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Bank Swallows 
   

Appearance:  

Bank swallows are the smallest of the swallows, and are most 

commonly mistaken for northern rough-winged swallows.  

 

Characteristics: 

• around the size of a sparrow 

• dark brown in color, with a white belly 

• white chin extending around the sides of the head  

• dark brown breast band 

• slightly notched tail  

 

 

  

 

 
 

 

 

 

Colonies: 

Bank swallow colonies can consist of a few, up to 

hundreds or even thousands of burrows.  

• dug in nearly vertical, eroding dirt surfaces with little 

or no vegetation 

• burrows generally arranged horizontally along 

favorable strata, in an organized layout 

• often located along stream and lake banks and coastal 

bluffs 

• can also be found in gravel and sand pits, along roadcuts,                                                                    

and in coastal dunes 

 

Burrows:  

• usually oval in shape, about 3 inches wide and 2 inches 

tall  

• size and shape can vary due to erosion or predators 
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Photo 1: Photowind / Shutterstock.com 

Photo 2: “bank swallow“ by Ryan Mandelbaum is licensed under CC BY 2.0 / Cropped from original. 

Photo 3: “Bank swallows” by USFWS Pacific Southwest Region / Public Domain. 

Photo 4: Paul Reeves Photography / Shutterstock.com 
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Photo 3 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/144871758@N05/48466297552/in/photolist-2gQNrHS-uNUznW-2gqsvva-qEAk3-tmGBB-cu96Wh-CmrmN-yoKvK8-zZVya-5SS6g4-ssKBF-gqR2w-yJvxX-jP4Bw-8GtNWR-8ESVQE-8ET3eb-53xshM-7yuQFL-8ET6e1-n79k9-MaG4Q-GUP3p-GPp44-tLRgh-y6rhzf-58JXHP-N24qPN-2iinRU6-UG33Lz-v9JWQF-sgQtw-2ghiVFj-y1pTtQ-SJ6jpr-FAk2H-oAqeS-hy7bQ-anub3R-8EPV1M-DcS3W-8EbqXr-E8qx1-BbiHR-Fb3bBZ-2gxMm2v-2iuTs8d-SJ6jfP-5oZqVC-2ioo2a6/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/144871758@N05/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/usfws_pacificsw/49305306713/in/photolist-2i7WzV4-YUQbjx-vyTykf-2i7WzSt-bXW4Vm-8vQ8ud-8vQ8Cq-cT6Yh7-utBocv-2hycE3L-vRghk5-829q8g-2iikv3s-shaWKJ-sXKc3N-tcZrBG-2gHmh4p-2gQNrHS-uNUznW-yn7jWq-ykHSh7-2gqsvva-ykHTrG-5d6HqB-5zozFE/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/usfws_pacificsw/
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Similar Species 
 

Northern Rough-winged Swallows 
 

Appearance:  

• slightly larger than bank swallows  

• dark brown head and back 

• dirty white-colored underside, chin, and throat  

• no breast band  

• square tail     

 

 

 

Burrows: 

• use burrows dug by other species including bank 

swallows, and will often nest on the edge of 

bank swallow colonies 

• occur singly, or in small groups with burrows 

arranged haphazardly  

• vary in shape and size 

 

 

Tree Swallows (juveniles) 
 

Appearance:  

• brown with white-ish underside, can have weak breast 

band and patches of iridescent blue-green adult feathers 

• slightly larger than bank swallows  

• small white crescent on either side of rump 

• white throat does not wrap around sides of head; sharply 

contrasting throat and head coloration  

 

Additional Resources 
 
Materials on Project Website: 

Identification and Survey Techniques PowerPoint 

 
Useful Websites: 

https://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Bank_Swallow/  

https://www.audubon.org/field-guide/bird/bank-swallow 

 

No breast 

band 

Squared tail 
Photo 1 

Photo 2 

Photo 3 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Photo 1: “Northern Rough-winged Swallow” by Shawn Taylor is licensed under CC BY 2.0 / Cropped from original.  

Photo 2: “Northern Rough-winged Swallow” by Shanthanu Bhardwaj is licensed under CC BY-SA 2.0 / Brightened and cropped from original.  

Photo 3: Paul Reeves Photography / Shutterstock.com 

Photo 4: “Tree Swallow” by Forest Service Northern Region is licensed under CC BY 2.0 / Cropped from original. 

Photo 5: “IMG_5644-106.jpg” by David A Mitchell is licensed under CC BY 2.0 / Brightened and cropped from original.  
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https://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Bank_Swallow/
https://www.audubon.org/field-guide/bird/bank-swallow
https://www.flickr.com/photos/atlnature/49688236197/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/atlnature/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/tengen/3579395946/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/tengen/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/fsnorthernregion/38056079354/in/photostream/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/fsnorthernregion/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/firstmac/28506013407/in/photostream/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/firstmac/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/

