple HS boxes HS(1) 

B 2 Howe Cl Double HM form  

C 1 Howe Cl Double HM form HS(1)-HM(1) 

D 21 Marryat Rd Eleven SI wooden boxes HS(4)-SI(1) 

E 18 Raleigh Cl 
Triple HS box HS(1) 

Bat box  

F 20 Raleigh Cl SI composite box SG(1) 

G 2 Raleigh Cl Double HM form  

H 1 Raleigh Cl Double HM form  

J 106 Marryat Rd 
SI composite box  

Bat box  

K 3 Bligh Cl 
Triple HS box  

SI composite box SG(1)-SI(1) 

L 14 Hardy Cl Bat box  

M 20 Howe Cl Single HM form (one lost) HM(1) 

N 17 Howe Cl Double HM form  

P 16 Raleigh Cl Double HM form HM(1) 

R 21 Raleigh Cl Double HM form  

S 20 Drake Cl Bat box  

T 16 Drake Cl Bat box  
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The occupancy of the various available sites on each of “the Courts” during the early period of 

the survey (Apr-June) and later (Jul-Aug) is shown in Table 3.  It is assumed here that 

spaces occupied by Swifts early-on remained in Swift control, despite not recording activity 

later and may simply be due to a lack of timely observation. 

 

A breakdown of all available sites installed on the buildings across the Estate is shown in 
Appendix 3.  The total number of apparently occupied nests for each species using the 

artificial nest sites is shown in Table 4.  The number recorded is significantly higher than 

2020.  This is simply as a result of increased observer effort (~30 man-hours in 2020 and 57 

man-hours in 2021).   

 

The triple House Sparrow terraces that were occupied, supported only one pair in each of the 

terraces.  Those mounted on Marryat Road and Ramsey Court of cedar wood material, have 
been successful, whereas only one of the Schwegler Type composite/metal boxes on the 

more recently built properties has been colonised (Raleigh Close).  In Howe Close, House 

Sparrow occupancy of the artificial House Martin form was followed by House Martins.  In 

Bligh Close, the Starlings which occupied the artificial composite Swift box early in the 

season, were either successful or evicted by a pair of Swifts before fledging.  In Marryat 

Road, of the 11 M30 Swift boxes (for an illustration, see Hampshire Swifts website) on one 
house, four were occupied by House Sparrows, and one of these was later used by a pair of 

Swifts. 

 

Table 2: Occupancy rates in various artificial nest types in “the Courts”. 

 

Mountbatten Court 

Qty Nest type 
Occupied 

Swifts 
Number % 

8 Swift brick (sb) 8 100 8 

18 Soffit hole (sh) 13 72 10 

3 Double House Martin form (hm) 0 0 0 

 

Ramsey Court 

Qty Nest type 
Occupied 

Swifts 
Number % 

5 Swift brick (sb) 5 100 5 

8 Fascia hole (fh) 8 100 6 

4 Triple House Sparrow (hs) 3 75 0 

 

Cunningham Court 

Qty Nest type 
Occupied 

Swifts 
Number % 

4 Swift brick(sb) 4 100 4 

8 Soffit hole (sh) 6 75 3 

2 Double House Martin form (hm) 0 0 0 

 

Somerville Court 

Qty Nest type 
Occupied 

Swifts 
Number % 

3 Swift brick (sb) 3 100 3 

6 Soffit hole (sh) 4 66 4 

 

Fraser Court 

Qty Nest type 
Occupied 

Swifts 
Number % 
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3 Swift brick(sb) 3 100 3 

6 Soffit hole (sh) 5 83 5 

 

Harwood Court 

Qty Nest type 
Occupied  

Swifts 
Number % 

3 Swift brick (sb) 3 100 3 

6 Soffit hole (sh) 4 66 3 

2 Double House Martin form (hm) 0 0 0 

 

Vian Court 

Qty Nest type 
Occupied 

Swifts 
Number % 

3 Swift brick (sb) 3 100 3 

6 Soffit hole (sh) 5 83 4 

4 Double House Martin form (hm) 0 0 0 
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Table 3: Species of breeding birds in various artificial nest types in “the Courts”. 

