
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

House martins return to the UK each Spring to raise young, they return 
to the same nest site each year.   
 
House martins are small birds with a beautiful glossy blue-black sheen 
to their heads and upper back, black wing, and are all white underneath 
with a dark tail. They also have small soft feathers on their legs. 
 
Action: Click on the speaker icon to play house martin flight call 

 

Assembly/Discovery Pack Notes –  

Primary Schools 

 

These notes accompany the assembly pack. They are provided to talk through the slide, give 
further details into the lives of house martins and the issue affecting them, and give context 
for the person delivering the presentation.   You can either read the notes out in full at your 
assembly, or adapt the notes to suit the audience and the time available.     

Where an action is required to click a button on a slide these are highlighted by the word 
“Action:” and in bold blue text. 
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House martins start to arrive here at end of March/early April. 
 
They return to the same nesting site each year, and some of the young birds raised at 
the site last year will return too. 
 
When they have finished raising their young chicks, usually in September, house 
matins  gather in large flocks to prepare for their migration flight back to Africa, where 
they will spend the winter.  At this time they can be seen in great numbers sitting on 
telephone wires.   
 
The feathers on their legs are special to house martins, other birds do not have 
this.  It is believed this is to help keep their legs warm when they are flying at 
high altitudes, very high up in the sky, out of our sight. 
 
They fly back to Africa over thousands of miles  for the warmer weather where insects 
exist in greater numbers.   
 
House martin winter roosts have been found in Kenya, but more may be present in 
other African countries.   
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House martin eat airborne insects, that is insects found in the sky.   
 
House martins catch insects in their beak whilst they fly.   
 
It takes great flying skills to be able to catch insects. 
 
House martins feed at all attitude ranges, high up in the sky beyond 
our sight, and all the way to low ground.   They can often be seen over 
water sources and livestock fields catching insects . 
 
They eat a range of fly species and a range of beetle species (such as 
ladybirds), they also eat aphids, mosquitoes, spiders floating in the 
air, and midges. 
 
They drink from large ponds and lakes, flying low over the water to 
scoop up a mouthful of water.  It’s quite spectacular to see. 
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House martin nests are made of mud.  They collect beakfuls of mud 
to make mud pellets which they use to build their nest. 
 
They can use up to 1500 mud pellets to construct their nest, and 
build it in 2-3 weeks. 
 
Once built, they line the nest with soft feathers. 
 
Mud is a crucial aspect of house martins’ lives. 
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House martins typically nest under the eaves, or roofs of buildings, at a 
height of at least two meters. 
 
They are social birds and like living near other house martins, creating a 
nest site colony. 
 
They choose locations where there is a mud source nearby so they can 
make and repair their nests, and where the nearby land provides habitat 
where lots of flying insects can be found, so they can feed themselves 
and have lots of food to raise their young chicks.  
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House martins will lay eggs and raise young from April to September – 
this is known as the breeding season. 
 
Sometimes when the weather in summer is very warm, they may 
continue to raise young into October. 
 
They lay 3-5 white eggs in their nest. 
 
Both parents take turns to keep the eggs warm so that they hatch, which 
takes around 14-16 days. 
 
Once hatched, both parents also catch insects to feed their chicks until 
they have grown enough to leave the nest and take flight.   
 
It takes  anywhere between 22-23 days, for chicks to be ready to leave 
the nest.  The term used for young birds taking their first flight from the 
nest is “fledge”.  
 

Once fledged, the young return to the nest to sleep overnight and will 
still be fed for a few more days by the parents. 
 

When these first chicks are grown enough to start flying and catching 
insects for themselves to eat, the parent birds will prepare to lay another 
clutch of 3-5 eggs, and hatch and raise these young too. 
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Sadly, there are far fewer house martins returning to the UK today than 
there were 50 years ago. 
 
As the number of house martins has declined so much, they have been 
red listed in Britain, which means that they urgently need our help to 
increase their numbers. 
 
If we do not take action to help them, they may disappear from our  
British skies, and will no longer return here to raise their young.   
 
House martins do raise young in other countries as well as the UK.   
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Fewer insects:  loss of habitats such as wildflower meadows, wetlands, woodlands, and  
hedgerows have had an impact to insect numbers.  Also chemical used on farms and gardens kills 
insects.   
 
Bad weather:  heavy wind and rain when they fly on  migration from Africa to the UK, and the UK to 
Africa  can cause them to get tired.  They can get caught up in storms, or have to fly long distances 
around them.   
 
Being tired can mean birds have to stop and rest which can delay them from returning to their nests 
in the UK.  Being caught in strong storms can also cause them to die. 
  
If it does not rain in  April/May  this can affect the amount of mud available for house martins to 
repair or build their nests when they return.  Hotter weather in  summer can cause their mud nests 
to crack, and even fall down.  In this hot weather mud patches dry up so house martins cannot 
repair nests if they need to or build new ones.  
 
Suitable nest site:  the use of plastic under roofs on new houses is an issue for house martins, as 
mud does not stick well to it, which means there are less places for house martins to nest, or nests 
may drop down more easily.  Some new houses also do not have enough room under the roof to 
build their nests where they will be safe from the weather or predators. 
 
Habitat loss: loss of habitat that provides good numbers of insect, and loss of water sources such 
as ponds and lakes on their migration journey between Africa and the UK makes it difficult for 
house martins to find food and drink on their way, and to find places to sleep overnight. This may 
mean fewer birds survive the journey, or they may return late to their nesting places and have less 
time to raise their young. 
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Artificial nest cups: Due to the issues with mud availability, and hotter 
summers causing nests to crack and fall down, artificial nest cups can be   
installed to provide a ready-made nest for them year after year that will not 
break or fall down. 
 
They can also help to give house martins new places to nest and help 
house martins to return to places where they have nested before. 
 
Ponds can help to provide a mud source, but also are a great source for 
flying insects, both as places where some insects are born and grow, and 
also where flying insects are attracted. 
 

Wildflower meadows/patches are another great source for flying insects, 
as they provide food and shelter to them. 
 

Get talking about house martins with family members, friends, and within 
your school and community.  The more people learn about house martins 
and the issues affecting them, the more we can encourage people to help! 
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 Artificial nest cups look just like mud nests that house martins will make.  As 
they look like mud nests, house martins are happy to use them to raise their 
chicks. 

They are a safe nest for house martins as they are strong and do not break.   

House martins may still add mud to them and fill in small gaps near the top 
of the nest and the roof. 

This nest site colony has 18 pairs of house martins using artificial nests.  

There is still space here for them to make mud nests, as it is still important to 
encourage house martins to build mud nests next to artificial ones too. 

This is a short video showing house martins arriving at their nests. 

You may notice that above some of the house martin nests are some nest 
boxes for another bird called a swift, which are also nesting on this house 
too.  

Action: Click on the purple House Martins Arrive button to play the video. 
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