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Identification of Western Palearctic swifts

Philip Chantler

,g:'ﬂ

FIGURE 1 Flock of Common Swifts / Gierzwaluwen Apus apus with adult White-throated Needletail / Stekelstaart-
gierzwaluw Hirundapus caudacutus (Gerald Driessens)

his paper on the identification of Western

Palearctic swifts treats the Apus species,
Common Swift A apus, Pallid Swift A pallidus,
Plain Swift A unicolor, Alexander’'s (or Cape
Verde) Swift A alexandri, Fork-tailed (or Pacific)
Swift A pacificus, Little Swift A affinis and White-
rumped Swift A caffer, and the non-Apus species,
Alpine Swift Tachymarptis melba, Chimney Swift
Chaetura pelagica, White-throated Needletail
Hirundapus caudacutus and African Palm Swift
Cypsiurus parvus (the common and scientific
names follow Sibley & Monroe 1990).

The accounts of Chimney Swift, White-throat-
ed Needletail and African Palm Swift also in-
clude a discussion of the main confusion species
which occur outside the Western Palearctic.
Otherwise, with the exception of House Swift
A nipalensis, the discussion is restricted to identi-
fication problems in the Western Palearctic; for
example, Mottled Spinetail Telacanthura ussheri
and Nyanza Swift A niansae are not discussed.

Each species is described in full and its identi-
fication is then discussed in comparison with the
main Western Palearctic confusion species. An
attempt is made to describe the species as they
can be seen during careful field observations.
Although feather-tracts, such as the lesser wing-

|Dutch Birding 15: 97-135, juni 1993]

coverts, can be impossible to see in the field
under anything but the optimum conditions, they
are described to help the reader to understand
how certain features are being formed.

For convenience sake, the following terms are
used in the text: chest, the upper breast; eye-
patch, the coarse invariably black bristle-feathers
found in front of and just above the eye; fore-
crown, the most anterior part of the crown, form-
ing a small arc-like area above the front of the
eve; inner wing, the part of the wing that consists
of the inner primaries, secondaries, median
coverts and greater coverts; outer wing, the part
of the wing that consists of the outer primaries,
primary coverts, alula and leading edge-coverts;
leading edge-coverls, the small coverts on the
leading edge of the wing; saddle, the uniform
area on the upperside in many swifts, formed by
the mantle, scapulars and upper back (where the
saddle is larger, ie, extending onto the nape or
lower back, this is mentioned in the text).

This article is primarily based on field-work.
Apart from Alexander’s Swift and Purple Need|e-
tail Hirundapus celebensis, | have observed all
species dealt with (ie, including the main con-
fusion species), most of them on many occasions
and over long periods of time. In addition, | have
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FIGURE 2 Topography of head, upperside and underside of a swift (Gerald Driessens)
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examined as many (published and unpublished)
photographs as possible. Finally, | have studied
the skin collections at the Nationaal Natuurhisto-
risch Museum at Leiden, Zuidholland, the
Netherlands, and at the Natural History Museum
at Tring, Hertfordshire, Britain. The first results of
this study were summarized in a paper on the
identification of Pallid Swift (Chantler 1990).

Apus swifts

Flight

All Apus swifts show great aerial mastery and are
capable of great turns of speed, sudden drops in
altitude, swerves, mid-air stalls and so on. Wind
conditions and prey types can affect flight too,
making identification based on flight technique
an unsafe practice. However, listed below is a
comparison of each species with Common, the
species most readers will be familiar with. It
points out the most characteristic aspect of each
species’ flight though the above cautionary
remarks need to be borne in mind in all cases.

Pallid Swift
Often appears slower, with more deliberate, less spec-
tacular turns. Less frantic wing-beats.

Plain Swift

Faster, more frantic, with rapid shimmering wing-beats.
Frenetic nature of this flight is especially apparent
when seen in direct comparison with Pallid.

Alexander’s Swift
Weakest flight, appearing light and fluttering.

Fork-tailed Swift
Very similar to Common, with perhaps more shearing.

Little Swift
Least graceful flight, fluttering wing-beats and gliding
highly pronounced.

White-rumped Swift
Mare graceful flight, with less frenetic wing-beats than
Common. Long periods of gliding.

Calls

With the hope of achieving more meaningful
descriptions of characteristic calls, those of Com-
mon will be used as a standard against which
comparisons with calls of other species are
made. There is much similarity between the
calls; those of Comman will be the most familiar
to most readers. A great variety of calls can be

Identification of Western Palearctic swifts

heard in the breeding season, especially around
the nest. In this resumé, | will concentrate mainly
on the familiar screaming calls. The call is of
limited use for identification. This is largely due
to the variety of calls used by each species and
the great similarity of most species’ calls.

Common Swift
High-pitched shree, variable in both duration and
pitch. When uttered by an individual in a group, many
calls can be delivered in short bursts. Often, calls of
more slurred or disyllabic nature can be heard in
breeding season.

Pallid Swift
Coarser, deeper and more disyllabic sree-er but very
variable.

Plain Swift

Very similar to Common, perhaps pitched slightly high-
er and more ‘wheezing’. When calling amongst Pallids,
differences are more obvious than when calling
amongst Commons.

