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The Breeding Cycle in Calendar Form of the Common Swift

Apus apus across its Eurasian Breeding Range — A Testable Hypothesis?
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Abstract: The annual length of stay of the Common Swift Apus apus is constant
across the breeding range, largely regardless of the location. This enables us to
create a “Common Swift Calendar” based on results of phenological and breeding
dates in Berlin in the period of 1990-2005. Three groups of dates are shown in the
calendar. The first group concerns the arrival and departure dates of possible
breeders and immature birds and demonstrates the four waves of arrival; Advance
Guard, Vanguard, Main Body and Rearguard. The potential breeders arrive at the
beginning of the breeding season (24 April, n=25), whereas the immature
population arrives about midway through it. Breeding pairs arrive at the nest site
on 8§ May, some 14 days after the potential breeders. The species’ departure date is
10 August, which makes the duration stay in the breeding area 109 days, of which
95 are spent on the nest. The second group of dates concerns some key breeding
events, including those for courtship, mating, egg-laying, incubation, hatching,
brooding, opening of the chick's eyes, maximum chick weight and departure of
fledglings. The third group of dates include some suitable dates for conservation
work, the best times to census Common Swifts, and when to attract them to new
nest sites.

Keywords: Common Swift, Apus apus, calendar, phenology, breeding dates,
census, attracting, Berlin, Eurasia.
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INTRODUCTION between latitude and duration of stays, with
a shorter stay in the north and a slightly
Koskimies (1950) and Tigges (2002) longer stay in the south (Tigges in prep.).

surmised that the Common Swift Apus apus
stays about the same amount of time on its
breeding grounds, no matter where the
geographical location. A comparison of
arrival and departure dates from different
sources shows a possible correlation

All the dates, with the exceptions of some
recorded by A. Gyljazov (in litt.) H.
Kolunen (in litt.) and Mathey-Dupraz (see
below), occur within a 85- to 122-day span.

The mean duration of stay of 95 to 109
days (£3 days) is the most common and
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occurs across the whole range (Tigges in
prep.). It corresponds to the median dates
from Berlin (Germany) presented here. I
described earlier (Tigges 2000, 2002) that
the Common Swift returns to Eurasia in
summer in four waves, the first designated
the Advance Guard, then the Vanguard and
the Main Body, whose members all are
assumed to be mature breeders. In central
Europe the Rearguard follows about half-
way through the breeding season, and
consists of immature birds from the
previous year, thus completing the return
migration.

This given phenological framework
enables us to define as periods on the
calendar the different phases of the species’
life in the Eurasian summer. The calendar
remains valid for most areas and therefore
can be used for research and conservation
tasks throughout the breeding area. The
calendar brings order to the variety of
systematic observations from across the
breeding range, thus making comparisons
possible.

MATERIAL AND METHODS

The phenological dates, the breeding dates,
and data on chick development were
collected from a colony under my control in
central Europe (Berlin) over a period of 15
years. From all the dates I took the median
to gain comparable dates with other
locations. The periods when the calendar
suggests Swifts may successfully be
attracted to new breeding sites were based
on experiments (Tigges 1995). The dates of
occupancy were largely provided by
contributors. The dates of censuses of A.
apus were gained by combining arrival
dates and breeding phenology with new
findings in temporal and spatial behaviour
(Tigges 2003).

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Results from the analysis of phenological
events and of breeding dates in Berlin in the
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period of 1990-2005 are presented in Table
1. The Advance Guard was noted as
arriving on 24 April (n=25, sources in
Tigges 2000). The arrival of breeding pairs
at the nest is 14 days later on 8§ May. The
departure date is 10 August, which marks a
duration of the species’ stay in the breeding
area of 109 days, of which 95 days are
spent on the nest. The difference between
the medians of arrival and departure is the
same as the mean calculated from the
length of the annual stays, unlike the dates
for the development of the chicks, where
dates differ by up to 1.5 days.

The full range of variation in stay length
is recorded as 84 to 127 days in Berlin
(which marks the shortest stay on the nest
and the difference from the earliest arrival
date of the Advance Guard until the latest
departure from the nest). The phenological
dates recorded in central Europe (Table 1)
align with those from most other places in
the summer range, except for 3 locations in
Europe. A. Gyljazov (in litt.) quotes 77
days for the Murmansk area in northwest
Russia, H. Kolunen (in [litt.) quotes 99
(Advance Guard) and 81 (Main Body) days,
respectively in Lahti, south Finland, and
Mathey-Dupraz (1921) gives the arrival and
departure days for the Bosporus, west
Turkey as a span of about 125 days. While
the Russian (44 years) and Finnish (5 years)
observations were based on long term
control studies, the quality of the data from
the Bosporus varies — the arrival dates are
based on only 6 years of observations,
generally only the departure dates being
given. The dates for the development of the
chicks agree with those of Weitnauer &
Scherner (1980), Cramp (1994) and
Pellantova (1981).

