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Preamble

The following field guide has been written to assist volunteers in the identification of the
Tree Martin (Hirundo nigricans) with the objective that all participants have the basic skills

required for partaking in the Tree Martin nesting survey.
Aim of the Nesting Survey

The aim of the nesting survey is to determine just how well Tree Martins are transitioning
from natural nesting habitats, such as tree hollows and river banks, to buildings and other

artificial structures by identifying their current nesting locations and nest types.

To achieve this we aim to involve participants whom have a prior knowledge of current Tree
Martin nesting locations from a range of communities within Adelaide. Each participant is to
be informed and educated on how to distinguish Tree Martins and their nests from similar

bird species for accurate and concise results.
Identification of Tree Martins and their nests

The Tree Martin is very similar in appearance and is commonly mistaken with the Fairy
Martin; a Martin species also located in the Adelaide region. Tree Martins may also be
confused with Swallow species, particularly the Welcome Swallow and Barn Swallow, as

well as House Sparrows, Dusky Woodswallows and Common Starlings.

The Tree Martin is a small bird with an off-white rump and underside, dark blue-black head
with a small rust-coloured spot on the forehead. It prefers to nest in natural settings such as
tree hollows and rock or soil crevices on river banks, but will also build nests in gaps and
cracks of buildings, bridges and other artificial structures with small gaps. The Tree Martin
may nest in hollows previously used by other species, or may use nests of other species

such as Welcome Swallows or Fairy Martins.
How to distinguish between Tree Martins and Swallow species

Tree Martins may be confused with Swallow species, mainly the Welcome Swallow and Barn
Swallow, as they have similar characteristics. A key characteristic that distinguishes Tree
Martins from swallows is the lack of a long forked tail, which is prominent in both the

Welcome Swallow and Barn Swallow; the forked talil is particularly obvious in flight.
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How to distinguish between Tree Martins and Fairy Martins

Tree Martins are very similar in appearance to Fairy Martins. They may form mixed flocks

with Fairy Martins. The main distinctions between these two species are:

e The Tree Martin has a dark (glossy blue-black) head with a small rust-coloured spot

on the forehead, whereas the Fairy Martin’s head isrust-coloured.

e The Tree Martin has an off-white coloured rump, compared to the Fairy Martin

which has a clean white rump.



e The Tree Martin is slightly chubbier in its overall shape.

e The underside of the Tree Martin is greyer compared to the white underside of the

Fairy Martin.

e The Tree Martin’s call is lower-pitched than that of the Fairy Martin.
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How to identify Tree Martin nests

The ideal way to determine whether a nest is used by a Tree Martin is to identify the bird
associated with the nest. If a potential nest is found unattended, notice the surrounding
birds or take the time to observe the nest until a bird occupies the nest. Alternatively,

identify a Tree Martin and follow its movement to try and discover the location of its nest.
The nest of the Tree Martin compared to the Fairy Martin can be distinguished by:

e The Tree Martin creates a less fancy nest than the Fairy Martin and tends to prefer
more natural settings such as tree hollows and rock crevices (if available). However
Tree Martins’ nests can also be found under bridges and on buildings, in holes and

gaps in other human-made structures.

e The nestis made from grass and leaves but may be reinforced with mud. The
entrance is made from mud and plant fibres to reduce the size of the opening. Unlike
the Tree Martins, Fairy Martins create bottle-shaped nests out of small pellets of mud

and build in colonies.
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Nests of the Fairy Martin
(D), Welcome Swallow (E),
and House Sparrow (F)
accordingly. Note that Fairy
Martin and Welcome
Swallow nests may be

inhabited by Tree Martins.
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Helpful Hints

- Focus on the shape of the tail, particularly in flight
- Focus on the colour of the head and rump
- Use binoculars

- Use photographic or video evidence (ideal)
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Field Identification Test
Identify which birds are Tree Martins in the images below.







