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Homes for birds:
the use of houses for nesting 

by birds in the UK
Simon R.Wotton, Rob Field,

Rowena H.W. Langston and David W. Gibbons

ABSTRACT A joint survey, by RSPB and the BBC Radio 4 ‘Today’ programme,
investigated the use of houses for nesting by four bird species (Common
Swift Apus apus, House Martin Delichon urbica, Common Starling Sturnus
vulgaris and House Sparrow Passer domesticus).Almost 10,000 completed

questionnaires were received, representing a wide range of house types in
rural, suburban and urban locations, with most responses from old, rural
properties.The survey revealed that houses built before 1919 are most
important for nesting birds, with Common Swifts and House Sparrows

recorded much more frequently than in modern homes. Houses in rural
localities were more likely to hold nesting birds than those in urban areas,

this being particularly marked for Common Swifts, House Martins and House
Sparrows. Houses in which recent roof repairs had been undertaken were
less likely to hold nesting Common Swifts and Common Starlings.The roof

space or under the eaves were the most commonly reported nest-site
locations. Modern houses, particularly in urban areas, are used relatively

infrequently by nesting birds.
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C
ommon Swifts Apus apus (hereafter
referred to as Swifts), House Martins
Delichon urbica, Common Starlings

Sturnus vulgaris (hereafter referred to as Star-
lings) and House Sparrows Passer domesticus all
nest regularly on or in buildings in the UK.
Almost the entire UK population of Swifts nests
in buildings, as do most of the House Martins,
although a few cliff-nesting colonies still remain
(Gibbons et al. 1993). The Homes for Birds
survey was launched by the RSPB and the BBC
Radio 4 ‘Today’ programme in August 2000 to
investigate the use of houses for nesting by
these four bird species.

Starling and House Sparrow populations in
the UK are declining, with trends from
Common Birds Census (CBC) plots showing a
decrease of 70% and 42% respectively between
1968 and 1998 (Baillie et al. 2001). There is evi-
dence that Starlings and, in particular, House
Sparrows are in serious decline in urban areas.
A study of autumn bird counts in Kensington
Gardens, London, between 1925 and 1995,
showed a 56% decline in Starling numbers and
a 97% decline in House Sparrow numbers
(Summers-Smith 1999). Population trends for
Swifts are poorly understood in the UK. Swifts
were not well monitored before the start of the
Breeding Bird Survey (BBS) in 1994, which has
shown large fluctuations in abundance since
then (Baillie et al. 2001). Although generally
thought to be stable, a 19% increase in the UK
House Martin population between 1970 and
1998 has been shown by Gregory et al. (2001),
based on CBC plots. There are, however, fre-
quent reports of localised declines, probably
because of colonies fragmenting and dispersing
at a local scale (Gibbons et al. 1993).

A shortage of available nesting sites may be
one of the reasons for such declines, and it may
be the case that modern houses provide fewer
nesting opportunities, perhaps because of more
stringent building regulations. This survey was
designed to gather information on features of
buildings associated with the presence or
absence of nesting birds, and to look for any
potential regional variations.

Methods
The survey was devised with the aim of
attracting a wide public response throughout
the UK; it was not designed to be a stratified
sample survey of the UK housing stock. The
survey was publicised through a report on the

BBC Radio 4 ‘Today’ programme in August
2000. Listeners were asked to take part in the
survey and given a choice of either telephoning
for the survey form or completing one on the
BBC website.

The questionnaire sought information about
the house concerned and about which, if any, of
the four species were nesting. Participants were
asked which age category their house belonged
to: pre-1919; 1919-44; 1945-64; 1965-84; or
post-1984. These age categories were based on
those used by the former Department of the
Environment, Transport and the Regions
(DETR; now the Department of Environment,
Food and Rural Affairs) in their housing statis-
tics (see www.housing.detr.gov.uk). Information
on settlement type (whether the house was in
an urban, suburban or rural setting) was also
requested.

Participants were asked whether Swifts,
House Martins, Starlings or House Sparrows
nested in, or on, their home in 2000. If so, there
were further questions on nest location. There
was space on the survey form to record the use
of more than one site by each of the four
species. It was made clear that the aim of the
survey was not to find out how many of each
species were nesting. Respondents were also
asked if there had been any roof repairs to the
house in the previous ten years.

