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A general habitat description is a technical document that provides greater clarity on the area of habitat protected for a 
species based on the general habitat definition found in the Endangered Species Act, 2007. General habitat protection 
does not include an area where the species formerly occurred or has the potential to be reintroduced unless existing 
members of the species depend on that area to carry out their life processes. A general habitat description also indicates 
how the species’ habitat has been categorized, as per the policy “Categorizing and Protecting Habitat under the 
Endangered Species Act”, and is based on the best scientific information available.

HABITAT CATEGORIZATION

1 The Bank Swallow breeding colony, including the congregation of burrows and the substrate between and 
around them 

2 The area within 50 m in front of the breeding colony bank face1 to allow Bank Swallows to enter and exit 
burrows

3 The area of suitable foraging habitat within 500 m of the outer edge of the breeding colony

1. The breeding colony bank face is the vertical face that is directly associated with, and supports, the Category 1 habitat (i.e., the Bank Swallow 
breeding colony).

Category 1
The Bank Swallow breeding colony, including the congregation of burrows and the substrate between and around them, 
will be considered to have the lowest level of tolerance to alteration. Breeding colonies represent key areas used by 
members of the colony for reproduction including egg laying, incubation, feeding, resting, and rearing young. 

The three main habitat types occupied by Bank Swallows include coastal cliffs, riverbanks, and active sand and gravel pits 
(Hickling 1959). Breeding colonies occur at discrete locations in vertical banks. Preferred banks are vertical (90 degrees) 
or slightly inclined (75 degrees) to slightly reclined (105 degrees) (Hjertaas 1984) although Bank Swallows will also use 
banks with steeper angles from 70 degrees to 110 degrees (M. Cadman pers comm. 2014)  Sites with low tree and shrub 
cover on the tops of the banks and talus slopes are also preferred (Hjertaas 1984). The breeding colony is composed of 
multiple burrows, with nesting chambers constructed at the end of the burrows. Males use their feet and beaks to dig 
burrows in vertical faces composed of firm but friable soils composed mostly of silt, sand and loamy substrates, which 
may also contain clay or gravel (Garrison 1999). Burrows that are located higher on cliff faces have greater reproductive 
success (Garrison 1999).
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Burrows are usually excavated 60-90 cm deep, generally over a period of five days, although burrow excavation may take 
as long as 14 days (Garrison 1999). Males that fail to attract a mate to the burrow will relocate and dig a new burrow 
to establish a new territory (Kuhnen 1985). It is important to note that approximately 50% of burrows within a breeding 
colony are occupied during a given breeding season due to a surplus of excavated burrows (Garrison 1999, Cadman 
and Lebrun-Southcott 2013). Burrows are constructed until an average distance of 27-30 cm between burrows within 
the colony is reached (Sieber 1980 in Jones 1987). The Bank Swallow is non-territorial, although the burrow and the area 
immediately in front of the burrow are actively defended (Kuhnen 1985, Garrison 1999).

Once a pair is established, they expand the end of the burrow upwards and on both sides to create the nesting chamber, 
in which they construct the nest (Hickman 1979 in Garrison 1999). Nests in Ontario are usually flat, constructed from 
grasses, straw, and sometimes twigs, other plant stalks, leaves, and rootlets (Peck and James 1987). 

Some of the largest breeding colonies with high bird densities are found in bluffs along the shoreline of Lakes Erie and 
Ontario and the banks along the Saugeen River (COSEWIC 2013). Based on burrow counts and Breeding bird survey 
data, the Ontario population of Bank Swallows has been estimated at 150,000. The largest known colony in Ontario 
consists of 3,000 pairs on the north shore of Lake Erie (Sandilands 2007). Although a pair of Bank Swallows may nest 
solitarily, nesting colonies contain 45 pairs on average (Hoogland and Sherman 1976, Peck and James 1987). 

A high proportion of breeding colonies in southern Ontario can be found in anthropogenic environments such as sand 
and gravel pits (Peck and James 1987). Preliminary results of recent research suggest that approximately 50% of sand and 
gravel pits in southern Ontario have Bank Swallows nesting in them (M. Cadman and M. Browning unpubl. data 2014). 
Bank Swallows are not as common in sand and gravel pits in other parts of Ontario and appear to decline in abundance 
with an increase in latitude (M. Browning pers. comm. 2014). 

Studies investigating adult nest site fidelity show a range from 56 to 92% of adult birds returning to former breeding 
colonies (Petersen and Mueller 1979, Szep 1990 in COSEWIC 2013). Swallows may have adapted to the unstable and 
ephemeral nature of their nesting sites by remaining flexible in the specific colony site they select, while maintaining fidelity 
to a general breeding area, usually within a few kilometers of the original colony site (Mead 1979). Burrows constructed in 
relatively stable soils are sometimes reused although Bank Swallows generally prefer to dig new burrows, possibly due to 
the potential for infection by ectoparasites (Turner and Rose 1989, Garrison 1999, Hopkins 2001, Alves 2008). 

