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Environmental Tips for Homeowners                                           
and Professional Chimney Sweeps 

Chimney sweeps and Chimney Swifts are most commonly brought together by concerned homeowners who are troubled by 

strange noises emanating from their fireplaces. However, when the home life of Chimney Swifts is understood, most homeowners 

welcome alternatives to destroying or disturbing families of nesting swifts. A knowledgeable chimney sweep should be able to 

provide the homeowner with some basic information about swifts:  

• Chimney Swifts migrate to North America from Peru in the spring and are protected by federal law under the Migratory Bird 

Treaty Act. It is illegal to remove or disturb Chimney Swifts, their nests, eggs or young during the breeding 

season.  

• Unlike most birds, Chimney Swifts are unable to perch or stand upright and must have chimneys or similar structures in 

which to roost and raise their families.  

• The loud noises are made by baby swifts when they beg for food from their parents. The young leave the chimney for their 

first flight 30 days after the eggs hatch. The babies make the most noise during their last two weeks in the chimney. By 

the time most homeowners become aware of the loud chattering, they only need to wait two weeks until their 

chimney will be quiet again.  

• Their nests are small and pose no safety or health hazards when the chimney is properly maintained.  

• Chimney Swifts eat and feed their young thousands of flying insect pests.  

• Chimney Swifts are in North America only during the warmest part of the year and migrate back to South America in the 

fall.  

Once callers understand that it is normal for swifts to be in their chimneys, that their presence is only seasonal, and that the loud 

sounds are the feeding calls of baby birds, most will be satisfied to let the swifts stay at least through the season. However, a 

professional sweep can still be of service to a homeowner with a chimney which is occupied by swifts without violating state and 

federal laws:  

• If birds are found in the fireplace below the damper, those which are fully-feathered with eyes wide open should be placed 

on the wall above the damper and allowed to climb back up into the chimney. If younger or injured birds are found below 

the damper, local wildlife authorities should be contacted. Close the damper or otherwise seal the bottom of the flue 

leaving the top open for the birds. Pack the area below the damper and the fireplace with insulatioon to dampen the 

sound made by the birds. Reschedule any cleaning for a later date: at least 6 weeks for chimneys with eggs, and at least 

4 weeks for chimneys with young. Late fall after the swifts have migrated south for the winter is preferable. At the time of 

the actual cleaning, schedule another cleaning for the following spring before the swifts return.  

• The conservation of Chimney Swifts need not interfere with the business of professional chimney sweeping. In fact, those 

companies which respect wildlife laws and practice humane alternatives to bird removal will be more likely to appeal to a 

wider range of clients in an atmosphere of increasing environmental awareness.  



 

Chimney Swift (Chaetura pelagica) 

DESCRIPTION  

The summer skies are filled with many species of birds. However, none seem to be as much at home on the wing 

as the chimney swifts. Small, sleek, bluish-black with silver-gray throats, chimney swifts have been called "flying 

cigars" and "bows and arrows." Their stiff, acrobatic movements alternate with long, graceful sweeps of flight as 

they scour the skies for flying insects. While even the graceful swallows must perch to preen and socialize, the 

chimney swifts flicker on, chattering and careening endlessly throughout the day.  

LIFE HISTORY  

As captivating as their flight is to watch, their clandestine terrestrial behavior is even more remarkable. Unable to 

perch or stand upright as songbirds do, chimney swifts are uniquely equipped to roost clinging to vertical surfaces. 

Their small but strong feet are tipped with four sharp claws which act as grappling hooks to hold them firmly to their 

roost. Their tail feather shafts extend as stiff exposed spines to provide additional support for their vertical lifestyle.  

HABITAT  

Although they will occasionally roost in the open, chimney swifts prefer the safety of an enclosed area such as a 

chimney, air shaft or abandoned building. It is in these inaccessible locations that they roost, build their nests, raise 

their families and congregate prior to migration.  

DISTRIBUTION  

As a result of deforestation and the loss of large hollow trees as natural roosting and nesting sites, chimney swifts 

adapted to using man-made structures. Their ability to adapt has not only allowed chimney swifts to survive as a 

species, but it has caused their range to greatly expand. Migrating from as far as southern South America, chimney 

swifts come to the eastern and central half of the United States to breed. They are currently common from the east 

coast to the foot of the Rocky Mountains, but as recently as the 1940s, chimney swifts were rarely seen east of the 

Mississippi river. However, the use of metal chimneys and the increasing desire of homeowners to cap their 

chimneys have made these roosts scarce too. Since each breeding pair must have a site of their own to raise their 

young, suitable nesting sites are harder to find.  
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