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NSS Bird Group Records Committee Submission Form  

 

Species: Common swift Apus apus pekinensis 

Number of 

birds: 

1 Age / Sex: Not aged/sexed 

Locality: Jelutong Tower, Central Catchment Nature Reserve  

Date(s): 09 October 2020 

Time(s): 09.14 

 

Duration: About two minutes 30 seconds 

Earlier / later dates 

by others, if known: 

None 

First / last dates, if 

known: 

09 October 2020 

Observer: Richard W. White 

Address:  

Optical aids used: 10 x 42 binoculars 

Distance from bird: Hard to judge – it was high. Maybe 300 metres? 

Weather/tide 

conditions: 

Overcast, dull, occasional light rain. No direct sun, but viewed into the light. 

 

 

 

 

 

Previous experience: I have extensive experience with the nominate European subspecies 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Experience with 

similar species: 

Commoner swift species of Southeast Asia and Eurasia 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Who found it: RWW Who identified it: RWW, MK, FY 

Other Observers: Martin Kennewell, Francis Yap 
 

 

 

Was it photographed: Yes 
 

Name of 

photographer: 

Francis Yap 



 

 2 

Was it trapped / 

ringed: 

No 

Name of ringer: N/A 

Calls: Silent 

Is this record 100% 

certain: 

Yes 

Any who disagree: No 

 

 

Description: Please include an account of the relevant circumstances of the observation and a detailed description of the 

bird(s), preferably based on notes taken at the time of the observation before reference to any literature. Please attach 

copies of the original field notes / photographs where possible. 

 

Circumstances (Explain how you first saw the bird, how long you watched it for, etc) 

 

I arrived shortly after 07.00 on a regular visit to Jelutong Tower with MK and FY; hoping for some visible migration. After 

overnight rain, and overcast conditions, things were slow to begin with. Two early Pacific swifts were followed by a flyby 

Asian brown flycatcher and a group of three Forest wagtails providing some evidence of movement, but hirundines and swifts 

were apparently not moving in large numbers. 

 

Things picked up around 09.00 with a group of three Pacific swifts. Soon after these birds moved through, I picked up a single 

swift high over the tower. I was initially unsure if this was one of the three Pacific swifts lingering, but on checking it with 10 

x 42 binoculars I could not see a white rump on this bird. I checked, checked again, and while the views were against the light 

on a dull day I still could not see any white on the rump. I drew the attention of MK and FY to the bird, with the latter starting 
to photograph it while MK watched it. MK agreed with RW that he could not see white on the rump. FY could not see this 

detail while taking images, and a review of images on the camera screen was inconclusive. We could not see a white rump, but 

could we be sure that there was no white rump? Proving a negative can be difficult. 

 

After a couple of minutes the bird drifted off to the east and we were left to discuss what we had seen. We considered, and 

ruled out Asian palm swift with which we are all familiar. Left with no other option, we were left to contemplate that we had 

just seen a Common swift, which we knew would be a national first. We tentatively shared this news with other birdwatchers 

visiting the tower and started to spread the news more widely. We knew that the fate of the record would likely depend on the 

quality of the images obtained by Francis. 

 

We left the tower at 10.30 and walked out. Once home, Francis processed his images, and shortly after midday he shared with 
us a fine set of images of a Common swift obtained under difficult circumstances and the rest is history.  

 

 

Posture, size, shape, behaviour (including interactions with other birds, voice, etc) 

 

A typical Apus swift with long sickle curved -shaped wings and a long shallow, but obvious, forked tail. The bird was similar 

in size to the Pacific swifts seen a short time before this sighting although with shorter wings and tail than Pacific swift, 

leaving an impression of being not as attenuated (not as ‘pointy’) as a Pacific swift.  

 

Flapping flight alternating with long glides, circling slowly at height and drifting gradually east. No interaction with other birds 

noted.      
 

Physical Description 

 

BARE PARTS: Not noted in the field, however the combination of pale forehead and throat does allow the beak of the bird to 

be clearly seen and seen to be dark on the photos. 

 

 

HEAD & UPPERPARTS: A uniformly dark brown Apus swift with the exception of the throat and forehead which were pale 

off-white, leaving a contrasting eye. While difficult to see in the field, this is clearly visible in images. No white rump. 

   

UNDERPARTS: Uniform and dark, similar in tone to the upperparts, lacking the scaling that can sometimes be seen on a 

Pacific swift. The underwing coverts can clearly be seen in photos to be darker than the remiges. 
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Identification (Please mention possible confusion species, especially commoner ones, and how these were eliminated) 

 

The structure of the bird clearly indicated an Apus swift. The forked tail and size rules out any swiftlet, and the bird was 

clearly larger than an Asian palm swift which is also ruled out by the pale face.  

 

The dark rump of the bird rules out a Pacific swift. The remote possibility of a partially melanistic or aberrant Pacific swift 

should be briefly considered but can be quickly discounted due to the different structure of the bird (shorter winged and shorter 

tailed than a Pacific) combined with the pale face. 

 

Dark-rumped swift can be ruled out as it should have a mottled belly, more obvious than the scaling on a Pacific swift, which 

this bird did not have, and also the pale face. 
 

Size, structure and plumage leave us with Common swift as the only option. This species, of the race pekinensis, has been 

recorded with increasing frequency on southbound migration in Thailand in recent years. The date of this bird matches well 

with the occurrence of the species on migration in Thailand. It has yet to be recorded in Malaysia but it is only a matter of time 

before a lucky and vigilant observer there connects with one.   

 

For additional information please see eBird checklist here: 

 

https://ebird.org/checklist/S74589607 

 

And Facebook post here: 
 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/birdsightings/permalink/2861928464026155 

 

 

 

 

 

Please send the completed form, together with photos, videos, sketches, sound recordings, etc, to: ibisbill@yahoo.com 

 

https://ebird.org/checklist/S74589607
https://www.facebook.com/groups/birdsightings/permalink/2861928464026155
mailto:ibisbill@yahoo.com