Statistical analysis
The effects of four factors on the presence or
absence of each species were analysed by logistic
regression using the GENMOD procedure in
SAS (SAS 1997). The four factors were: house
age (five categories, as above); settlement type
(rural, suburban or urban); country (England,
Scotland or Wales); and whether the roof had
been repaired in the previous ten years (yes or
no). Initially, the models for each species
included all these factors and the two-way inter-
actions between them. Non-significant factors
were then removed in turn to provide the final
model for each species. The remaining factors
have a statistically significant effect, controlling
for all other factors left in the model.

Results
Sample composition
Almost 10,000 replies were received, with 88%
from England, 7% from Wales, 4% from Scot-
land and less than 1% from Northern Ireland.
Because relatively few returns were received
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from Northern Ireland (n=34), it was omitted
from the regional analyses and from the logistic
regression models, although those data were
included in analyses of the UK as a whole. The
distribution of records throughout the UK is
shown in fig. 1.

For England, survey replies were received
from a significantly greater proportion of older
houses than are present in the national housing
stock (table 1). Unfortunately, age-related
housing-stock figures were available only for
England, so it was not possible to repeat that
analysis for the UK as a whole, or for the other
constituent countries, although there was an

even larger proportion of returns from older
properties in Scotland and Wales. There were
relatively few records for houses in the 1919-
1944 and 1945-1964 age classes everywhere. The
majority of returns, nationally and from all
three countries separately, came from rural
properties, with fewest returns from urban
areas.
Associations between bird species and
housing/settlement type
All four species showed a significant preference
for older houses, independent of the other
factors considered (table 2; fig. 2). Similarly, all
four species preferred rural houses to those in
suburban and urban areas, again independent
of other factors (fig. 3). Nesting Swifts were
reported from just 6% of homes in the survey
(table 3), but 65% of all records were from rural
houses. Over 30% of all rural properties had
nesting House Martins, although less than 10%
of those in suburban and urban settings did so
(table 3).

Geographical location influenced the pro-
portion of homes which were occupied by
House Martins (greater in Scotland and Wales
than in England) and Starlings (greater in
England and Scotland than in Wales). House
Sparrows were least frequent in England (36%
home occupancy) and most frequent in Wales
(41% occupancy), although this difference was
not significant. Swifts and Starlings showed a
significant preference for houses which had not
had any roof repairs in the previous ten years.

The two-way interaction between house age
and settlement type was significant for all four
species. Table 3 shows the numbers of records
of each of the four species, broken down by age
and settlement type. For all four species, houses
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Fig. 1. The number of responses from each postal
area of the UK in the Homes for Birds survey.The
level of response increases from dark green (1-12

responses) through to dark red (129-201 responses).

England DETR Scotland Wales UK 
figures

Pre-1919 36.2 23.4 51.1 42.6 37.3  
1919-1944 16.8 19.2 7.7 11.5 16.0  
1945-1964 15.1 20.9 7.0 11.5 14.5  
Post-1964 31.8 36.6 34.1 33.4 32.1

Rural 51.4  62.1 67.5 53.0
Suburban 36.2  30.1 25.1 35.2  
Urban 12.4  7.8 7.3 11.8

Table 1. The pattern of age and location of houses in England, Scotland and Wales in the Homes for Birds
survey.The DETR age-group figures for England are included as a comparison (from the DETR website;
see text). For England, there were survey replies from a significantly greater proportion of older houses 

than are present in the national housing stock (χ2
3=9.6, p<0.05).



built before 1919 in rural areas were the most
preferred. Swifts always preferred older (pre-
1945) housing, although the occupancy pattern
with respect to property age varied with settle-
ment type. For House Martins, newer homes
(post-1964) were preferred over older ones in
suburban settings. Both Starlings and House
Sparrows preferred older houses in rural areas,
but occupancy rate was more uniform in sub-
urban and urban settlements.

The House Sparrow model showed a signifi-

cant two-way interaction between house age
and roof repairs (table 2). This was apparent
mainly in housing built between 1945 and 1984,
where House Sparrows were statistically much
more likely to occur in houses with no roof
repairs. The House Martin model showed a sig-
nificant two-way interaction between settle-
ment type and roof repairs (table 2), although
this result seems mainly to reflect that occu-
pancy was always much higher in rural than
urban/suburban settlements.
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Fig. 2. The proportion of houses occupied by Common Swifts Apus apus, House Martins Delichon urbica,
Common Starlings Sturnus vulgaris and House Sparrows Passer domesticus in the Homes for Birds survey,
in relation to house age. House age classes are: pre-1919 (red), 1919-1944 (white), 1945-1964 (blue),

1965-1984 (black) and post-1984 (green).

