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Local Conservation Efforts
The Backyard Aerial Acrobat 
The aerial acrobatics of North America’s largest swallow, the 
purple martin (Progne subis), are an absolute wonder to witness 
as they use this technique to not only capture insects in flight 
but to scoop water from ponds or lakes to drink. The attraction 
to purple martins doesn’t end when it lands; there is also their 
physical appearance to keep in mind. Adult males exhibit a 
beautiful iridescent dark purple body and head combined with 
dark brown wings and tail. Females possess duller colors of purple 
on their head and back with a gray chest and belly.

Along with their flying skills, 
purple martins are also 
unique in their habitat 
choice. Unlike other bird 
species, they now almost 
exclusively utilize human-
made structures to nest and 
actually prefer nest sites 
that are in close proximity. 
This preference in nesting 
location is an adaptation 
to centuries of living with 

humans. Prior to European settlement, indigenous peoples hung 
gourds from poles to attract the birds, most likely to provide 
insect control, which remains an important ecological role today 
as well as bird-watching enjoyment. This practice of attracting 
purple martins was adopted by the early English settlers, further 
prompting purple martins to utilize man-made nesting structures.

The North American Breeding Bird Survey has shown that purple 
martin populations have been in annual decline since 2002 
with some regions experiencing declines of up to 6% annually.1 
Purple martin decline is largely due to an invasion from non-
native species, especially European starlings and house sparrows, 
who often kill or injure purple martins and take over established 
colonies. The Purple Martin Conservation Association, as well 
as many local landowners and organizations, have made the 
protection of these beautiful birds a priority, and their efforts are 
contributing to the survival of the species.

Bird watchers and conservationists can do their part to help 
stabilize the population with the installation of martin houses. 
The house designs vary from the traditional hollowed-out gourd 
to an attractive hotel with 16 accommodating rooms. The keys 
to successfully establish a purple martin colony in these nesting 
structures are to select a good location and control the invasion 
from non-native bird species. The ideal location for these houses 
is in an area that is open, allowing for clear flight, which means 
at least 30 feet from a human occupied dwelling and 40 feet 
from any nearby trees.1 It’s also important to properly time the 
martin house installation or opening for the breeding season to 
be available at the exact time the first purple martin scouts return 
to the nesting grounds in the spring, reducing chances of invasion 
from the house sparrows and European starlings. This is generally 
from April 1 – 15 here in southern Michigan.2 While many types of 
cavity nesting birds prefer entrance to the houses to be oriented 
in a specific direction, purple martins do not have a preference to 
which way the nest structure faces. 

Along with providing 
habitat for the 
martins, martin 
house landlords also 
have the opportunity 
to participate in a 
number of citizen 
science research 
projects. The Purple 
Martin Conservation 
Association is 
currently conducting 
a scout-arrival study 
looking at when the 
first martin scouts 
arrive in the spring, 
as well as a Project 
MartinWatch study 
that looks at the 
reproductive biology 
of the birds.2 These 
are great ways to contribute to the conservation of purple martins 
through both habitat improvements and research!

Stay tuned for more information regarding purple martin 
conservation at the Institute and upcoming programs on how to 
establish a purple martin colony in your own backyard!
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