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In Europe this species has an extremely large range, and hence does not approach the thresholds for 
Vulnerable under the range size criterion (Extent of Occurrence 10% in ten years or three generations, or with 
a specified population structure). The population trend is not known, but the population is not believed to be 
decreasing sufficiently rapidly to approach the thresholds under the population trend criterion (30% decline 
over ten years or three generations). For these reasons the species is evaluated as Least Concern in Europe.

Within the EU27 this species has an extremely large range, and hence does not approach the thresholds for 
Vulnerable under the range size criterion (Extent of Occurrence 10% in ten years or three generations, or with 
a specified population structure). The population trend appears to be stable, and hence the species does not 
approach the thresholds for Vulnerable under the population trend criterion (30% decline over ten years or 
three generations). For these reasons the species is evaluated as Least Concern in the EU27.

Occurrence
Countries/Territories of Occurrence
Native:
Albania; Armenia; Austria; Azerbaijan; Belarus; Belgium; Bosnia and Herzegovina; Bulgaria; Croatia; 
Cyprus; Czech Republic; Denmark; Estonia; Finland; France; Georgia; Germany; Greece; Hungary; Ireland, 
Rep. of; Italy; Latvia; Liechtenstein; Lithuania; Luxembourg; Macedonia, the former Yugoslav Republic of; 
Malta; Moldova; Montenegro; Netherlands; Norway; Poland; Portugal; Romania; Russian Federation; 
Serbia; Slovakia; Slovenia; Spain; Sweden; Switzerland; Turkey; Ukraine; United Kingdom
Vagrant:
Faroe Islands (to DK)

Population
The European population is estimated at 3,640,000-8,000,000 pairs, which equates to 7,280,000-16,000,000 
mature individuals. The population in the EU27 is estimated at 1,260,000-2,800,000 pairs, which equates to 
2,530,000-5,600,000 mature individuals. For details of national estimates, see Supplementary PDF.

Trend
In Europe the population size trend is unknown. In the EU27 the population size is estimated to be stable. For 
details of national estimates, see Supplementary PDF.

Habitats and Ecology
The species nests colonially in newly eroded banks of rivers, streams, lakes, reservoirs and coastal cliffs 
(Tucker and Heath 1994, Turner 2004). Quarries are important nesting sites (Tucker and Heath 1994) and 
birds may use other man-made habitats including road and railway cuttings and building work excavations. 
Breeding occurs between late April and August usually with two clutches of between three and six eggs. 
Burrows are excavated by both male and female but male initiates the process. Erosion at breeding sites is 
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vital for creating new nest sites which birds prefer. Sand martins may roost in reedbeds. They forage 
approximately 15 m above ground (Turner 2004) feeding mainly on insects but also taking spiders (Tucker & 
Heath 1994, Turner 2004). Important foraging habitats include water-bodies, grassland and farmland (Turner 
2004). Urban and forested areas are less important. This species is migratory with Eurasian birds typically 
wintering in the Sahel zone and East Africa south to Mozambique (Tucker and Heath 1994). Adult birds 
migrate soon after breeding. Juveniles roam over a wide area. Most adult birds return to the same breeding 
colony in subsequent years (Turner 2004).
Habitats & Altitude

Habitat (level 1 - level 2) Importance Occurrence
Grassland - Temperate suitable breeding
Rocky areas (eg. inland cliffs, mountain peaks) suitable breeding
Wetlands (inland) - Bogs, Marshes, Swamps, Fens, Peatlands suitable breeding
Wetlands (inland) - Permanent Freshwater Lakes (over ha) suitable breeding
Wetlands (inland) - Permanent Freshwater Marshes/Pools (under ha) suitable breeding
Wetlands (inland) - Permanent Rivers/Streams/Creeks (includes waterfalls) suitable breeding
Altitude max. 4500 m Occasional altitudinal limits

Threats
Breeding sites are generally ephemeral and can often be lost through human activities (e.g. flood control, 
erosion control on rivers). In Europe, it is often dependent on artificial breeding sites such as quarries (Turner 
2004), however quarry work can adversely affect breeding, though workers often take measures to prevent 
this. The use of pesticides causing declines in prey species, may impact the species (Tucker and Heath 1994). 
In the past droughts in wintering areas have caused severe large-scale population declines in western Europe 
(Tucker and Heath 1994, Turner 2004).
Threats & Impacts

Threat (level 1) Threat (level 2) Impact and Stresses
Climate change & 
severe weather

Droughts Timing Scope Severity Impact
Past, Likely to 
Return

Minority (<50%) Rapid Declines Past Impact

Stresses
Species mortality

Energy production 
& mining

Mining & quarrying Timing Scope Severity Impact
Ongoing Minority (<50%) Negligible declines Low Impact

Stresses
Ecosystem degradation; Species mortality

Pollution Herbicides and 
pesticides

Timing Scope Severity Impact
Ongoing Majority (50-90%) Unknown Unknown

Stresses
Ecosystem degradation

Conservation
Conservation Actions Underway
Bern Convention Appendix II. In the U.K. the species is legally protected from disturbance during the 
working of quarries (Tucker and Heath 1994) and is included in several local Biodiversity Action Plans. 

Conservation Actions Proposed
Due to the impermanent nature of breeding sites for the species the artificial sites should be created and old 
quarry sites should be acquired and protected in order to secure nesting areas. Flood alteration schemes 
should also be managed to provide breeding areas (Tucker and Heath 1994). Research should be undertaken 
in order to find out more on its distribution, habitats and behaviour during winter and on migration (Garrison 
1999) as should monitoring of populations where possible. Reducing pesticide use is also likely to increase 
prey items for this species.
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