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1. Species: Black Swift (Cypseloides niger) 

2. Status:  Table 1 summarizes the current status of this species or subspecies by various 
ranking entity and defines the meaning of the status. 

 
Table 1.  Current status of Cypseloides niger 
Entity Status Status Definition 
NatureServe G4 Species is Apparently Secure 

At fairly low risk of extinction or elimination due to an extensive 
range and/or many populations or occurrences, but with possible 
cause for some concern as a result of local recent declines, threats, or 
other factors. 

CNHP S3B Species is Vulnerable 
At moderate risk of extinction or elimination due to a fairly restricted 
range, relatively few populations or occurrences, recent and 
widespread declines, threats, or other factors. (B= Breeding Only) 

Colorado State 
List Status 

Tier 2 
 

Species of Greatest Conservation Need 

USDA Forest 
Service 

Sensitive   Region 2 Regional Forester’s Sensitive Species 

USDI FWSb N/A N/A 
USDI FWS 
Critical Habitat 

N/A N/A 

a Colorado Natural Heritage Program. 
b US Department of Interior Fish and Wildlife Service. 

 
The 2012 U.S. Forest Service Planning Rule defines Species of Conservation Concern (SCC) as 
“a species, other than federally recognized threatened, endangered, proposed, or candidate 
species, that is known to occur in the plan area and for which the regional forester has determined 
that the best available scientific information indicates substantial concern about the species' 
capability to persist over the long-term in the plan area” (36 CFR 219.9). This overview was 
developed to summarize information relating to this species’ consideration to be listed as a SCC 
on the Rio Grande National Forest, and to aid in the development of plan components and 
monitoring objectives. 
 
3. Taxonomy 

Genus/species Cypseloides niger is accepted as valid (ITIS 2015). 
 
4. Distribution, abundance, and population trend on the planning unit [12.53.2,3,4]: 

Table 2. Known Occurrence Frequency within the Planning Area 

Known Active Sites 12 
Year Last Observed 2014 

 
  



2 

In Colorado, the species occurs at scattered locations in central and western portions of the state. 
Colonies have been documented in the San Juan Mountains, and smaller numbers in the Sangre 
de Cristo, Flat Tops, Gore and Front ranges.  A total of 12 known active nest sites are reported for 
the planning area; the most recent observation was reported in 2014 (Table 2, Figure 1).   
 
Statistically reliable trend information for this species within the planning area is not available. 
 
5. Brief description of natural history and key ecological functions [basis for other 12.53 

components]:  

Black swifts are summer migrants in Colorado.  They arrive in mid-June for the breeding season 
and depart to wintering grounds by mid-September.  Black swifts lay a single egg and are single 
brooded. If nesting failure occurs very early in the season, a replacement clutch may be laid 
(Hirshman 2003 in Wiggins 2004).  Microclimate at nest sites was measured by Gunn et al. 
(2012). They reported that median temperature and relative humidity at nine Colorado and New 
Mexico sites were 49oF and 89.7%, respectively, and at one California site were 56oF and 92.8%, 
respectively. Values were quite stable throughout the breeding season with slight changes 
reflecting the ambient temperature and humidity of the surrounding macroclimate. During the 
breeding season, black swifts feed at high elevations, primarily on winged ants and termites, as 
well as flying insects.  
 
Nest and colony sites in western Colorado have been used over long periods (Schultz 2003 in 
Wiggins 2004), suggesting that black swifts show extremely high site fidelity. 
 
6. Overview of ecological conditions for recovery, conservation, and viability [12.53 7, 9?, 

10, 11, 12]:  

Knorr (1961, 1993 in Wiggins 2004) listed six features that are strongly associated with black 
swift nest sites: 1) falling or dripping water, 2) high relief, 3) inaccessibility to ground predators, 
4) unobstructed flyways in the immediate nest vicinity, 5) shade during a major portion of the 
day, and 6) the presence of suitable nest niches.  Surveys completed in Colorado suggest that 
nests are typically placed on recesses/ledges near waterfalls or dripping water on cliffs at 7,000 to 
11,000 feet elevation, often 8-10 feet above ground but can be up to more than 100 feet above 
ground (Wiggins 2004). 
 
7. Threats and Risk Factors 

Assessing the extent to which current management activities are affecting black swifts is difficult 
due to the general lack of knowledge concerning swift nesting success, distribution, and dispersal. 
In addition, there have been no studies of the effects of forest management practices on any 
aspect of black swift ecology. Assessment of threats and risk factors is largely speculative and 
largely concerned with probable indirect effects of management activities on black swifts 
(Wiggins 2004). 
 
Local water diversion projects (e.g., irrigation) may affect swifts by altering stream flows, and 
consequently altering the temporal and spatial patterns of insect abundance. In addition, water 
diversion schemes at relatively high altitudes may lead to decreased flows at waterfalls, and thus 
reduce the number of potential colony sites for black swifts. Other factors with potential to 
indirectly affect black swifts by altering local water retention and runoff include timber harvest 
and associated roads, livestock grazing, natural disturbances such as drought (Wiggins 2004) and 
climate change (Gunn et al. 2012).   
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9. Map of Known Occurrences  

 
Figure 1. Black Swift Known Occurrences. 