 

Mountbatten Court   
 sh sh sb sh sh sb sh sh sb sb sh sh sb sh sh hm sh sh sh sh sb hm sb sh sh sh sh sb hm 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 

Apr-Jun  SG SI SG SG SI  SI    SI   SG  SG    HS  SI  SI SI  SI  

Jul-Aug  SI SI  SI SI  SI SI SI  SI SI SI   SI  SI SI SI         

 

Ramsey Court 
 hs hs fh fh sb sb fh fh sb sb sb fh fh fh fh hs hs 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 

Apr-Jun  HS SG  SI HS SG  HS HS 

SG 

HS SG SG SG  HS HS 

Jul-Aug   SI SI SI SI SI SI SI SI SI SI   SI   

 

Cunningham Court 
 hm sb sb hm sb sb sh sh sh sh sh sh sh sh 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

Apr-Jun  HS SI  SI   SG  SG SG SG SI  

Jul-Aug  SI    SI SI SI     SI  

 
Somerville Court       Fraser Court 

 sh sh sb sh sh sb sh sh sb   sh sh sb sh sh sh sh sb sb 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9   1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

Apr-Jun   HS      SI  Apr-Jun   SI   SI SG SI  

Jul-Aug  SI SI SI SI SI  SI   Jul-Aug SI  SI SI SI SI SI  SI 

 

Harwood Court               Vian Court 
 sb sb sh sh hm sb sh sh hm hm sh sh   hm sb hm sh sh sb sb sh hm sh hm sh sh 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12   1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 

Apr-Jun SI   SG       SG   Apr-Jun     SG       SI SG 

Jul-Aug  SI SI SI  SI  SI      Jul-Aug  SI    SI SI SI  SI   SI 

 
hs=triple house sparrow terrace      sh=soffit hole      fh=fascia hole      sb=swift brick      hm=double house martin form     
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4. Discussion/Observations 
 

4.1 Swift Statistics 

 

Swifts do not breed until they are sexually mature in their fourth calendar year (4CY) though 

3CY birds will sometimes occupy a nesting site, if they can find one, and start to build a 

rudimentary nest of feathers.  They arrive in Britain in April or early May, and nearly all birds 
depart during July and August.  Adults return to their previous year’s nest site, and with the 

oldest known ringed bird being 17 years old (average life-span 9 years) (2), they are a long-

lived species which, with the right conditions, have the potential to raise a large number of 

young in their lifetimes.  However, in Britain it seems, conditions are not in their favour. 

 

Data collected over the last 25 years or so suggest that Swift numbers nationally have 

dropped by over 100,000 breeding pairs (~65% decline).  The number of nest sites lost in 
Hampshire alone must run into many thousands and a decline in numbers continues apace at 

around 4-5% per year nationwide (1). 

 

The BTO provides plenty of information on Swifts (2).  It is a species regularly monitored as 

part of the national Breeding Bird Survey however, although the number of survey plots is 

high, Swifts are regarded as a difficult species to census.  The most recent data (2016) show 
the number of pairs to be around 59,000 (range 43,000-75,000), and as a result of massive 

declines over such a short period of time this species, currently on the Amber list of Birds of 

Conservation Concern, will almost certainly be added to the Red list at the next review. 

 

4.2 Isolation  

 
The Estate colony, like many colonies across Britain, is isolated.  There is a large number of 

birds (relatively speaking for Hampshire) within a very small area, which makes them 

extremely vulnerable to any major change, or even minor modifications, to their nest sites.  

It is unknown how many birds were present in New Milton in times past, nor the numbers 

present on the Estate, even more recently prior to 2020. 

 

Elsewhere in New Milton, concerned and kind-hearted individuals are helping Swifts attain 
wider distribution.  Wooden Swift boxes have been installed on private houses (six known in 

early August 2021) and some are successfully attracting birds to breed.  From one of these 

boxes three young birds fledged successfully this year.  Of those installed recently (2020), 

some have seen some Swift activity, but as yet no successful breeding is known.  Away from 

artificial nest boxes, only one pair of Swifts, in the whole of New Milton, is known to use a 

“natural” gap, which is under the eaves of a private house.  The householders welcome the 
birds. 