Alexander’s Swift

Considerably higher-pitched than in Common, less fier-
ce in tone; delivered at lower rate, ie, separate notes
more articulated, giving call reeling quality (C ] Haze-
voet in litt).

Fork-tailed Swift

Similar to Common though less harsh and ‘wheezing'.

Little Swift
Harsh, rapid and rippling trill der-der-der-dit-derdid-
didoo, quite unlike screaming call of Common.

White-rumped Swift
Low-pitched twittering trill based around repeated sip
notes.

Moult
The three large migratory Apus swifts, Common,
Pallid and Fork-tailed, and the two smalll non-
migratory Apus swifts, Plain and Alexander’s,
probably have very similar moults. There is a
complete moult to winter plumage in the winter
quarters (Pallid has been known to start the
replacement of the inner primaries when raising
a second brood and then suspend the moult until
migration has been completed), a partial post-
juvenile moult to first-winter plumage in the win-
ter quarters and a complete moult to second-
winter plumage in the winter quarters.

The post-juvenile moult to first-winter plumage
involves the body-feathers, rectrices and smaller
wing-coverts. Notably, the larger wing-coverts
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60 Common Swifts / Gierzwaluwen Apus apus, Sainte
Maries-de-la-Mer, Bouches-du-Rhéne, France, August
1988 (René Pop)

and remiges are not replaced until the moult to
second-winter plumage. This has been proved in
Common; the other species have been less stud-
ied but evidence suggests that this strategy is
employed by these species as well (cf de Roo
1966, Cramp 1985). The long retention of the
juvenile remiges and the larger wing-coverts is of
importance to Apus swift identification. In first-
summer birds, there is more contrast between the
fresh, hence darker, lesser wing-coverts and the
worn remiges and greater and median wing-
coverts. This is of particular relevance to the
separation of Pallid from the other uniform spe-
cies.

One factor affecting the wing-tip shape is the
suspension of moult in the outer primaries. This
is well-documented in Common (de Roo 1966)
but also applies to the other species. It has been
considered to relate to the length of the moult
period. When the moult is resumed in the next
period, it will start with the first unmoulted feath-
er which is usually p10 or 9 in Common. Plain,
with its shorter moult period, often shows sus-
pension in up to its four outer primaries; these
are apparently then replaced descendantly in the
next moult period, with the inner primaries
moulting simultaneously. Interestingly, some
Commons and Pallids in the European summer
have ‘tatty’ outer primaries whilst during that
season many Plains are not so restricted in the

100

61 Common Swift / Gierzwaluw Apus apus, Eilat, Israel,
March 1992 (Killian Mullarney)

position of obviously worn primaries.

The moult of Little (at least in Western Palearc-
tic populations) to winter plumage takes place
throughout the breeding season, starting in late
spring with the innermost primary and finishing
with the outermost primary in mid-winter. The
body-feathers are moulted throughout this
period. The post-juvenile moult to first-winter
plumage begins with the replacement of the
head- and body-feathers soon after fledging, with
the primaries starting to moult after the comple-
tion of the tail moult. The primary moult begins
from mid-winter to spring, ending from late sum-
mer to early winter (of the bird’s second calen-
dar-year). During this first primary moult, it is
believed that the hody-feathers are not replaced
whereas they are in the adults.

The moult of White-rumped is imperfectly
known. It is possibly like that of Common, Pallid
and Fork-tailed or Plain and Alexander’s, ie,
moulting in the winter season, although in south-
ern Africa the primary moult may start whilst the
birds are raising the second brood (Cramp 1985).

Moult and the effect of wear are as important
in forming and changing the plumage of swifts as
in other groups. It should be remembered that
wear can be a major influence on their appear-
ance, causing more contrast between feather-
tracts and diminishing the impact of white rumps
and throats.



Partially albinistic swifts

Partial albinism has been recorded in most spe-
cies. Such birds tend to show white on areas of
the body that are important for identification, ie,
the belly, throat and rump. Any suspected par-
tially albinistic swift should be carefully inspect-
ed for signs of asymmetry in the white and for
additional plumage and structure features to con-
firm the identification (see the section on the
identification of Fork-tailed, Little and White-
rumped for additional discussion).

Another note of caution is that often in the
breeding season swifts can be seen carrying
feathers to the nest. When a large white feather is
seen hanging from the bill of a dark swift and
covering the throat-patch, the effect can be very
striking!

Ageing

Ageing swifts after the post-juvenile moult to
first-winter plumage is practically impossible but
this should not hinder identification. It is suffic-
ient to know that in many species the remiges
and most wing-coverts will still be the juvenile
feathers in first-summer birds, increasing the con-
trast with the fresh, hence darker, smaller wing-
coverts and body. In the hand, the structure of
the outer rectrices in particular can be useful;
this is covered in depth in Cramp (1985).