An area around the breeding colony is required to ensure bank stability and prevent collapse of the nesting substrate. 
Disturbance of soils (e.g., through excavation or operation of heavy machinery) adjacent to the breeding colony has the 
potential to result in collapse of the nesting substrate (Ghent 2001a, M. Browning unpub. data 2014). The susceptibility 
to collapse is site-specific and could depend on a variety of factors such as bank age, substrate composition, slope angle, 
presence of an overhang, and density of burrows. Colonies excavated in loose sand may be subject to higher risk of 
collapse due to rainfall or nearby activities that disturb the soils in the nesting face (Ghent 2001a).

Mortality caused by substrate collapses impacts Bank Swallows, with 3.6% of mortalities from known causes being 
attributed to bank collapse in one study (Mead 1979). Another study documented collapse of approximately 5% of Bank 
Swallow tunnels examined (Hoogland and Sherman (1976) in Ghent 2001a). Freer (1979) found that Bank Swallows did 
not return to nesting sites if the colony produced few or no young due to substrate collapse or predation; however, 
new Bank Swallow pairs that were not at the site during one of these events may colonize the site in subsequent years, 
provided the banks remain suitable (Freer 1979). Conversely, successful breeding at a site increases the probability that 
adult Bank Swallows will return to a nesting site (Freer 1979).
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In natural habitats, mechanisms such as erosion and undercutting of stream banks maintain vertical faces suitable for Bank 
Swallow nesting (Ghent 2001a). In anthropogenic sites such as sand and gravel pits, Bank Swallows use vertical faces that 
are maintained by human activities. Without active maintenance, the faces often slump within a few years and become 
unsuitable for nesting (Freer 1979, Garrison 1999, Ghent 2001b). Hickling (1959) (in Silver and Griffin 2009) found that 
Bank Swallows preferred a newly eroded vertical face for nesting even though new burrows were required to be dug 
every year. Therefore, it is recognized that in anthropogenic sites (e.g., sand or gravel pits), certain activities that occur 
in the non-breeding season could help maintain the bank face as suitable nesting habitat, provided that the important 
features of the bank, such as slope, height and substrate composition, are maintained for Bank Swallows for future 
breeding seasons.

Category 2
The area within 50 m in front of the breeding colony bank face (i.e., the vertical face directly associated with, and 
supporting, the Category 1 habitat) will be considered to have a moderate tolerance to alteration. This area is required to 
enable unobstructed entry and exit of burrows.

Bank Swallows rely on open spaces in front of the colonies to provide them with sufficient flying space. In one study, 
Bank Swallows from most colonies were required to climb less than 1 m as they flew 60 m out from the colony. The same 
study also found that in other instances, 40 m of open space was required. Sites that required Bank Swallows to climb 
more than 1 m within 40 m or 2 m within 60 m of the bank face were found to be unsuitable for nesting (Hjertass 1984). 
The area in front of the nesting face must not be obstructed to ensure that Bank Swallows have sufficient horizontal flying 
space for entry and exit of the burrows. 

Category 3
Category 3 habitat includes suitable foraging habitat from the outer edge of the colony to 500 m and will be considered 
to have a high tolerance to alteration. Bank Swallows depend on open areas within this distance for foraging on insects, 
which compose 99.8% of their diet (Garrison 1999). Nearby open areas such as rivers, lakes, wetlands, grasslands, and 
open fields provide good sources of flying insects. Open terrestrial habitats such as grasslands are preferred for foraging, 
and forested areas are avoided (COSEWIC 2013, Garrison 1999). Foraging during the breeding season frequently takes 
place between 200 m and 500 m from the colony (Turner 1980, Garrison 1999, COSEWIC 2013), although Bank Swallows 
may occasionally range more widely in their search for food (Mead 1979, Andrews and Kinsman 1990). 

Temperature plays an important role in the variation of food availability and influences foraging distance. Turner (1980) 
found that distances traveled by Bank Swallows during the breeding season were greater when temperatures were cooler 
(i.e., 502 m ± 197 m at 16°C or less), as insect activity drops at lower temperatures. 
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Activities in Bank Swallow habitat
Activities in general habitat can continue as long as the function of these areas for the species is maintained and 
individuals of the species are not killed, harmed, or harassed.

Generally Compatible Activities
General recreational use of existing trails such as hiking and cycling. 
General recreational lake, river, and beach use such as boating and fishing.
Normal use of existing roads.
Removal or disturbance of substrate that does not result in soil instability and/or collapse of Bank Swallow burrows. 
In anthropogenic sites such as sand and gravel pits, activities (e.g., excavation) in the non-breeding season that 
maintain the function of the breeding colony bank face as suitable Bank Swallow nesting habitat for future breeding 
seasons (e.g., maintain features such as slope, height and substrate composition). 

Generally Incompatible Activities*:

* If you are considering an activity that may not be compatible with general habitat, please contact your local MNRF office for more information.

Recreational activities such as climbing in sensitive habitat areas (e.g., in or adjacent to Category 1 habitat).
Removal or disturbance of substrate in the breeding season that is likely to result in soil instability and/or collapse of 
Bank Swallow burrows.
Development activities that result in removal of large tracts of suitable foraging habitat.
Obstruction of the open space within 50 m in front of a breeding colony bank face that results in insufficient flying 
space for Bank Swallows to enter and exit burrows. 
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Sample application of the general habitat protection for Bank Swallow
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