ONE BIRD & BUG STORY
The Tree Swallow and the Mayfly
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all around
us
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THE BIRDS & THE BUGS
➤

About 96% of all terrestrial birds in North America rely on
insects, and other arthropods like spiders that eat insects,
during part of their life cycle.

➤

Insects are the primary food for nestlings of most species.

➤

Insects have 2x the protein as beef, pound for pound.

➤

Insect organs are rich in high-energy lipids.

➤

For most birds, the lack of insects in winter is the primary
reason for undertaking the dangerous journey of migration.

➤

Not all insects are equally good for all birds…that’s a story for
another day….

➤

This info is summarized in Doug Talamy’s article “What Do Birds Eat?…”

TREE SWALLOW
➤

Aerial insectivore

➤

Cavity nester

➤

Migratory species

➤

Earliest swallow to arrive in
Maine. Can eat seeds and fruit
while waiting for insects.

➤

Relatively low conservation
concern because North American
population has “only” declined by
49% from 1964 - 2014. Severe
declines in East and West; some
increase in central US.

➤

See Cornell’s AllAboutBirds site regarding tree swallows.

➤

Photo from treeswallowprojects.com

TREE SWALLOW NESTLINGS
➤

What they eat may be more
important than how much
they eat!

➤

Insects that spend part of
their lifecycle in water are
higher in omega-3 fatty acids
than terrestrial insects.

➤

Study showed even low
volume diet high in omega-3’s
better for swallow chicks than
high volume diet of terrestrial
insects!

➤

See Andrew Dreelin’s article in
AllAboutBirds

Parents may bring >6000 insects/day to the nest. See Naturally Curious for photo an

TODAY’S SPECIAL: THE MAYFLY
➤

Order Ephemeroptera: “Ephemoros”:
of/for a day; short-lived. “Pteron”:
wing)

➤

Indeed the winged adult lives for a day
or two…usually in May…but the earlier
stages live for ~2 years

➤

Adult has delicate body, large triangular
forewings, often held above the body at
rest; usually 3 cerci.

➤

Egg and nymph stages live in clean,
well-oxygenated water.

➤

Adults are important food source for
swallows and other aerial insectivores.

➤

See lifecycle video here
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Mayfly hatch on radar

Swallows feeding on river

Mayfly hatch on Lake Erie

HOW’S IT GOING?

Photo: Project Feeder Watch

➤

General decline in all aerial
insectivores.

➤

Tree swallows have declined by
49% since 1964. Some swallow
species have declined >50%.

➤

Theories include loss of habitat
and insect prey, and disconnect
in timing of hatch.

➤

Mayflies need clean water; early
stages may be impacted by
floods. Lights, climate change
and other human activities may
be impacting life cycle.

RESOURCES
➤

Talamy, Doug “What Do Birds Eat? We Don’t Really Know!”

➤

Cornell Lab of Ornithology, “AllAboutBirds” re: tree swallows

➤

Dreelin, Andrew “For Baby Swallows, What You Eat is as
Important as How Much You Eat”

➤

UK Mayfly Life Cycle video

➤

Longer, more detailed Mayfly Life Cycle, Trout View video

➤

Entomology Today “How to Survive a Massive Mayfly Swarm”