Effect of light upon plumage

The effect of light upon the plumage of any spe-
cies and its effect in changing its appearance is a
problem all birders should be aware of. The pro-
blem is compounded when birds are viewed in
flight as changing body-wing angles must be
taken into account. As swifts are seen almost
entirely in flight, they are prone to misidentifica-
tion in the field. The following is a list of the
most important light-affected characters. | have
endeavoured to describe and illustrate the spe-
cies and the following phenomena as they are
most likely to be seen in the field but the fore-
going comments must be borne in mind.

Body-wing contrast

In the discussions and descriptions, mention is
made of the contrast between the body and
wing; this is hard to assess in the field and is in-
fluenced by the effects of light falling on the
various feather-tracts and the angle of the wings
relative to the body. This is particularly true of
the underwing; it is quite possible that in one
individual, within a few minutes, the darkest
underwing-coverts could appear darker, paler or
equal in tone to the underparts!

Identification of Western Palearctic swifts

Translucency

Although not mentioned in all accounts, any spe-
cies, when seen from below against bright sun-
shine, can show translucency in the remiges and
rectrices. This is usually most visible in the inner
primaries and secondaries (especially in the trail-
ing edge to the secondaries).

Secondaries

In the hand or in museum specimens, the
secondaries of all Apus swifts can appear darker
than the greater wing-coverts (especially in fresh
individuals). This is, however, rarely visible in
the field, presumably because of the translucen-
cy of the secondaries.

Trailing edges to wing-feathers

Another light-affected phenomenon is the ap-
pearance in any species of dark trailing edges to
wing-feathers (particularly on the remiges and
greater coverts of the underwing). Good exam-
ples are Chaetura and Hirundapus swifts which
actually have very plain greater wing-coverts but
often show a dark terminal bar to these coverts in
the field. This is caused by the area of overlap
between the overlying and underlying feather-
tracts and possibly by the slight change in angle
at this area of overlap. All the Apus swifts do
show some degree of dark subterminal crescents
but perhaps these are over-emphasized as a
result.

Dark outer primaries

In all species, the outer primaries can appear
darker than the inner primaries and secondaries
(in both the upper- and underwing) because of
the darker outer webs being more densely
clustered in the outer primaries whereas in the
inner primaries the paler inner webs can be seen
clearly when the wing is spread.

Common, Pallid, Plain and Alexander’s Swifts
These species are characterized by a uniform
brown plumage. The upperparts are darkest on
the saddle, with the rump and head paler, a pale
throat-patch and the outer wing darker than the
inner wing.

Common is a summer migrant and breeding
species. It breeds throughout Europe (excluding
northern Scotland, Fennoscandia and Russia),
Asia Minor and the Mediterranean coasts of the
Middle East and north-western Africa. On migra-
tion, it has been found throughout the region,
including the Canary Islands, Faroe Islands, Ice-
land and Svalbard (Cramp 1985). It is an uncom-
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PLATE 1 Common Swifts / Gierzwaluwen Apus apus (upper) and Pallid Swifts / Vale Gierzwaluwen Apus pallidus
(lower); adults depicted from below, juveniles from above (Gerald Driessens)
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mon visitor to the Cape Verde Islands, mostly in
December and January (Hazevoet in press).

Pallid is a summer migrant and breeding spe-
cies. It breeds throughout the Mediterranean, the
Middle East and the northern edge of the Sahara.
It arrives earlier on the breeding grounds and
leaves later than Common. The populations in
the Nile and Euphrates deltas are resident. It is a
rarity north of the Mediterranean. It has occurred
on five occasions in Britain (involving six birds):
1 Stodmarsh, Kent, 13-21 May 1978; 2 Farling-
ton Marshes, Hampshire, 20 May 1983; 3 Port-
land, Dorset, 10 November 1984 (two birds);
4 Strumble Head, Dyfed, 12-13 November 1984;
and 5 Warden Point, Kent, 14-16 November
1984 (Harvey 1981, Dymond et al 1989).
Recently, a specimen was discovered in the
Natural History Museum, Dublin, Ireland, which
had hit St John’s Point Lighthouse, Down, North-
ern Ireland, on 30 October 1913 (Killian Mullar-
ney in litt). It has been claimed three times in the
Cape Verde Islands (Hazevoet in press).

Plain is an endemic species of the Canary and
Madeiran Islands. It is at least partly resident and
not at all uncommon during winter although
numbers are much reduced. The winter quarters
of those that leave are not known but a number
of birds have been reported in Morocco (eg,
Cramp 1985). Any dark Apus swift found during
the winter season in north-western Africa should
be scrutinized with this species in mind.

Alexander’s is an endemic species of the Cape
Verde Islands. It has been suggested that it may
migrate to unknown winter quarters but there is
no evidence to support this. Although move-
ments between the islands appear to be regular,
it is resident within the archipelago (Hazevoet in
press).

Common Swift

Size and shape

Large Apus swift. Narrow tapering wing pointed and
scythe-shaped. Tip shape variable, with p10 or 9 long-
est. Deep tail-fork with pointed tip to outer rectrices
though this is variable. Juvenile shows shallower fork
with more rounded tip to outer rectrices. When closed,
tail narrow, less obviously forked and slightly narrower
than body. Head neatly rounded. Body is typical of
large Apus swift in that, although slim, it can be quite
broad, especially at rump, compared with smaller spe-
cies. For measurements, see table 1.