The dates for attracting the species
(Figure 1) are based on earlier experiments
(Tigges 1995) and experiences over the
years (Tigges & Mayer, undated). The
recommendations for the best times for
counting the species come from analyses of
the phenology, as well as being based on
long-term observations (Tigges 2003).
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Three groups of dates are shown in the
calendar (Figure 2): firstly, the arrival and
departure dates of possible breeders and
immature birds, demonstrating the four
waves of the arrival; secondly, some key
dates for breeding events, including those
for  courtship,  mating, egg-laying,
incubation, hatching, brooding, opening of
the chick's eyes, maximum chick weight
and departure of fledglings; thirdly, some
suitable dates for conservation work, the
best times to census Common Swifts, and
when to attract them to new nest sites.

Figure 1. A Common Swift checking for a nest
site, 2004, Berlin, Germany.

Table 1. Phenological and breeding dates of Common Swift at a nest box in central Europe (Berlin,
Germany). Dates in parentheses have not been verified. * Common Starling Sturnus vulgaris

Year |Arrival | First |Start of Hatching | Departure | Departure | Actual Actual Actual Remarks
of 1st |egg incubation of 1st of last duration | duration of duration of 1st
adult chick adult of brooding chick stay in
on nest adults’ until 1st chick | nest
stay on hatched (departure day
nest (hatch day not counted)
not counted)
1990 04.08
1991 15.08 15.08
Desertion of
1992 (17.06) 23.07 nest after
ringing
10.06 Starlings*
1993 | 12.05 (08.07) (10.07) (29.07) (07.09) (07.09) (119) 19 40 displace Swifts
16.08 both
1994 | 08.05 | 28.05 15.06 (05.07) 16.08 20.08 105 (20) (42) chicks left the
nest
1995 | 05.05 | 26.05 30.05 17.06 27.07 06.08 94 18 40
2 chicks died
1996 | 08.05 | 27.05 30.05 17.06 18 because of bad
weather
1997 | 16.05 | 03.06 05.06 24.06 03.08 07.08 84 19 40
1998 | 09.05 | 18.05 23.05 (12.06) 22.07 10.08 94 (20) (40)
1999 | 09.05 | 22.05 26.05 27.06 05.08 18.08 102 32 39
2000 | 08.05 | 01.06 03.06 21.06 07.08 11.08 96 18 47
2001 | 27.04 | 18.05 21.05 07.06 18.07 10.08 106 17 41
2002 | 02.05 |[(17.05) 23.05 23.07 30.07 90
2003 | 30.04 | 12.05 16.05 03.06 15.07 05.08 98 18 42
2004 | 17.05 | 09.06 27.06 08.08 11.08 87 42 Box moved to
new site
2005 | 14.05 | 29.05 | 04.06 25.06 07.08 16.08 95 21 43 Nest destroyed
by starlings*
From From median | From median
median | dates 22 days, |dates 43 days,
dates 95 | from actual from actual
Media | 08.05, | 27.05, 30.05, 21.06, 03.08, 10.08, |r=11, dates 19 days | dates 41 days (=
n n=13 | n=12 n=11 n= n=13 n=13 from n=11(= average value
actual average value |[41.5 n=9)
dates 95 |20 n=9)
n=11
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The first band (Figure 2) shows the
presence of the species on the breeding
grounds. The dates for the duration of the
stay in central Europe coincide with both
the averages of the dates, as well as with
the differences between the medians from
all years. The arrival phases of the species
last for two weeks. Coinciding with the
observations of von Haartman (1951) and
Tigges (2000, 2001), only very few birds
are to be seen at first (Advance Guard), and
they may then disappear for a couple of
days. They may, because of their small
number, not be apparent everywhere in the
breeding range (Tigges in prep.). More
visible are the second (Vanguard) and the
third waves (Main Body), that appear in
good numbers about two weeks later.

The arrival of the Advance Guard marks
the beginning of the species’ stay in the
breeding area and those of the Vanguard
and Main Body indicate the beginning of
the breeders’ period of stay at their nest
sites. The population becomes complete
some five to six weeks later with the
appearance of the Rearguard, which
contains immature non-breeders.