 

Very recently (2020 and 2021), and encouragingly, at least four new-build properties in the 

town have had Action for Swifts “S” bricks installed as a condition attached to the planning 

permission.  One has a wooden Swift box.  Locally, planning applications are searched for 

opportunities to suggest to developers to install Swift bricks.  Ideally, their inclusion in 
building design, where appropriate, should be automatic.  The only way to halt a decline of 

~5% per annum in Swift numbers, is by ensuring that Swift bricks are installed at an average 

ratio of one per dwelling in all new developments as recommended by the Royal Institute of 

British Architects, the National House Building Council and the Royal Society for the 

Protection of Birds. 

  

As this report was being prepared, an application by South West Water to install 44 Swift 
bricks on the New Milton Water Tower was submitted to NFDC.  This is a listed building and 

the application is for consent to undertake the works.  This application garnered support from 
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New Milton Town Council, and from individuals across Great Britain with over 80 comments to 
the Planning Authority, wholly in favour of this proposal.  The Planning Committee approved 

the scheme on 31 August 2021. 

 

If a second, or third, or perhaps more, smaller colonies in the future were to establish across 

New Milton (and wider still), the vulnerability of isolation would reduce significantly.  One sure 

way to do this is to encourage the installation of Action for Swifts “S” bricks or the M30 type 
Swift boxes around the rest of New Milton. 

 

4.3 Artificial Nest-site Occupancy 

 

None of the artificial House Martin forms on any of “the Courts” were occupied at any stage 

during the survey period.  Of those House Martin forms in locations away from “the Courts” 

only three were seen to be in use.  At one, a pair of House Sparrows had built their nest in 
the narrow space between the top of the House Martin form and the underside of the soffit, 

tight under the gable end.  A simplified breakdown is shown in Table 4. 

 

Table 4: Total number of artificial nests apparently occupied in 2021. 

  

Species 
The 

Courts 

Rest of 

The Estate 
Total 

Starling 19 2 21 

House Martin 0 3 3 

House Sparrow 9 6 15 

Swift 64 2 66 

 
Starlings are doing well, with 21 pairs nesting within the artificial sites on the Estate.  Many 

more are using “natural” cavities on properties right across the site but these were not 

surveyed.  Many are successful, judging by the number of recently fledged juveniles seen 

being fed by parents on the grass areas throughout the Estate in mid-late June.  A number of 

the Estate’s residents actively encourage Starlings by putting out food on their window sills. 

 

The House Sparrow terraces are reasonably successful, both on Ramsey Court and on other 
properties around the Estate.  Observations indicate that, usually, only one of the three holes 

in each terrace is occupied.  The terraces, both cedar wood and composite material, being 

mounted externally may require some maintenance to ensure their longevity in-situ.  It is 

often the fixings into the external walls that fail over time.  Where maintenance is required 

stainless steel fixings should be used.  House Sparrows readily accept Swift bricks, or Swift 

boxes, so more installed widely across the Estate, may be a way of attracting more to breed. 
 

In discussion with the NFDC Buildings Surveyor, during the installation of the soffit and fascia 

nesting spaces, each one was constructed as a separate unit.  Baffles were installed in order 

to prevent any birds making their way into the roof voids and where two soffit holes are very 

close together, a baffle ensures the spaces remain separate. 

 
Overall, on “the Courts”, of the 29 available Swift bricks, Swifts occupied 100%, see Table 5.  

Soffit and fascia holes had around 58% and 75% occupied by Swifts respectively.  Fascia 

holes are only present on Ramsey Court.  All eight were occupied, and of those, six (75%) 

were used by Swifts and two (25%) by Starlings.  Each pair of holes are clearly separated.  It 

is interesting that, whilst they appear to our eyes to be just “larger Swift brick holes”, for 

some reason Swifts don’t use all of those available and perhaps, whilst Starlings are in 

residence, Swifts do not challenge them. 
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It has been observed that where two soffit holes are very close together, there may be a 
preference in some locations, for only one to be used but elsewhere, two closely adjacent 

holes are occupied.  Occasionally, faint streaks down the walls of the buildings immediately 

under the holes are a good indication of activity.   Interestingly, on Cunningham Court, of the 

eight soffit holes along the front of the building only one was seen to be used by Swifts in 

2020 and three in 2021.  Soffit holes 9, 10, 11 and 12 have seen no Swift activity in either 

year.    
 

