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Barn Swallows Can Be Useful Neighbours

Shirley Bartz, Saskatchewan Prairie Conservation Action Plan

One of the harbingers of spring in
Saskatchewan is the sight of a gracefully
swooping bird with a gunmetal-blue back,
a rust-coloured throat and belly, and a
forked tail. Its song and calls range from
melodic twitters to mechanical chatter,
and its hunt for food is as entertaining as
any circus acrobatics show.

Barn swallows are usually admired for
their agile flight as they hunt to feed

their young and will take any insect they
can scoop up. Although they prefer to
optimize their foraging efforts by catching
large-bodied insects, they will take
anything from mosquitoes to dragonflies.
Barn swallows have been observed
feeding their nestlings 400 times in one
day. Though an exact count will vary by
location, a single hunting barn swallow
will collect hundreds to thousands of
insects per day. It's no wonder that most
people are happy to have these natural
pest control units living in their yard.

Saskatchewan is home to seven species of
swallows that migrate into the province
from overwintering grounds throughout
Central and South America. They nest

in trees, cliffs, culverts, under bridges

or in old barns, and raise their young

in tree cavities, excavated burrows, or
nests constructed of grass and mouthfuls
of mud, carefully molded into a cup or
gourd-shaped enclosure.

Of all swallows in the world, including
these seven species, barn swallows are the
most widely distributed, with breeding
populations in North America, Europe and
Asia. Where many species of wild animals
are disadvantaged or excluded by human
presence, barn swallows have become
particularly good at living with us.

A worldwide decline in insects across the
last three decades has been followed by
a population decline of barn swallows
and other aerial insect-eaters, including
nighthawks and bats. Another factor in
their decline-is barn swallows’ need for

wood. Their conspicuous mud nests do
not stick to metal or vinyl siding as well as
they stick to wood and concrete. Removing
or replacing older wooden buildings with
metal or plastic building materials has
made it harder for barn swallows to find
suitable places to build their nests.

As a result of this downward trend in

barn swallow numbers, the Canadian
government followed the recommendation
of the Committee on the Status of
Endangered Wildlife in Canada (COSEWIC),
and listed barn swallows as a Threatened
Species in the Species at Risk Act (SARA),

in 2017. Under SARA, the destruction of

this migratory bird’s nest is automatically
prohibited on all lands.

If you need to remove barn swallow nests
from your property, it must be done
before the nest is in use or after they have
migrated. Removing all remnant evidence
of mud will help dissuade these birds from
nesting in the same location as a previous
season. In Saskatchewan, barn swallows
arrive and begin refurbishing their nests
around May 1%, The nests are in use until
the young fledge at the end of August. It
may be possible to see a pair of swallows
raise their fledglings and lay a second
successful nest within one breeding
season.

Threats to barn swallows and many
other migratory birds are likely to come
from habitat changes and pesticide use
along their migratory flyway, and at
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their overwintering grounds. That said,
safeguarding barn swallows’ ability to
increase their population is well within our
control. In our province, conversion from
native grassland to cultivated row crops,
and the application of neonicotinoids and
other pesticides are the greatest threat to
barn swallows. Agricultural activities that
break the grassland root structures; alter
the soil chemistry and its community of
microorganisms; drain wetlands or require
pesticide application will harm insect
communities and destroy important
foraging habitat.

Despite their ability to make a home in
almost any landscape, barn swallows
need huge numbers of insects. Like
other species of predators, barn swallows
hunt most successfully where prey
numbers are dense; namely where
many different habitats come together.
The heterogeneous mosaic of wetland
grassland shrubs in the variety of soils
found in our prairies produces an
incredibly diverse insect prey source.
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Maintenance of this heterogeneous
landscape is something cattle do best.
Grazing cattle can leave patchily-
distributed vegetation, wallows and
puddles in shallow wetlands, and lots
of dung that spreads seeds and attracts
insects. The creation of approved
dugouts and water troughs increases
aquatic habitat for insects and attracts
aerial hunters like barn swallows, bats
and nighthawks.

Moving forward into an uncertain future,
it can feel really good to make small
changes to help save another species.
Barn swallows live in our backyards and
raise young, literally, on our doorsteps.

As ranchers and producers, you can all
feel proud to be maintaining the
grasslands, wetlands and an old barn here
and there to help this delightful swallow
keep its place in our prairie landscape.

Useful methods exist to encourage barn
swallows to nest where they will be most
easily tolerated as well as techniques
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to prevent them from nesting where
they would not be welcome. Below are
instructions for how and where to put up
a ledge for barn swallows to nestin an
area where they are welcome.

Canadian Wildlife Federation:
https://cwf-fcf.org/en/resources/DIY/
habitat-projects/map-your-backyard/put-
up-nesting-shelves.html

Ontario Nature Resources,

with schematics for building:
https://files.ontario.ca/
creatingbarsnestinghabitatenfinal17mar
09_0.pdf

Notice of Error:

In Saskatchewan Prairie Conservation
Action Plan’s article in the November 2020
edition of Beef Business, entitled: “Grazing
in Native Prairies: Past Form, Present
Function and Future Potential,” there are

two errors that we'd like to clarify:

continued on page 78
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Barn Swallows
cont. from pg. 77

1) Although producers graze livestock in

a way that suits their individual operation
and ensures the long-term health and
productivity of the land, often areas of
non-native grasses are grazed earlier in
the spring when they are typically most
productive. Native pastures are known to
be great for fall grazing due to their ability
to retain nutrients, once cured, at a greater
level than many non-native grass species.
Most perennial grass species thrive under
sustainable grazing plans that incorporate
both the timing and length of grazing
season, all of which is influenced by
seasonal precipitation.

2) No former federal Prairie Farm
Rehabilitation Administration (PFRA) or
Saskatchewan Pasture Program pastures
have been sold by the province, but are
instead leased to grazing co-operatives or
patron groups. The management of the
lands is generally left up to the individual
co-operative groups, as long as they stay
within the terms and conditions of their

MAKE SURE YOUR NEWBORNS

START LIFE OFF ON
THE RIGHT HOOF.

lease agreements. Annual reports from
the grazing co-operatives are reviewed
by the Land Management Specialist for
the district to identify potential concerns
regarding the stocking rate on the leased
Crown lands. g
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A good plane of nutrition for newborn calves starts
before they hit the ground by making sure the cow
is in optimal condition. Not only will this support a
smooth calving for the dam, it will also improve the
transfer of essential nutrients to the calf during the
last days in the womb and the first critical days on

the ground.
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