Common Swift House Martin Common Starling House Sparrow
Apus apus Delichon urbica Sturnus vulgaris Passer domesticus

df χ2 p χ2 p χ2 p χ2 p

house age 4 167.5 *** 26.7 *** 13.0 ** 29.0 ***  
settlement type 2 15.4 *** 283.4 *** 32.8 *** 135.9 ***  
country 2   40.5 *** 29.9 ***
roof repaired or not 1 11.3 ***   9.1 ***

age with settlement type 8 24.1 *** 17.8 * 28.3 *** 41.3 ***  
age with repairs 5 14.2 ***
settlement type with repairs 3 9.0 **

Table 2. Logistic regression models for each of the four study species in the Homes for Birds survey 
which model the importance of a number of factors (house age, settlement type, country, and roof repairs;

see text for details) on whether or not each species nests in a given house.Two-way interactions 
between each of the variables are also shown.The symbols in the probability (p) column show whether a factor

has a statistically significant effect (* denotes p<0.05, ** denotes p<0.01 and *** denotes p<0.001) on the
presence or absence of nesting birds of each species.



The numbers of species recorded
Throughout the UK, 55% of the survey partici-
pants had one or more of the four species
nesting in or on their homes. Sixty per cent of
these had only one species, however, while less

than 1% had all four species nesting. England
reported more houses with none of the four
species (46%) than either Scotland (39%) or
Wales (39%), and smaller percentages of houses
with one, two, three and four species.
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Common Swift House Martin Common Starling House Sparrow  
No. occupied homes No. occupied homes No. occupied homes No. occupied homes

Pre-1919 rural 234 (12.5%) 633 (33.3%) 657 (35.3%) 1,017 (55.7%)  
1919-44 rural 21 (5.7%) 96 (25.7%) 99 (26.9%) 149 (41.2%)  
1945-64 rural 14 (3.0%) 114 (24.4%) 106 (23.3%) 156 (34.7%)  
1965-84 rural 14 (1.7%) 288 (34.9%) 186 (23.0%) 278 (35.4%)  
Post-1984 rural 15 (3.1%) 156 (31.8%) 110 (22.9%) 163 (34.0%)  
All rural 298 (7.4%)  1,287 (31.7%)  1,158 (29.2%)  1,763 (45.2%)      

Pre-1919 suburban  51 (10.5%) 49 (9.9%) 105 (22.2%) 136 (29.4%)  
1919-44 suburban 50 (6.9%) 44 (6.1%) 137 (19.5%) 188 (27.1%)  
1945-64 suburban 4 (0.7%) 31 (5.7%) 103 (19.3%) 136 (25.7%)  
1965-84 suburban 10 (1.5%) 94 (14.2%) 145 (22.4%) 173 (27.6%)  
Post-1984 suburban 1 (0.3%)  53 (17.0%)  63 (20.3%) 54 (18.1%)  
All suburban 116 (4.3%)  271 (9.9%)  553 (20.7%)  687 (26.3%)   

Pre-1919 urban 32 (7.2%) 38 (8.4%) 76 (17.8%) 119 (27.8%)  
1919-44 urban 13 (9.2%) 11 (7.5%) 27 (19.1%) 48 (34.0%)  
1945-64 urban 1 (1.0%) 7 (6.7%) 24 (23.5%) 28 (27.5%)  
1965-84 urban 0 (0) 10 (8.5%) 22 (19.0%) 27 (24.3%)  
Post-1984 urban 1 (1.3%) 11 (14.1%) 9 (12.5%) 11 (14.9%)  
All urban 47 (5.3%)  77 (8.6%)  158 (18.4%)  233 (27.2%)  

Total 461 (6.1%)  1,635 (21.3%)  1,869 (24.9%)  2,683 (36.4%)  

Table 3. The number (and percentage) of houses in the Homes for Birds survey which were occupied by Common
Swifts Apus apus, House Martins Delichon urbica, Common Starlings Sturnus vulgaris and House Sparrows Passer

domesticus in rural, suburban and urban locations, broken down by house age class.

Fig. 3. The proportion of houses in rural (red), suburban (white) and urban (blue) areas occupied by 
Common Swifts Apus apus, House Martins Delichon urbica, Common Starlings Sturnus vulgaris and 

House Sparrows Passer domesticus in the Homes for Birds survey.



Throughout the UK, the proportion of
dwellings reported to have one or more nesting
species varied with house age. Of the newer
properties, 51% of post-1984 housing and 55%
of houses built between 1965 and 1984 had one
or more of the four species nesting, while 64%
of the pre-1919 houses supported nesting birds.
Significantly fewer houses built during 1919-44
(48%) and 1945-64 (45%) hosted one or more
species. Considering the UK as a whole, a sig-
nificantly higher proportion of rural houses
(67.1%) reported one or more nesting species
than those in either suburban (43%) or urban
(41%) areas, and this trend was apparent in all
three countries.