The departure marks the loss of local
birds from their colonies. Immature
individuals may depart before the breeders,
but they may also leave together with them
(Weitnauer & Scherner 1980, pers. obser.);
this is the reason for the broken bar in
Figure 2.

The second band on the calendar (Figure
2) shows the breeding dates, the
development of the chicks and when certain
associated activities start or end. These data
were all collected in central Europe (Berlin)
during the period of this study. Because all
the dates given here are medians, they may
shift some years by a few days either way.

The median of the development of the
chicks is 44 days here, but 41.5 days from
the actual count and averaged value, which
fits perfectly with the dates in Weitnauer &
Scherner 1980 (Cramp 1994 gives 42.5
days). It is known that the development of

the young depends heavily on the weather
situation. This shows us why the scatter
band here is distinctly larger than the
phenological dates, which coincided over
13 years.

The Common Swift usually lays two to
three eggs with an interval of two days
between each. Brooding (Figure 3) starts
after the last egg is laid. Hatching
commences after 19 days (on average) from
egg-laying (e.g. Cramp 1994), the

difference in the median values here being
23 days.

Figure 3. A breeding bird on the nest in a
wooden nest box, 2002, Berlin, Germany.

ety

Swifts feed exclusively on airborne
insects and when the weather turns cold, the
food supply diminishes or even disappears.
This is why the young Swift has evolved to
develop a high body mass (weight),
generally ending up too heavy to fly, and
having to fast for a short period before
setting off on its own migration south. This
reserve aids its survival during periods of
bad weather when there is little or no food
to be had. Before fledging, the young
Swift's weight decreases from about 50-60
g maximum to its normal or flight weight of
about 40-50 g (Pellantova 1981).

The different lines above the first band
on the calendar give dates useful to
naturalists for their work with Swifts. The
two continuous lines show the best time to
count populations. The potential breeders
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arrive at the beginning of the season and the
immature population arrives about midway
through the breeding season. While the
parents are feeding the young, they do not
participate in the “screaming" flights of the
non-breeders. Since they rarely mix it is
necessary to count each group at different
times (Tigges 2003). By using this method
a major census of the Common Swift was
conducted in 2002 in Berlin (Falkenberg et
al. 2004).

The dotted line shows the best time to
attract the Common Swift to new nest
places. It is becoming essential to try and
attract Common Swift to new places
fulfilling their requirements as breeding
sites, because established nest sites
increasingly are being destroyed when old
houses are demolished or renovated and
because new buildings invariably, for a
variety of technical and legal reasons, are
inhospitable sites. In an experiment in the
1990s, I found out that the species is
responsive to duet calls from its own
species, and I could attract them to an

artificial nest site with such recorded calls
(Tigges 1995). A survey in west and central
Europe showed that the species was
sensitive to this technique, and occupied
new nest sites throughout the season.
(Tigges & Mayer undated, Henk Haans in
litt., Louis-Philippe Arnhem in [itt., Harm
Pecters in litt., Hilde Matthes in [itt., Brian
Cahalane in litt., and own dates).

The aims of the calendar are to provide
useful information that 1is broadly
applicable for most breeding sites, and to
show what is happening within Swift
colonies, so that naturalists are helped in
their work. The calendar makes supra-
regional incidents comparable and helps to
bring some order and coherence. It may be
used with confidence anywhere during the
breeding period, except possibly in the
northernmost areas. If the arrival or
departure date in a given location is known
(Table 2), then by using the calendar it is
easy to discover what Common Swifts are
doing at any given time.

Table 2. Some arrival dates of the Common Swift offer orientation for the reader.

Place Group Date Reference
Jerusalem, Israel Advance Guard 20 February Cornfeld et al. 2006
Damascus, Syria Advance Guard 25 February Baumgart 1995
Tel Aviv, Israel Main Body 1 March Tigges 2001
Teheran, Iran 11 March Khaleghizadeh 2005
Madrid, Spain Advance Guard 12 April Bernis 1988

Main Body 25 April
Barcelona area, Spain 21 April Gordo et al. 2005
Paris, France 28 April Frédéric Malher in litt.
Cherkasy district, Ukraine 30 April Gavrilyuk 2002
Ulyanovsk, Russia 9 May Moskvichev 2005
Moscow, Russia 12 May Kalyakina 2006
Ivanovo, Russia 19 May Gerasimov et al. 2000
South Irkutsk Region, Russia 21 May Fefelov 2004
Tobolsk, Russia 15 June Johansen 1955
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