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Some swallow species are known tor their remarkable ability to
return to their nests and nest sites used in previous years.
Hcv/ever the abjlity of swallows Lo 'home' during their oreeding
season has noc been investigated in southern Africa. The South
Af rican Cf if f Swallow []it',,ndc spilcdey:a occurs in large colonies
which ofLen offers rhe opportunity of trapping large numbers,
thrrq m:l{i no .l i cr,l^.pmpnl Fyr,Frinjpnte -- wrLn a gooo sampre sl.ze
fairly easy.

A series of ex;erj.menLs to test the ability of South African
Cliff Swallolvs to return to their breeding colony was carried
out during two h,reeding seasons (I9ii3/1984 and l9B5/1986) at
three colonies around Bfoemfontein, The three colonies were
<al a^rad >e rhorr nnrrlrl o-rci lr. ha tra6hA.l rnd rrialrlorl > narrl rr

I nn ? + r>n crr.-pcc \^,i f h rrerrz f au ni rris cse ani no ( see FarIe _[984gr4rlJ \

for details ol cralping nethod). In the 1983/1984 season L2l
birds from two dlfferent cofonies were trapped and released at
distances of up to 48 km from the trapping siLe, In the
l9B5/1986 season 483 birds from a single colony were used in the
experiments. These birds were released at distances of IO, 50
or lOO km from the colony in each of the four compass
directions. croups of between 30 and 45 individuals were
refeased at these points and the colony was trapped again seven
davs Iai-er Io oetermine the numbe;6f clisnlaeca hirds in the
^^1^-" rrr ?'iF^"^s consisted of a mixture of nlafes and females
as welf as adult and first-year birds. AI1 birds which were
ringed in previous seasons were taken as adult while indiv.iduals
fri^nad f^r +i\a tirst iime clr:rinq l-he ralease exnerimenrS Wefe
assumed to be first-vear birds. There is verv little
interco.lony novement of adulLs, while juvenile birds seldom stay
in their hatching colonies (unpublished data) and it is thus
probab]y safe ro assurne thaL these unringed birds appearing in
the well-ringed colonies each )'ear are birds that fledgcd in
other colonies in the previous breeding sea son . fn the
L9B3/1984 experiments I did not dlstinguish between adult and
first-year birds.

RESULTS

The I983/l-984 experiments

The results of the Lhree experiments undertaken in the 1983/I984
season are shown in Tabfe 1 (overleaf). There was no indication
of how quickly the homing birds returned to their original
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TABLE 1

HOMING ABILITY OF CLIFF SWALLOIIS IN SOME EXPERIMENl'S IN THE 1983/L984 SEASON

Colony
N umber

Released
Number

Retrapped
?

Retu rned
Distance

(km )

Forturn

c^h^^n^^? i ^h+

c^h/\^h^-ri-hts

Rl^amf^nfoin eif\7

Rl-amf^nfain aif\/

'l',ne t! r -L -Lov/s

2L

50

50

t3

32*

31

62

64

62

48

35

l2

TOTAL l2r l6 62,8

* 1'hi s number excludes three bi rds retrapped at other cofonres



colonies but it rs unlrkely that the indrviduals woufd not have
reached their colony rvithin the week to the next trapp,ing
cftorL. n rcnarkaL,Iy sin i Lar fcrcentage of bi rds reLurned Lo
ther-r colonies and except for the three found at different
colonies (fabfe 1) there vias no indlcation of what lrappened to
the birds that did not return. It is intereslrng to note that
ttre birds released at a dj.fferent colony were never retrafpcd at
that colony. There was also no inciication th.rt either nrales or
females lrad a higher return rete, Of the 121 birds released, 55
each were rila.Les and females and ll were of unknown sex. Of
these, 34 (61,8 Z) of the ma1es, 35 ([r3,6 Z) of the females and
6 154,5 Z) of the unsexecl biros returned,

The 1985/1986 experiments

The results of the ex1erin,eirts are given in TabLe 2 (cverleaf).
It seems as j,f the birds refeased closest to the colony had the
higlrcst return raLe in Loch the adul t and first-ycar classes,
except for the adults released to the east, which sho,,red a
reverse Iattern (':able 2). lhert were slglrificanl clifLerenees
berween the nurnber of adulL ar-d frrst-ycar birCs returrring frorl
afl distances and all directions (P<O.05) exce!.t for the 1o krr E
release ;roint (P=o,49). The overalL retur-n rate of 56,J Z is
slignLly Iower t.)an rnat of the experirrenc in lgAJ/1981 buL rlre
63,7 e" of adults alone ls rernarkably similar- tc that cf
L9B3/1984 (62,8 Z). Again there was no indication that either
males or fenrales trad a hiEher returr] rate. Of the 483
individuals released, 163 lvere nales, 181 females ancl 139 were
unsexed. Of these, 93 (57,1 Z) of the Inales, fO7 (59,1 Z) of
the fenlales and 72 (5L,8 L) of the unsexed brrcs returned.
l'hese figures are slightly lower than lhose for the L983i7981
experinent.