Adult plumage (A a apus)

HEAD Small rounded dirty-white throat-patch, often
poorly defined; sometimes mottled brown, especially
when worn. Patch size varies, it does not reach gape at
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TABLE 1 Measurements (mm) of Common Apus apus,
Pallid A pallidus, Plain A unicolor and Alexander’s
Swifts A alexandri (from Cramp 1985)

wing tail tail-fork
Common 164-180 69-82 25-36
Pallid 161-180 63-75 23-30
Plain 150-159 67-74 27-34
Alexander’s 139-141 56-60 16-19

Measurements of juveniles on average 2-3 mm less.

eye but usually extends beyond eye onto lower throat.
Forehead and lore and narrow line over eye grey-
brown (lore often somewhat darker), contrasting slight-
ly with black eye-patch. Head gradually darkens, to
dark grey-brown on crown and side of head and to
black-brown on nape. Lower ear-coverts, feathers
around gape and side of throat dark grey-brown, pale
agrey-fringed when fresh.

BODY Underparts black-brown, undertail-coverts paler
grey-brown. When fresh, feather-fringes off-white;
when worn, fringes abraded and some paler grey feath-
er-bases become visible. Oily-black saddle extends
onto lower back, contrasting with somewhat paler
black-brown rump and uppertail-coverts but very uni-
form with head (some individuals show slight contrast,
particularly in bright light). Feathers patterned as those
of underparts though fringes narrower and pale bases
less apparent (except uppertail-coverts). Plumage
browner when worn.

UPPERWING Darkest in outer wing, with outer four or
five primaries (inner web black-brown), outer primary
coverts (inner web black-brown), median primary
coverts, alula and lesser coverts blackish. Inner pri-
maries, secondaries and tertials uniformly black-brown
(secondaries can be blacker when fresh and viewed in
the hand; however, this is seldom the case in the field).
Greater coverts and inner primary coverts black-brown,
showing little contrast with remiges. Median coverts
blacker than greater coverts though slightly paler than
lesser coverts. When fresh, plumage at its darkest and
most uniform; however, wear makes inner wing paler
and browner, increasing contrast between leading edge
and inner wing, especially between lesser coverts and
other coverts. Wing-feathers, especially coverts and
secondaries, narrowly paler brown-fringed; fringes are
reduced by abrasion. Leading edge-coverts black with
distinct white fringe.

UNDERWING Similar to upperwing but remiges paler
(dark grey), showing mare contrast with darker coverts.
Greater primary coverts and greater coverts uniform
with corresponding remiges. Median primary coverts
and median coverts blacker though slightly paler than
black-brown lesser coverts and axillaries. Greater pri-
mary coverts, greater coverts, median primary coverts
and median coverts narrowly white-tipped, greater
coverts showing slightly darker subterminal crescent.
Inner primaries and secondaries can be translucent
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PLATE 2 Worn upperwings of Common Swift / Gierzwaluw Apus apus (upper) and Pallid Swift / Vale Gierzwaluw
Apus pallidus (lower) (Gerald Driessens)

when viewed from below.

TAIL  Black-brown, feathers with slightly paler fringe
and inner web. Paler below.

BODY-WING CONTRAST Upperparts contrast with wing
at tertials, greater and median wing-coverts; usually
uniform with lesser wing-coverts. Underparts usually
uniform with darker underwing-coverts and clearly
darker than rest of adjacent underwing.

Juvenile plumage
Similar to fresh adult plumage though a little blacker
(and, therefore, considerably blacker than worn adult
plumage) and feathers extensively white-fringed, most
notably those of forehead and lore which are white and
concolorous with white throat-patch that is broader
and more distinct than in adult. Feather-fringing be-
comes less dense and narrower away from forehead
and least distinct on mantle, becoming more marked
again on rump. Underparts more extensively ‘scaled’
than in fresh adult. Wing pattern like that of fresh adult
though remiges and wing-coverts extensively white-
fringed. In some individuals, white fringes to body-
feathers become abraded before post-juvenile moult to
first-winter plumage and birds then resemble adults al-
though white fringes to wing-feathers remain longer.
First-winter and first-summer birds retain juvenile
wing-feathers until moult 1o second-winter plumage,
except for smaller wing-coverts which are replaced
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during post-juvenile moult to first-winter plumage,
increasing contrast between inner wing and outer
wing. Plumage otherwise resembles that of adult.

Subspecies

A a apus is replaced in the eastern and south-
eastern parts of the species’ breeding range by
A a pekinensis (cf Cramp 1985). This subspecies
migrates to eastern Africa through the Middle
East and, although vagrancy has not been prov-
ed, it could appear anywhere in the Western
Palearctic. Both subspecies are clinal in nature
and intergrades occur in the zone where their
supposed breeding ranges meet (Cramp 1985).

A a pekinensis is a slightly paler bird. The
head pattern differs in that the throat-patch is
somewhat larger, cleaner white and more pro-
nounced and that the forehead is slightly paler.
The upperparts are a browner shade and the
underparts are not so deep-black. In the wing,
the coverts are more clearly pale-fringed and the
inner primaries, secondaries, greater primary
coverts and greater coverts are a little paler.