Table 5:  Artificial nest site occupancy by Swifts. 

 

Type 
Courts Non-courts Total 

used Available Used Available Used 

Swift brick 29 29 0 0 29 

Soffit hole 50 29 0 0 29 

Fascia hole 8 6 0 0 6 

Swift box 0 0 14 2 2 

 
One soffit hole (Mountbatten 18) is unavailable, certainly to Swifts as it is obscured by a 

rainwater downpipe.  No activity was witnessed here.  Two other soffit holes (Harwood 11 

and 12) are positioned in the soffit a few centimetres out from the vertical face of the 

building, above a large, non-opening glazed panel and also seem unsuitable for Swifts, 

although Starling activity was seen very early in the season.  The outcome is unknown.  The 

most recent building works, whilst not obscuring any artificial nest sites directly, may have 
been in too close proximity to one or two soffit holes for the Swifts’ comfort.  Also, even with 

57 man-hours of observations across the whole of the Estate, it is entirely possible that some 

activity at nest sites has been missed. 

 

The results from the observations in 2021 show that multiple occupancy of the artificial nest 

sites is common.  Early nesting by both Starlings and House Sparrows was witnessed in all 

types of nest site available, except the House Martin forms, many of which were later 
occupied by Swifts. 

 

Of the 14 Swift boxes installed away from “the Courts”, only 2 were seen to be used by Swifts 

in 2021.  It would appear that both these sites have been used regularly (one for over 10 

years) and both sites hold either Starlings or House Sparrows before the Swifts arrive.  Ten 

additional Swift boxes were fitted to one house in 2020.  On this property, four of the boxes 
were occupied by House Sparrows and one, later, by a pair of Swifts.  There is potential 

therefore for 10 additional pairs of Swifts to breed successfully on this one house alone.  One 

house now has 11 boxes and three houses have one each. 

 

4.4 Nest Site Aspect 

 
The advice in some of the literature and some websites incorrectly suggest placing artificial 

nest sites with access facing north-east round to north-west, away from the prevailing 

weather and out of direct sunlight.  The fascia holes, Swift bricks and Swift boxes on the 

Estate have their access holes facing all cardinal points of the compass and all are used with 

seemingly no preference for direction. 

 

4.5 Nest Site Height 
 

Most of the advice recommends placing artificial nesting sites over 5m from the ground.  This 

height gives a high degree of protection from ground predators or obstacles in the flight-path 
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when birds are either flying in or out.  On the 
Estate, away from “the Courts”, some of the 

artificial sites, Swift boxes in this case, are below 

5m; one box is only 3.6m off the ground. 

 

Whilst the aerial manoeuvrability of a Swift is 

second-to-none, lower placed sites must be more 
precarious and compromise this ability somewhat.  

It is surprising that the entrance hole on one box 

(Bligh Close), is only about 3.6m off the ground.  

Birds seen coming out of this box almost scrape 

the road surface adjacent before gaining any lift 

to negotiate garden fences or parked vehicles in 

close proximity all around (Bob Lord, personal 
observation). 

 

4.6 Timing of Surveys 

 

As is clear from the 2021 survey, beginning observations early in the season pays dividends. 

Starlings and House Sparrows find likely nest sites in mid-late March in southern Hampshire 
and eggs are laid usually in the first week of April for both species.  Incubation is roughly the 

same at 12 days (average) and fledging to maturity is around 21 days for Starling and less 

for House Sparrows at 15 days (3).  This timing gives many early nesting birds the opportunity 

to raise at least one brood before the majority of Swifts arrive on the Estate, and certainly 

before they take over the already occupied spaces (see Results above). 

 
4.7 Swift Behaviour  

 

A thorough search of the literature has not been undertaken in any detail to scrutinise the 

many records of Swift behaviour.  However, observers spending time on the Estate have 

witnessed activity which may or may not have been recorded elsewhere. 