Nest sites
The majority of Swifts reported in this survey
(82%) were nesting in the roof space or in the
eaves of houses. There were no regional differ-
ences in the nesting sites chosen by Swifts. Over
90% of House Martins were recorded in natural
nests, with only 4% using artificial nests. The
majority (58%) built their nests against brick or
stone, with a further 13% against brick, stone
and wood together, and another 12% against
wood alone. These three substrates accounted
for 83% of all House Martin nests. Only 4% of
House Martins built their nests against UPVC.
Since data on availability of substrate type

across the UK housing stock were not collected,
it is not possible to say if this indicates a prefer-
ence for brick or stone. No differences were
detected in the use of nesting sites between
countries.

Most Starlings nested in the roof space
(71%), with chimneys and walls the next most
frequent sites. The occupancy of more than one
site in a single dwelling was less frequent (at
9%) than for House Sparrows. There were no
regional differences in nest sites used. House
Sparrows also favoured the roof space, with
53% of nesting sparrows observed in roofs. No
less than 16% of records were of sparrows
nesting in several different sites on a single
building: a much higher proportion than shown
by the other three species. House Sparrows were
not recorded in thatched roofs in either Scot-
land or Wales, and less than 1% of English spar-
rows were in thatch (which may simply be a
reflection of the relative scarcity of this type of
roofing). In Wales, 9% of House Sparrows were
nesting in old House Martin nests (3% and 5%
in England and Scotland, respectively).

Discussion
Houses in this survey comprised proportion-
ately more old properties when compared with
Government figures for the age of houses in
England (DETR data). Similarly, a dispropor-
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320. Common Starling Sturnus vulgaris, Kent, April 1990.
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tionately large number of questionnaire
responses came from rural residents. For
instance, 50% of returns from England came
from rural residents whereas rural housing
accounts for only 20% of England’s 
housing stock (Countryside Agency data;
www.countryside.gov.uk). Caution is needed,
therefore, when extrapolating these results to
the UK as a whole, owing to the over-represen-
tation of older and rural homes in the survey.
Not only were there biases in the age and loca-
tion of houses, but it is highly likely that people
with nesting birds were much more likely to
respond to this survey than people who had no
nesting birds. Despite these potential biases,
results which examine the proportions of
houses occupied within age or settlement type
categories are meaningful.

The survey revealed that houses built before
1919 are important as a source of nesting sites
for all four species, but especially for Swifts,
Starlings and House Sparrows. The results
suggest that these three species prefer older,
rural houses while, although House Martins
prefer rural properties, they appear to be less
selective of house age. Modern homes, particu-
larly in urban areas, are infrequently used by
nesting birds. Previous surveys of Swifts have
shown that they rarely nest on buildings less
than 30 years old and that they favour pre-
1940s buildings in small towns and villages
(Richardson 1979; Martin 1998).

In this survey, Swifts, Starlings and House
Sparrows were most frequently found nesting in
the roof space and eaves. Our results show that
houses in which recent roof repairs had been
undertaken were less likely to hold nesting
Swifts and Starlings. This suggests that houses
may well lose these species if roof repairs are
made. In particular, for House Sparrows at least,
dwellings built between 1945 and 1984 are
more suitable if there have been no recent
repairs. Older properties (up to 1944) seem
unaffected by roof repairs, while post-1984
homes are less attractive for nesting sparrows,
irrespective of whether repairs have been
carried out or not (although repairs are rare in
this category anyway). Newer buildings, incor-
porating modern materials and constructed to
conform to current building regulations, seem
to be generally less suitable because there is no

access to the roof space. Simple adjustments
can, however, be incorporated into the design of
new houses, and in repairs to old buildings, to
cater for birds. These could include leaving
small gaps in the ventilation mesh under the
eaves every few metres to allow birds to gain
access to the roof space (RSPB in prep.). As well
as accessibility to nest sites on buildings,
however, other key requirements are food,
water, shelter and shade. For instance, House
Martins need a local source of water and mud
for nest-building, and nearby vegetation as a
source of flying insect prey.

The response to our survey indicates that
there is widespread concern about the status of
these four species throughout the UK. The sen-
sitive timing of roof repairs, allowing access to
at least part of the roof space and providing
suitable nest boxes are all steps which can be
taken to help these species to nest successfully
in human settlements.
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