Worn adults of the two subspecies are prob-
ably inseparable in the field and, although A a
pekinensis is slightly paler and browner, the



areas of contrast are the same. Juvenile A a peki-
nensis is probably inseparable from juvenile A a
apus although on average it may be somewhat
paler in the wing.

A a pekinensis is so similar to A a apus that
there is little risk of it being mistaken for another
species.

Pallid Swift

Size and shape

Bulkiest of large Apus swifts. Wing broader, outer wing
tapering less than in other species of this group. Tip
shape variable, with p10 or 9 longest. Tail-fork
shallower than in Common and Fork-tailed. Tip to
outer rectrices more rounded though this is variable.
Juvenile has shallower tail-fork and more rounded tip
to outer rectrices. When closed, tail ample and solid,
often showing little hint of fork. Head flat and broad.
Body, especially at rump, slightly broader than in Com-
mon; where it joins tail, considerably broader than
closed tail. For measurements, see table 1.

Adult plumage (western Mediterranean popula-
tions of A p brehmorum)

HEAD Broad-based; very pale grey or off-white throat-
patch, variable in size but usually spreads to gape and
onto lower throat and chest; birds with narrower
throat-patch show distinct line of grey-brown feathers
around gape. Throat-patch often ill-defined because of
pale grey-brown feathers around it. Some throat-
patches faintly streaked by grey-brown shaft-streaks;
when waorn, darker grey-brown feather-bases become
visible. Forehead, lore and line over eye pale grey (lore
often somewhat darker), slightly darker than throat
(though this often hard to see); areas around bill often
uniformly pale, especially striking when viewed head-
on. Amount of pale on forehead variable, often extend-
ing beyond eye, but more uniform when pale feather-
fringes abraded. Forehead and lore contrast with black
eye-patch. Head becomes darker towards grey-brown
crown, ear-coverts and side of throat. Pale feather-
fringes across head apparent when fresh but are lost
through abrasion.

BODY Feathers have pale grey base, dark brown sub-
terminal crescent and narrow grey-white fringe. Black-
brown or dark olive-brown saddle (pale feather-fringe
at its narrowest, dark subterminal crescent at its broad-
est), contrasting with paler grey-brown lower back,
rump and uppertail-coverts (pale bases larger). Dark
saddle extends slightly onto nape, contrasting with
crown and ear-coverts, emphasizing pale-headed
appearance. Underparts olive-brown or dark grey-
brown, lightly scaled or (when pale feather-fringes
become abraded and feather-bases are more apparent)
lightly barred, with undertail-coverts slightly paler (pale
bases larger).

UPPERWING Darkest in outer wing, with outer two to
four primaries mostly black {inner web dark brown);
alula and median primary coverts black-brown and
lesser coverts dark olive-brown. Inner primaries
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progressively paler grey-brown, with secondaries and
tertials uniformly grey-brown. Greater primary coverts
with pale fringe and inner web uniform, causing slight
indentation into dark outer primaries. This is variable
and less apparent when coverts worn. Greater coverts
and median coverts similarly grey-brown to second-
aries and inner primaries or slightly darker, especially
in median coverts, In fresh plumage, secondaries can
be darker than greater coverts though this is rarely vis-
ible in the field. Leading edge-coverts pale brown, with
broad, though indistinct, pale fringe. All wing-feathers
narrowly paler-fringed, darker ones less so, this feature
being most prominent on secondaries and inner wing-
coverts,

UNDERWING  Similar to upperwing but remiges paler
grey-brown, showing more contrast with darker
coverts. Greater primary coverts and greater coverts
uniform with remiges (as on upperwing, outer greater
primary coverts can be paler than outer primaries).
Median primary coverts and median coverts darker
than greater coverts though slightly paler than lesser
coverts and axillaries. Greater coverts and median
coverts white-fringed and greater coverts show slightly
darker subterminal crescent.

TAIL Dark olive-brown, feathers with paler fringe and
inner web. Paler below.

BODY-WING CONTRAST Quter primaries often darkest
parl of wing or, indeed, entire upperside. Saddle uni-
form with or slightly darker than lesser wing-coverts,
clearly darker than other wing-coverts and tertials. In
underwing, darkest wing-coverts often darker than
underparts although this contrast is much affected by
light conditions. Rest of underwing clearly paler than
underparts.

Juvenile plumage

Similar to adult plumage though pale feather-fringes
slightly wider and dark subterminal crescents narrower;
thus, overall plumage paler, especially forehead and
throat which are whiter. Remiges distinctly pale-
fringed.

Subspecies

Three subspecies are recognized: A p pallidus (in
the southern part of the species’ breeding range,
from Banc d’Arguin, Mauritania, in the west to
Pakistan in the east), A p brehmorum (Canary
and Madeiran Islands and the Mediterranean,
excluding the coasts of the Adriatic Sea) and A p
illyricus (the east and possibly the west coast of
the Adriatic Sea). The relationship between the
three subspecies is complex and clinal, with
slight variation in both size and colour. Some
variation occurs within the ranges of the subspe-
cies (Cramp 1985).

