Citizen science guide to
BLACK SWIFTS
Narrowing your search: Habitat characteristics
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There are 6 main nest site characteristics
•Nests are often found in the upper 1/3
of a falls with adequate water flow
•Nests are often found in niches that
remain cool, moist, and dark all day
•Nests are found where moss is
available for nesting material
•Nests are found where aerial
access to nesting ledges is unobstructed
•Nests are often situated with
an open view of surrounding terrain
•Nests are often found on cliffs with
structural ledges or niches

Just 34 nest locations are known state-wide for the colonial nesting Black Swfit. Citizen science monitoring efforts are gearing up this year to fulfill the state’s need to remove Black
Swfits from the Species of Greatest Inventory Need list. Their behavior of communal roosting
and nesting below and near plunging segments of spectacular waterfalls make them a fun and
adventurous species to monitor. While breeding, Black Swifts fly most of the day, roosting and
feeding the lone nestling near sunset, and so surveys are conducted two hours before suset
until dark. The breeding season lasts mid-July through early September and typcially begins after
the snowmelt runoff has subsided. Please consider joining our survey effort!
If you’d like to participate in this project, but aren’t sure how to get started or just want more
information, please contact Amy Seaman, Montana Audubon Conservation Program Manager
(aseaman@mtaudubon.org or 406-210-9449).

Citizen science guide to
BLACK SWIFTS
Knowing Montana’s Swifts:
Black Swift - Cypseloides niger
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Vaux’s Swift
Chaetura vauxi

The Black Swift is the largest North American swift yet one
of the least studies species. They eat insects and feed on the
wing, and are often seen foraging high in the air as they exhibit a slow and shallow, yet swift-like and erratic wingbeat.
Flight styles range from a Merlin to a nighthawk and they
can fly over a hundred miles and hour. They are completely
dark with a wing-span of 18 inches, and have curved wings.
The sexes look similar however the males have a notched
tail. Juveniles also look alike except for small bands of white
feathers present on the underbody.
Black Swifts are described as illusive for their behavior of
nesting behind waterfalls and only returing to roost or to
nest sites near dusk. They have a unique reproductive strategy in which just one egg is laid the moss cup nest, hidden
from light and predators. The nestling stage is long, ~45
days, and once nestlings can thermoregulate adult birds will
visit the nest infrequently.

White-throated Swift
Aeronautus saxatalis

Chimney Swift
Chaetura pelagica

Our knowledge is incomplete for all of these species. Plesae contribute sightings of swifts.
Please record observations of swifts and include date, time, location of observation, gps location if available, weather information, and who made the observation. Please include detailed
information as you could hlep discover a new nesting location in the state. To submit your
observations, just send information to aseaman@mtaudubon.org
For more information on Montana’s swift species visit: fieldguide.mt.gov