 

On one occasion in the evening (19 July) during peak aerial activity (see below) the birds fell 
silent in an instant.  A female Sparrowhawk flew west, coming into view at the rear of Vian 

Court.  Around 40-50 Swifts tailed the bird in its wake, in silence, above the hedgerow and 

tall trees running east-west on the northern side of the railway line, until the raptor swung 

north and left the Estate.  Within two or three minutes, communication between the Swifts 

resumed and small, screaming parties were flying low again (Bob Lord, personal 

observation). 
 

It was very noticeable that numbers of Swifts in the air in the evenings swelled during the 

period 17-25 July.  Their constant movement makes it almost impossible to determine exact 

numbers accurately, but there were at least 160-200 birds in four spiralling, screaming 

groups of 40-50 birds most evenings during these few days.  The reason for this increase in 

numbers is because: 
 

“Adults tend to arrive back during April/May and go straight to their nests, or not in the 

case of this year as it was mainly so cold and wet that many didn’t start nesting until the 

second week of June. Third calendar year birds arrive back in the first half of June and 
second calendar year birds arrive in the second half of June. The extra birds you are seeing 

may be failed breeders from further north drifting south and attracted by the hullaballoo 

over the Estate, or just younger birds trying to find a nest site for next year or thereafter. 

But with roof repairs ongoing around the country and all new homes being unsuitable, there 

is an increasing proportion of breeding age birds that are failing to find a nest site”. (Tim 
Norriss – Hampshire Swifts) 
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With the introduction of Swift nest-cameras, observers are witnessing close-up, the intimate 

behaviour of Swifts.  One of 2020’s observers, who lives in France, and couldn’t be here this 

year, has Swifts in boxes on his house there, one of which is fitted with a camera.  He 

witnessed the fledging of three birds in mid-July, but the box was used for roosting by adult 

birds for several days thereafter, before eventually vacating the breeding site altogether 

(Richard Hutchinson, personal comment).  Conversely, adults can sometimes leave the 
youngsters to fend for themselves for the last two-three days before fledging and not visit or 

even roost in the nest site. 

 

Numbers of birds in the air at dusk on 5 August had dropped considerably.  However, on 10 

August it is estimated that around 55-60 were still present, circling and calling in one party. 

Then, as light faded many descended, and pairs squeezed into their respective roosts at 

about 21.00hrs, some calling from inside the nest space.  At 21.05hrs the Estate was silent.  
By 16 August, nest site activity was still being witnessed, but only 4 Swifts were seen in the 

air over the Estate (Nick Windibank, personal observation).  No other visits or observations 

were undertaken after this date. 

 

5. Looking Ahead 

 
5.1 Observers 

 

As with all surveys, the number of observers increases the data gathered.  Double-counting 

of the artificial nest sites for this survey was not a problem, in fact it was essential to gain 

information on multiple occupancy.  One or two more observers would be welcome and with 

5-8 people taking time to watch for birds over the period early-April to the first week of 
August, this would be sufficient to ensure all available spaces had a high degree of timely 

observation. 

 

5.2 Engagement with Professionals and Estate Residents 

 

To retain momentum, a meeting between the 2021 observers, NFDC buildings officers, 

neighbouring Bournemouth, Christchurch and Poole (BCP) Council buildings officers and 
Hampshire Swifts trustees in the autumn or early winter of 2021 to examine the results of the 

2020 and 2021 surveys, may be a way of ensuring that breeding birds, particularly Swifts, 

continue to have a place in our built environment in future.  All Council properties have a 

maintenance schedule and most are inspected on a cyclical basis.  Early warning to 

Hampshire Swifts would be a good way of continuing this engagement and, by mutual 

agreement, where possible, introduce works into these schedules that provide 
accommodation for breeding birds.  Ideally, retro-fitting Action for Swifts “S” bricks, or at 

least installing more M30 Swift boxes by NFDC on their own properties elsewhere in New 

Milton and on houses within the Estate, may be a way forward. 

 

Similarly, “pop-up” roadshows using Hampshire Swifts’ publicity material at local events and 

within the North Milton Estate itself, to promote Swift conservation and what individuals can 
do locally to help these birds, is something to consider.  By engaging local residents, this may 

attract a few who would assist in future surveys and, most important, alert others to any 

possible threats to breeding birds locally. 