A p pallidus tends to be the smallest and palest
of the subspecies. The plumage is the greyest in
tone, both on the body and wing. The throat-
patch tends to be slightly larger and the saddle
less distinct.
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62 Pallid Swift / Vale Gierzwaluw Apus pallidus, Eilat,
Israel, March 1992 (Killian Mullarney)

A p illyricus tends to be the darkest and largest
subspecies. The crown is the darkest and more
uniform with the blacker saddle. The saddle is
larger, extending onto the lower back. The rump
also is darker but still remains clearly paler than
the saddle. The outer wing is a deeper black. The
underparts are darker and consequently the
throat-patch is more striking.

Within A p brehmorum, there is considerable
variation; some of the southern populations are
considerably paler than those in the Mediterra-
nean.

Identification of Common and Pallid Swifts
Shape

This feature is a subjective one. It should be used
with caution, especially on lone birds. However,
when Common and Pallid are viewed together,
the differences, coupled with slightly different
flight actions, can be striking.

Pallid is broader-winged, especially in the
outer wing. The wing of Common is more classi-
cally scythe-shaped; the width becomes gradu-
ally less towards the tip, resulting in a more
pointed wing. The wing-tip shape and the rela-
tive position of p10 and 9 are subject to much
overlap and the rigours of moult.

The tail-fork of Pallid is shallower and the tip
to the outer rectrices is more rounded. These
features vary considerably. Juveniles of both spe-
cies show a shallower tail-fork and a more
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rounded tip to the outer rectrices. The closed tail
of Pallid is more ample and solid than that of
Common though it is usually slightly shorter. The
broader body can have the effect of making the
tail appear narrower than in Common.

The head of Pallid is broader and flatter than
the neatly rounded head of Common. The body
of Pallid is also broader; this is especially appar-
ent at the rump which is wider than the closed
tail.

Head

The large pale grey forehead and lore of Pallid
always contrast with the black eye-patch. The
forehead and lore of adult Common are paler
than the eye-patch but show little contrast with
it, even in bright sunlight. Some A a pekinensis
may show a pale forehead similar to that of a
darker Pallid. Juvenile Common shows an
obvious white forehead and lore that contrast
with the dark eye-patch.

The pale on the forehead of A p pallidus and
the palest A p brehmorum can appear extensive
because of the pale forecrown and crown. In the
darker A p brehmorum and A p illyricus, the pale
appears more restricted as these individuals have
a darker forecrown and crown although these
areas are still paler than the nape (but this con-
trast can be hard to see in the field). In adult A a
apus, the pale on the forehead is least con-
spicuous and the effect is one of great uniformity,
with the head gradually darkening to a dark
crown, showing little or no contrast with the
nape; A a pekinensis is similar though slightly
paler. The forehead of juvenile Common forms a
quite clear-cut white patch restricted to the area
in front of the level of the eye, with pale feather-
fringes becoming narrower towards the crown.

In Pallid, the dark eye-patch is often the dark-
est area on the head; it is clearly darker than the
ear-coverts. In the darker populations, this fea-
ture is less useful though still apparent, especially
in bright sunlight. However, in bright sunshine,
because of the recessed nature of swift eyes, the
impression of a darker eye-patch can be seen in
any species. The ear-coverts of Pallid are usually
paler than the nape and, at some angles, paler
than the adjoining side of the neck with its dark-
er feathers. In Common, the darker ear-coverts
show no such contrast.

The pale forehead and lore of Pallid often form
a continuous pale area linked to the throat al-
though, when seen well, the forehead and lore
are usually slightly darker. In Common, the fore-
head is usually clearly darker than the throat,
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A B C

FIGURE 3 Belly-feathers of worn adult (upper) and juvenile Common Swift / Gierzwaluw Apus apus (A), Pallid Swift /

Vale Gierzwaluw A pallidus (B, two variations), Plain Swift / Eilandgierzwaluw A unicolor (C) and Alexander’s

Swift / Kaapverdische Gierzwaluw A alexandri (D, two variations) (lower). Note relative extent of pale bases, dark
subterminal crescents and pale tips as these influence underpart pattern (Gerald Driessens)

FIGURE 4 Common Swift / Gierzwaluw Apus apus of pale subspecies A a pekinensis (left) and Pallid Swift / Vale

Gierzwaluw A pallidus of dark subspecies A p illyricus. Note Pallid’s more ‘broken’ wing pattern with more exten-

sive darker outer primaries (darker than lesser coverts), pale notch into outer wing (caused by paler greater primary

coverts) and markedly paler inner wing. Note also Pallid’s more marked saddle and paler head although this is
A p illyricus with darker crown than other subspecies (Gerald Driessens)

FIGURE 5 Common Swift / Gierzwaluw Apus apus of

pale subspecies A a pekinensis (left) and Pallid Swift /

Vale Gierzwaluw A pallidus of dark subspecies A p illy-
ricus (Gerald Driessens)
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except in worn individuals with a particularly
indistinct throat-patch when little contrast can be
seen. Juvenile Common shows a white forehead
and lore continuous with the throat-patch.

