


Biodiversity in our Buildings!

Do you notice when the first swallow arrives in the Spring after its long migration from Africa? Did you know that
a single pipistrelle bat can eat around 3000 midges in a night? Or that the numbers of barn owl (the Late Late
Show bird) once common in Ireland, could be as low as 300 pairs? So what do these species have in common?

...They often make their homes in buildings such as dwelling houses, old farm buildings, old churches, outhouses
and sheds.

The birds and bats of Ireland are an important part of our biodiversity and our natural heritage. They provide
important services for the wider environment and for people, and aid in countryside management. Bats are very
beneficial to us as they eat thousands of the biting insects that are ‘nuisances’ to humans and livestock. Birds help
to control garden and farmland pests (such as rodents) and weeds, and spread seeds.

Many of our birds and all of our bats species are vulnerable to human interference and if they nest or roost in
a building, they can be harmed by any renovation or restoration works to it. All bats and birds, their nests and
roosts, and their eggs and young have legal protection in Ireland. Therefore, it is important that we are aware of
the habits of these animals and what can cause them harm, that we understand the laws protecting them, learn
how we can co-exist with them in our buildings, enjoy their comings and goings, and even attract them into our
spaces. This is the aim of this publication. Building owners are the guardians of many bats and nesting birds.
This publication is not intended to be exhaustive guidance if you are planning works on your building, but to
deepen our understanding of how important buildings are for bats and birds.
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Birds can use all types of structures 73

for nesting, from stone ruins to
modern concrete buildings and from
large industrial complexes to small
garden sheds. Many bird species have
come to rely on buildings to provide
them with nesting habitats as a
result of changes to our countryside.
Perhaps the best known of these is
the Swallow, but others include the
Barn Owl, House Martin and House
Sparrow.

Most birds prefer quiet and
undisturbed buildings for nesting.
Old stone ruins, such as castles,
old houses or even churches, can
provide them with holes and crevices
in which to nest. Buildings that are
covered with ivy or other creepers
offer even more cover for nesting
birds. However, birds will also use buildings that are in everyday use. Many, such as House Martins, build or access
their nests on the outside of buildings, but a few, such as Swallow, actually take up residence inside buildings.
Some birds, such as Starling or Pied Wagtail, will take advantage of the warmer air in the middle of cities and use
buildings to roost during winter. Even small wooden sheds or walls can be occupied by a Wren or a Robin looking
for a nest site in a sheltered spot, safe from the weather. Generations of Swallows can use the same building to
nest in for several years.

Mistle Thrush nesting on exterior light of a modern building. (Neil van Dokkum)

Bats Roosting

Trees, caves, old buildings and cellars were once
the traditional roosting sites for bats but since these
are less available now, bats are being forced to use
any kind of building. All buildings, in particular, the
walls, eaves and roofs are potential roosting sites.
Bats like clean and draught-free buildings, without
dust or cobwebs and normally conceal themselves in
crevices, behind roofing felt, in wall cavities or under
ridge tiles. They don’t bring in nesting materials and
will not gnaw wood or electric cables.

Brown long-eared bats roosting inside a wall.
Conor Kelleher)

We have 10 species of bats in Ireland:

Soprano pipistrelle common pipistrelle Lesser horseshoe bat

Whiskered, Brandt’s, Natterer’s Daubenton’s bats

Brown long-eared bat
Nathusius’ pipistrelle

Leisler’s bat,

Barn Owl

Barn Owls typically use large, old stone buildings, where
they nest in cavities in the chimney or wall, all year round,
and therefore can be adversely affected by renovation
works at any time of the year. Any building that offers a
suitably large cavity, including modern metal and concrete
structures, or even single-storey cottages with a roof-space
or intact chimney-breast, can be occupied. Whenever a
building is being renovated, checking for the presence of
Barn Owls (pellets, droppings-also known as whitewash, and
feathers) should be undertaken as a matter of course. Barn
owls are ‘red-listed’ in Ireland: this means that, due to steep
population declines, they are of ‘high conservation concern’
according to BirdWatch Ireland. Over 90% of the estimated
300 pairs in existence in Ireland nest in old buildings. There
may be several reasons for the population decline, but
the loss or renovation of once suitable buildings has been
identified as a contributory factor. If you find any signs of
Barn Owls, contact BirdWatch Ireland for advice (see contact
info on the back page).

Barn Owl. (John Lushy)



