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Between the 5th and 12th July 2013 an 

expedition was made to the Canarian island 

of Tenerife in order to fit geolocator devices 

to a sample of the Macaronesian endemic 

Plain swift, in order to assist in an 

investigation of the species’ migratory 

movements. The objectives of the 

expedition were to fit a total of 16 

geolocators to individual swifts and to instruct local ornithologists in the use and fitting of 

geolocator devices. Both objectives were met. 

Two ringing sites were chosen in order that our sample contained individuals from two 

apparently-distinct breeding colonies, approximately 50 kilometres apart. The first was in the 

village of El Tableros in the north-east of Tenerife (28.419882, -16.330103), the second in 

the tourist community of Ten-Bel in the south-west (28.01144, -16.639314). Both sites are 

well-known and established Plain swift nesting colonies, having been monitored by Dr 

Eduardo Garcia-del-Rey for a number of years.  

Both ringing sites were within disused and partially-completed buildings, each comprising 

essentially a basic bare-concrete shell with open walls and windows and certainly far from 

salubrious. The Tableros building was single-storey (Figure 1) whilst the Ten-Bel structure 

was multi-storey (Figure 2). The swifts were nesting within holes in the ceilings of the 

buildings, allowing access to the hollow air-blocks used in the buildings’ construction. Active 

nests were identified by piles of fresh droppings below the holes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1 (left) El Tableros ringing site 

Figure 2 Ten-Bel ringing site 

 

Upon arrival at each site it became apparent that adult birds were busy visiting nests on 

rotations of approximately 15-30 minutes duration. Mist nets were placed within the building 

interiors, across the most frequently-used entrances and intercepting the flight routes to as 

many active nest holes as possible. Birds were then generally caught in small ‘batches’ at 

regular intervals and subsequently processed. 



Each bird was fitted with a metal leg ring and a geolocator device. The fitting of the 

geolocators is a time-consuming process, taking on average approximately 15 minutes per 

bird. A braided nylon harness is individually fitted for size and the geolocator device glued to 

the harness and then carefully positioned on the bird’s back.  

In total, eight birds were fitted with geolocators at each of the two sites, giving a good-sized 

sample for a geolocator study of 16 individuals. In addition, a total of eight control birds 

(metal-ringed only) were trapped at the El Tableros site: no additional birds were trapped at 

Ten-Bel. The entire trapping process was very straightforward, due in no small part to Dr 

Garcia-del-Rey’s excellent local knowledge and Dr Atkinson’s expertise in fitting the devices. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It is planned to undertake a return expedition during July 2014 in the hope of recovering as 

many of the geolocators as possible and, in the process, hopefully finding out where these 

fascinating birds spend the winter months. 

 

 



Expenditure for the expedition is detailed within the table below: 

Item Total Cost 
Total ABC Award Fund 

Used 

16 Geolocators, software and 
interface box + postage + VAT 

£1923 £783 

Materials – Ringing Kit N/a - 

International transport £414 £414 

Local transport c.£100 £100 

Staff  N/a - 

Subsistence c.£200 £200 

Report production N/a - 

TOTAL  £2637 £1497 

 

The expedition team would like to thank the ABC for their very generous award, which has 

been put to good use in purchasing half of the geolocators plus covering virtually all 

international and internal travel and expenses. 

Tristan Norton 

20th September 2013 

 

 

 

 

 

 