The throat-patch of Pallid is usually larger than
that of Common although overlap occurs. It is
broader, often extending to the gape and down
to the lower throat, being ‘flare-ended’ or ‘tri-
angular’ in shape. In the paler populations, the
throat-patch is often indistinct because of the
pale surrounding feathers. In the darker popu-
lations, the throat-patch is more distinct, espec-
ially along the lowest edge where it adjoins the
darker chest-feathers. In adult Common, the
throat-patch is narrower and more rounded than
in Pallid. A a apus has the narrowest and most
indistinct throat-patch while that of adult A a
pekinensis is whiter, more distinct and slightly
broader. Juvenile Common has a somewhat
wider more distinct throat-patch than the adult.

Upperside

Pallid shows a more distinct saddle (ie, more
contrast between the saddle and the head in
front, and the lower back and rump behind) and
has generally paler greyer-brown and more
olive-brown upperparts than Common which is
uniform black-brown above. In A p pallidus, the
saddle is at its palest; the surrounding feather-
tracts are, however, also paler. In A p illyricus,
the saddle is at its largest, extending onto the
lower back, and the crown is less obviously paler
than the nape. In A p brehmorum, the saddle
shows contrast with the lower back and rump,
appearing smaller than in A p illyricus. All Pal-
lids show some contrast between the nape and
crown.

Common shows a saddle in all but the dullest
conditions when it looks uniformly dark (more so
than Pallid ever does). In the adult, the saddle
can be striking but it usually does not contrast
with the head (no obvious contrast between the
nape and crown) and the upper back, the con-
trast being between the lower back and rump. In
the juvenile, the pale feather-fringes are narrow-
est on the mantle, becoming broader towards the
head and rump.

With good views, the upperparts of Pallid (par-
ticularly the rump, less so the mantle) show the
typical feather-patterning (ie, a pale base, dark
subterminal crescent and a pale fringe). Juvenile
Common and, to a lesser extent, fresh adults
show a faint feather-patterning.
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Underside

In A p pallidus and the paler A p brehmorum, the
body is distinctly paler than in Common. In A p
illyricus and the darker A p brehmorum, the
body colour is closer to that of Common
(especially in A a pekinensis) though, when seen
well, the impression is one of olive-brown or
grey-brown whereas the body in the palest Com-
mon still appears dark grey-brown. The under-
tail-coverts can be strikingly pale but this is often
exaggerated by the effect of shadow across the
body and wing. With good views, the underparts
of Pallid show the typical feather-patterning,
which can appear almost as light barring across
the body, most distinct on the flanks, apparent
even when the pale fringes are abraded.

In worn Common, the body, although appear-
ing uniformly dark at distance, can at close range
show a variable degree of mottling because the
paler feather-bases become more exposed as the
fringes abrade. When fresh, the narrow pale
fringes 10 the body-feathers can be seen given
good views (still visible on many birds upon
arrival in Europe). Juvenile Common shows more
distinct pale feather-fringing than adult. The
effect of the feather-fringing on Common is,
however, one of light scaling and never the mare
heavily marked or barred appearance of Pallid.

Wing and tail

Common and Pallid show a similar wing pattern,
with the outer wing darker than the inner wing,
In Pallid, the contrast between the outer and
inner primaries is usually greater than in Com-
mon (especially in the upperwing) as is the con-
trast between the lesser wing-coverts and the
other wing-coverts and secondaries. The area of
the darker outer primaries is usually broader in
Pallid. Also, the outer primaries can be the dark-
est part of the upperwing (or indeed the upper-
side), darker than the lesser wing-coverts. Al-
though this is again light-affected, it probably
rarely occurs in Common. In Pallid, the greater
uniformity in and the broader pale fringes to the
greater primary coverts cause a small indentation
into the dark outer wing, the paler coverts con-
trasting with the darker outer primaries. In Com-
mon, the outer primary coverts usually match the
outer primaries in darkness. This can be a strik-
ing feature but individual variation must be taken
into account and, as the feather-fringes abrade,
the effect will be one of greater uniformity. In the
underwing, the area of the darkest wing-coverts
can be narrower than in Common because of the
broader pale fringing to the median wing-coverts



and the fact that the median wing-coverts are
somewhat paler than the lesser wing-coverts. In
Common, the median wing-coverts, although
slightly paler than the lesser wing-coverts, form a
more uniformly dark block with the lesser wing-

coverts, Pale feather-fringing throughout the
wing of Pallid can give the wing a distinct
‘shimmering’ appearance, especially when view-
ed in bright light. Pale fringes to the wing-coverts
often show as distinct lines across the surface of
the wing and, although this will be reduced by
wear, it would not appear like this in adult Com-
mon.

In fresh Common, the wing is at its darkest and
shows least contrast. However, as the plumage
wears (perhaps most pronounced in first-winter
and first-summer birds), the pattern becomes
closer to that of Pallid, with the outer primaries
(and their corresponding coverts), alula and
lesser wing-coverts being the darkest areas on
the wing. The contrast between the tracts is,
however, still less than in Pallid. In juvenile, the
contrast is usually no more pronounced than in a
fresh adult but all remiges and wing-coverts are
distinctly white-fringed and can appear very pale
and ‘flashing’, especially in bright light.