 

5.3 The New Milton Swift Colony’s Future 

 

The prospects are good. More people are becoming more aware of the presence of these 
enigmatic birds in New Milton, from NFDC officers, professional ecologists and local residents 

both from within the Estate and in the town generally.  Should the proposed addition of 44 
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Swift bricks on the Water Tower come to fruition, then a smaller “sub-colony” may be 
established in the heart of New Milton.  Once this occurs, it is entirely possible that new 

houses being constructed with Swift bricks installed at the outset will attract birds as well.  

Also, Swift boxes are proving successful in the town and if more people were to attract Swifts 

by fixing Swift boxes to their properties, or indeed, retro-fit Action for Swifts “S” bricks in 

suitable locations, this would also help swell the population.  By recommending the addition 

of Swift bricks in planning responses, this helps towards biodiversity net gain requirements 
and should be encouraged. 

 

There are never any guarantees where wildlife is concerned, but if there is a huge surge in 

the number of spaces available in buildings for these birds, then it will be up to them to 

decide where to colonise, when they choose.  With no available spaces there is no 

opportunity.  It has been very well proven here, that over a relatively short time Swifts are 

quite good at finding new spaces in buildings, but it does take time.  As a colony bird, Swifts 
attract more Swifts. 

 

It is inevitable that the Estate properties will require maintenance at some stage.  From past 

experience, Swifts readily took to new Swift bricks fitted into walls on the larger buildings, 

which were not available to Swifts before the work was done in 2011 and 2012. 

 
Swifts are long-lived birds and a pair will occupy the same site year on year and the pair-

bond is strong.  The literature suggests site fidelity is high.  For example, observations show 

that St Lawrence Church in Alton, Hampshire is known to have had a breeding colony for at 

least 80 years and probably for hundreds of years.  Also, the Museum at Oxford University, 

the site of a long-running study into Swifts and their breeding behaviour, has had a colony for 

over 75 years.   
 

Nest-cameras show that if House Sparrows, for example, occupy a Swift box, they fill the 

nest chamber with nesting material.  The Swifts then use this to nest in, sometimes even 

roosting on top of a sitting House Sparrow (a sitting tenant on a sitting tenant!) until the 

House Sparrow gives up and leaves.  Starlings tend to be dominant over Swifts whereas 

Swifts are generally dominant over House Sparrows, especially if Swifts have nested in that 

site in the previous year. 
 

5.4 Bats 

 

Estate residents see bats hunting around the Estate.  Which species are present and whether 

or not they are coming in from elsewhere is unknown.  There are five Schwegler type bat-

boxes installed on properties around the Estate.  Despite a couple of attempts with bat-
detectors, no satisfactory results recording presence of bats were obtained. 

 

Access to the boxes is necessary to see if any are being used for all, or part of, the year.  This 

has to be done with the householder’s permission and only licenced personnel can access the 

bat boxes.  So far, no-one has been available to check inside them for signs of occupation.  If 

permission is granted by the householder, one possible way of determining presence is to use 
an endoscope with an integral light.  Something to consider in future. 

 

Debbie and Rob Podjacki 

Robin Harley 

Dan Parker 

Nick Windibank 

Bob Lord 
 

September 2021 
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Footnote: On 5 August 2021, and unnoticed before, two Schwegler type bat boxes and one Starling box were 

seen on the larger of a group of trees in front of Cunningham Court.  A tit nest-box has also been found.  

Recording forms will be modified for 2022, and these new sites will be included in any future survey. 

http://www.hampshireswifts.co.uk/
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Appendix 1:  Example of the recording form – Mountbatten Court. 
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Appendix 2:  Rest of the Estate (non-Court) recording form. 
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Appendix 3: Artificial sites installed on buildings across the North Milton Estate in 2021. 

 

 

 M30 or 

composite 

Swift 

box 

Integral 

Swift 
brick 

Soffit 

hole 

Fascia 

hole 

Triple 

House 

Sparrow 

terrace 

Double 

House 

Martin 

form 

Bat  

box 

Mountbatten Court  8 18   3  

Ramsey Court  5  8 4   

Cunningham Court  4 8   2  

Somerville Court  3 6     

Fraser Court  3 6     

Harwood Court  3 6   3  

Vian Court  3 6   4  

Other properties 14    4 8 5 

Total 14 29 50 8 8 20 5 

 

 


