
 

 

 

      
 

House martins return to the UK in April to breed and are with us till September.  They build 

nests made of mud, typically under the eaves of buildings.  Their nests can be found in towns, 

villages, and countryside homes and estates, as long as there is a nearby mud source, water 

supply, and plentiful habitat for airborne insects such as meadows, wetlands, livestock 

pastureland, and woodlands.    
 

Many other bird species migrate to the UK in the spring and summer to raise young too, and 

three other species; sand martins, barn swallows, and common swifts are often confused with 

house martins as they too eat airborne insects, and are skilful in flight as they chase down their 

prey.  All four of these species can often be seen flying over water sources together where 

insects are often abundant.   
 

The following guides can be used to identify house martins, and learn the differences between 

these four species. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

House Martin Identification 
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Body length: 13 – 14 cm 

Wingspan:     26 – 29 cm 

 

House Martin 

 

 

Mud nest, under the eaves 

of houses/buildings.  No gap 

between nest and eave.  

Entrance hole visible. 

 

White throat, 

breast and belly 

 

Forked tail 

 

Blue-black glossy 

head and back 

 

White rump 

 

Black tail 

 

Black wings 

 

Blue-black 

glossy upper 

face 



 

 

 

                            

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Barn swallows arrive in 

the UK late March to late 

April. 
 

They are typically found in 

villages and countryside 

locations. 

They migrate back to 

Africa in September. 

 

 

 

Sand martins arrive in the 

UK in early March. 
 

They are typically found in 

countryside locations close 

to water sources such as 

rivers and lakes and where 

there are high banks of 

earth to nest in. 

They migrate back to Africa 

late August. 

 

Common swifts arrive in 

the UK late April/early May. 
 

They can be found in any 

location: towns, villages, 

and countryside; and nest 

in houses and buildings at 

least 4.5 meters tall. 

They migrate back to Africa 

in August/September. 

 

 

 

White breast and belly  

 

Forked tail with long streamers 

 

Barn Swallow 

 

Deep red chin 

and throat 

 

Black upper wings 

 
Blue-black 

glossy 

back, and 

rump 

 

Body length: 17 – 19 cm 

Wingspan:     32 – 35 cm 

 White and black 

under wings 

 

Mud nest, in barns, porches, 

open access sheds/outbuildings. 

Gap between nest and ceiling. 

 

Black breast band 

 

Black tail 

 

Blue-black glossy 

head and face 

 

 

 

Sand Martin 

 

Body length: 12 – 13 cm 

Wingspan:     26 - 29 cm 

 
Grey-brown cheek 

 

White breast and belly 

 
Grey-brown 

breast band 

 

Grey-brown head 

 

Grey-brown back, 

wings, and rump 

 

Grey-brown tail 

 
Nest in holes in banks, 

often by water sources 

 

White 

throat 

 

Forked tail 

 

 

Common Swift 

 

Body length: 16 – 18 cm 

Wingspan:     40 – 44 cm 

 Long scythe-like wings 

 

Dark brown 

breast and belly 

 

Fly in groups round 

the roofs of buildings 

 

Dark brown head, 
wings, back, rump, 

and tail  

 

Nest in holes and 

crevices in buildings 

 

Forked tail 

 

White throat 
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