The tail of Common is darker than that of Pal-
lid but, as the adjoining areas of the hody are
similarly darker too, it is of little importance.

Body-wing contrast

The underparts of Common and Pallid contrast
with the underwing, except the outer primaries
and the lesser and median underwing-coverts. In
Pallid, the dark underwing-coverts can be darker
than the underparts whereas in Common the
effect is usually one of greater uniformity. This
feature is essentially light-affected; it can be seen
in Common at times (as can uniformity in Pallid)
and should be used with caution.

On the upperwing of Pallid, the lesser wing-
coverts are usually uniform with or paler than the
saddle, according to individual variation and the
effect of light, with the rest of the adjacent wing
being paler and emphasizing the saddle effect. In
Common, the pattern, though similar, is of
greater uniformity, ie, showing less contrast. The
effect in Pallid is of a more broken pattern,
especially as the outer primaries are usually dar-
ker than the lesser wing-coverts.

Conclusion

Identification can be straightforward when direct
comparison can be made between the essentially
black-brown Common and the essentially olive-
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brown Pallid. The facial and feather patterns and
the degree of contrast in the wing and on the
upperparts need to be examined critically if the
identity of a lone bird is to be established.

Plain Swift

Size and shape

Thin narrow-winged Apus swift, distinctly smaller (c
20%) than Common. Wing narrower than in Common,
enhancing long-tailed appearance (tail proportionally
slightly longer than in Common). Body slim, tapering
from broadest point at chest to tail. Considerably nar-
rower at rump than in Common. Head shape as that of
Common. P9 longest. For measurements, see table 1.

Adult plumage

HEAD  Small indistinct throat-patch grey-brown, oc-
casionally pale grey-white; mottled when worn. Small-
est throat-patches restricted to chin; largest ones
extending just beyond level of eye, still, however, ill-
defined and less clear-cut than in all other swifts
texcept Alexander's and worn Common), tending to
merge with surrounding progressively darker grey-
brown feathers. Forehead and lore dark grey-brown,
slightly paler than crown, with pale grey feather-
fringing. Often, when viewed head-on, areas around
bill clearly paler than rest of head. Black eye-patch.
Ear-coverts, crown and nape somewhat paler than or
uniform with black-brown saddle. Lightly pale grey
feather-fringing on head when fresh.

BODY Underparts progressively dark grey-brown away
from throat, then uniform to vent; undertail-coverts
pale grey-brown. Black-brown feathers from lower
throat to vent distinctly pale grey-tipped and grey-
based; fringes become abraded and some bases be-
come visible when worn. Feathers of upperparts similar
though blacker, with less distinct fringing and smaller
pale bases. Blackest on saddle which extends onto
lower back, contrasting slightly with dark grey-brown
rump and uppertail-coverts.

UPPERWING  Quter primaries, alula, outer primary
coverts, median primary coverts and lesser coverts
black-brown, forming darkest area. Inner primaries and
secondaries black-brown, uniform with or somewhat
paler than corresponding greater coverts, with median
coverts darker, closer in tone to lesser coverts. In re-
miges, inner webs (and tips to secondaries) palest.
Wear increases contrast between inner and outer
wings. Coverts indistinctly pale-fringed, especially
greater coverts.

UNDERWING  Remiges paler grey, uniform with or
slightly paler than corresponding greater coverts which
are white-fringed. Median coverts also white-fringed
and clearly darker though somewhat paler than lesser
coverts. Greater coverts have darker subterminal cres-
cent as in Common. Inner primaries and secondaries
can be translucent.

BODY-WING CONTRAST  As in Common although
underwing-coverts are more often darker than under-
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Identification of Western Palearctic swifts

63 Plain Swift / Eilandgierzwaluw Apus unicolor, Tene-
rife, Canary Islands, August 1992 (Kris de Rouck)

parts, as in Pallid, perhaps because of slightly paler
body.
TAIL Dark olive-brown, uniform with coverts

Juvenile plumage

Remiges and wing-coverts more distinctly pale- or
white-fringed, body-feathers also more distinctly pale-
or white-fringed

Identification

Plain is very similar to Common. In fresh adult or
juvenile plumage, Common is blacker than the
essentially dark grey-brown Plain. However,
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once slightly worn, the plumage of Common
becomes less deep-black and very similar to that
of Plain and most areas of contrast are similar.
Juvenile Common, with its white forehead and
lore and broad contrasting throat-patch, is easily
excluded. The main differences in plumage
between adult Common and Plain are in the
throat-patch and the pattern of the feathers of the
underparts. The underparts of Plain are more
heavily marked than those of fresh adult Com-
mon though similar to juvenile Common. Like
Pallid, the feather-bases are paler grey than the
blackish subterminal crescents and, therefore,
some dark barring can be seen, especially when
worn. The underparts are also slightly paler than
in Common and, interestingly, as in Pallid, the
darkest underwing-coverts