DISCUSSIOI.]

The horaing ability of swallows has beeri ilrvestigatea largely irr
nortilerrr Ar,rerica. There sdelrs to Le Eooci evfdcrlce rllat aIl the
species studiecl have a reasonable ability to home. A totaf of
16 Purple Iiartins i: r.).in'.. stL:is displaced by Southerll ( 1959 ) at
distances of 2,tl to 376 km afl returned to their nests, wh1le
Irrror.crr Swal lnu,s , f - 6igrrlacFd af ois.aneos ol 27C
to I 875 ]im frorr their nests showed a returrr rate of 4A Z
(riil,p*LL .t9J+). The homing abi) ity oI Lhe i]urol ean SwalIows,
hovrever, dccreascC steadily wiLh increasing dlstan.e.
Indications of a similar trend were found in the Cliff Swallow.
For distances of up to 96 kn, Nlastase 11982) found that between
66 Z and 4I Z of released luropean Swaflovrs returned. Ile
observed that nia.Les and f enales had equal horning abilities,
rrhich he attributeC Lo thc inporLdnL posL-col)u.laLor) role playeo
hy tire n.a1e, e,9. feeding of young and nest def ence, llaLLhews
(f955) reported a homing rate of 37 Z of European Sand lviartins

whi le Sargent ( I 962 ) had rcLurn 1.'ercerrlages of
between 33 % and BO ? deper-rding on the displacement distance.
Irr this studr/ the 62,tJ " and 5b,3 B bircjs re'specLivql T humrnq is



SUMMARY OF NUMBERS OF
DIRECTIONS FROM ITHE

TABLE 2

SOUTH AFRICAN CLIFF SWALLOWS DISPLACED AT VARIOUS DISTANCES AND
IiILLOtr'S, COLONY, TOGETHER WITH THE NU}1BERS HOMING SUCCESSFULLY

GROU P R ELEASE
POINT

NUMBER OF
ADULT* BIRDS

NUMBER OF
FIRST-YEAR*

BIRDS

TOTAL NUMBER
OF BIRDS

RELEASE RETRAP I RELEASE RETRAP z RELEASE RETRAP z

A
F
B

E

C

D

D1
E]
F1

A1
B1
c1

lOkmN
50kmN

loo km N

lokmE
50kmE

loo km E

lokmS
50kmS

loo km S

lO km ti
50kmW

loo km W

33
33
34

30
35
36

30
26
24

22
28
30

?q
26
t8

I7
22
25

2L
L7
l1

16
18
I4

15,8
7a a
q? q

56 ,1
62,9
69r4

To ro
65,4
45 ,8

72,2
64 ,3
46 ,1

L2
L2
l1

lo
IO

9

B

lo
b

l6
lo

B

5

4

l

5
4

3

3

3

t

8
4

I

4r,1
?? ?

ql

50, o
40,o
?? ?

30, 0
16 ,7

5o, o
4O, O
't? q

/q

40
4l

38
36
30

38
38
38

30
30
L9

22
26
28

20
I2

22
l5

R6 1

66 ,7
42,2

55,o
57 ,8
62 ,2

63 ,2

40,o

63 ,2
5t ,9
39, 5

TOTAL 36r 230 63.1 r22 42 34 ,4 483 272 56,..1

'Adult' birds were indjviduals ringed
whrch lhe exneriment was conducted.

Itri rcr hi rrlc uroro f i rcf ri nao.l nn
fnr lhe oynl^n^tinn nf whrr thaco hirrlq

In A qaaqnn nrrnr fO the SeaSOIl tll

the day of the experiment. SeL' Lext
were assumed to be first-year birds.



very c.lose to the 58 e" obtainecl by Mayhew (1958 ) for I43American crif f swallows fl, p!1r'].h.n.t(r ief eased at distances of 64Lo 184 km.

As there is sonle evidence that ,Jisplaced blrds can join otherco.loni-es (Tab1e f ) , it is quite possible that these ' iost , birclshave joined col,onies where no ringir.rg took prace. No dispracedbirds released at a colony were ever found at the releaseco.lony, indicating that there i-s probably an ,instinct, to homerather than just join any colony, This was al-so found to bethe case with the Ameri-can Cliff Swallow (Mayhew f95B). Thereis no apparent difference between the hornlng ability of malesand females in the South African Cliff Swallow which canprobably, as in the case of the European Swallow (Nastase Lgg2),be explained by the near equal r61es played by both sexes rnbreeding (tar16 r986).
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