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Pacific Swift: 
new to the 
Western 
Palearctic 

Mike Parker 

On 19th June 1981, R. Waiden was on the deck of the Shell BT gas-
platform on the Leman Bank at 53°06'N 02°12'E, about 45 km off 

Happisburgh, Norfolk, when a bird attempted to land on his Shoulder. It 
then flew past him and clung to a wall on the rig. He caught the exhausted 
migrant at about 13.30 GMT, and sent it ashore on the next helicopter 
flight for release, as caring rig-workers often do. At 19.30 GMT, the 
helicopter arrived at Beccles Heliport in Suffolk, where I work. Mrs S. 
Irons rang me from the passenger terminal to say she had just been 
handed a swift which seemed unable to fly; knowing I was a birdwatcher, 
she asked if I could help. To my astonishment, the bird lying on her 
cardigan was indeed a swift, but with a startling white rump and all the 
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Hi Pacific Swift Apus pacificus, Suffolk, June 1981 (Gary Davies) 

upper body feathers pale-tipped, giving a very scaly appearance. My 
colleagues were somewhat startled when I reacted by running around 
closing all the windows. 

At first, I assumed that it was one of the two European white-rumped 
species—Little Swift Apus qffinis or White-rumped Swift A. caffer. This bird, 
however, had an obvious forked tail, so I discounted Little Swift. I phoned 
C. S. Waller, who promptly arrived, measured, photographed and took a 
description of the swift. At this point, identification as White-rumped 
Swift was also discounted because of the dimensions, but CSW had 
information only on European birds with him, so the bird's identification 
remained a mystery. 

While we were measuring and examining the swift, it revived a little. 
Since dusk was approaching, we decided to release the bird, to give it time 
to feed before nightfall. At about 21.00 hours, CSW threw it into the air, 
and to our relief it flew off and immediately started to catch insects. It 
continued feeding low over the grass and along the hawthorn hedge 
surrounding the heliport. As the light faded, all we could see of the bird 
was its white rump, until finally it was lost to view in the dark. 

That night, from our reference books, we both independently came to 
the same conclusion, that the swift was A. pacificus, known then, very 
confusingly (since A. caffer was also sometimes called 'Fork-tailed Swift'), 
as Fork-tailed Swift, but now known as Pacific Swift. CSW saw the bird 
briefly again the next day, at" Shadingfield, about 4'/2 km southwest of 
Beccles Heliport. 

Field description 
In dull light and without binoculars, the size and shape were very similar 
to those of the common Swift A. apus. The flight and behaviour were also 
similar, but perhaps a little more sluggish; CSW noted the flight as 'more 
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Fig. 1. Pacific Swift Apus pacificus from below (left) and above (right): impressions gained in 
dull light, without binoculars, Suffolk, 19th June 1981 (Mike Parker) 

lazy and jerky'. The only obvious difference in the field was the patch of 
white on the rump, which also wrapped around towards the undertail-
coverts, so that it was clearly visible when the bird was viewed side on. 
CSW considered that the size seemed the same as common Swift, but that 
the plumage looked 'a little darker', in direct comparisons at a range of 
about 400 m on 20th. 

Detailed description 
Examination in the hand was brief, to expedite the bird's release before 
darkness fell; the following details were noted by CSW: 

PLUMAGE 

Upperparts Head brownish with pale edges to 
feathers on forehead. Mantle blackish brown 
with buffer edges to feathers. Rump white, 
with brown shafts to feathers, reached right 
around and under to legs. Width of rump 
band was 15 mm in centre and 12 mm on 
edges. Tail comprised often feathers, brown 
with pale outer edges to outer feathers. 
Wings Primaries brownish black, with buffer 
inner edge; secondaries similar, with nar
rower pale edge. Primary and secondary 
coverts similar, with buffish tips, inner 
feathers being darker than outer. Median 
coverts blackish; lesser coverts blackish 
brown, showing paler than blacker bastard 
wing. Tertials similar to secondary coverts, 
and the tiny feathers along the leading edge 
of the wing were scalloped grey and 
brownish-black. 
Underparts Throat white. Belly and breast 
brownish, with broadish white tips, some 

showing rufous tint. Undertail-coverts paler 
and buffer. Flanks also scalloped, and 
underwing-coverts greyish brown, edged 
with white. 

BARE PARTS 

Bill dark blackish horn. Tarsus blackish. Claws 
dark horn. Soles of feet purplish-flesh, much 
paler than legs. Eye brownish black. Gape 
flesh-coloured. 

MEASUREMENTS 

Wing cord, 176 mm; flat, 177.5 mm. 
Tail 80 mm; depth of fork inner to outer, 32.5 
mm; from longest tail-coverts to end of tail, 
34 mm. 
Tarsus 10.5 mm. 
Bill from feathers, 8 mm; from skull, 12.5 
mm. 

WING FORMULA 

2nd primary longest; 1st —7.5 mm; 3rd —10 
mm; 4th —27 mm; 5th - 4 5 mm. 
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Range 
The Pacific Swift nests in colonies on crags, in crevices, on rock cliffs and 
under the eaves of tall buildings, from temperate to low Arctic zones, 
inland, on the coast and on small offshore islands, up to about 1,200 m, 
but never far from stretches of water. It breeds from Siberia eastwards to 
Kamchatka, Korea and Japan, and south through China to Thailand, 
Burma, the outer Himalayas and Khasi hills. The races kanoi and pacificus 
are both long-distance migrants wintering in Indonesia, Malaysia, the 
Philippines, Melanesia, Australia, New Zealand and south to the sub-
antarctic Macquarie Island. It has recently been found sparingly, but 
regularly, in the Seychelles during October-November and May. It leaves 
its breeding areas in August and early September to return in May. 
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At our invitation, Peter Lansdown (Chairman of the British Birds Rarities Committee) and 
John Mather (Chairman of the BOU Records Committee) have commented, as follows: 

'It is fortunate that this bird presented itself for such a close examination to be carried out, 
as this allowed the wing-formula, measurements and photographs to be obtained and the 
plumage subtleties to be appreciated. The result was a straightforward acceptance by both 
the BBRC and the BOURC of its identification, and the measurements and photographs in 
combination enable it to be assigned to the highly migratory nominate race. Its state of 
plumage suggests that it was a first-summer individual. The BOURC had no hesitation in 
accepting the Pacific Swift as being of genuine origin and the species was admitted to the 
British and Irish list (Brit. Birds 76: 503-504; Ibis 126: 441; 130: 335). As the bird first made 
'landfall' some 28 miles (45 km) from the coast, however, and its further progress to Suffolk 
was man-assisted, the species qualifies not for Category A of the list, but for Category E. 
This new category is for those species which are considered to have occurred naturally more 
than three miles (4.8 km) offshore but closer than either 200 miles (322 km) or the median 
line between Britain and Ireland and neighbouring countries (Ibis 130: 334-337).' Ens 
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