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Barn Swallow Hirundo rustica is a long-distance 
migrant distributed worldwide, being probably one 
of the most widespread and abundant swallows 
in the world16. The North American breeding 
population traditionally wintered in South America, 
but in the 1980s a small breeding population 
was also found in coastal Argentina8. Since then, 
the species’ breeding range in the country has 
expanded greatly. Although the breeding of birds 
in overwintering areas is a rare phenomenon 
worldwide, the Barn Swallow case is not isolated, 
as a similar situation is also occurring in Argentina 
and Chile with Cliff Swallow Petrochelidon 
pyrrhonota13.

Initially, Martínez8 described six Barn Swallows 
nests in south-east coastal Buenos Aires province, 
Argentina, during the 1980–81 breeding season. 
Since then, population monitoring has shown that 
the population has increased and may currently 
number thousands of individuals1. Several 
studies4,7,11,12 reported the presence of other breeding 
colonies in south-east Buenos Aires province, all of 
them near the coast. However, during the past 
decade the first far inland records were made 
in Buenos Aires province, west9 and north6,14 of 
the original nesting area. Recently, Morici10 and 
Grande et al.5 reported the first breeding sites 
outside Buenos Aires province, in centre-east La 
Pampa province in central Argentina. All reports, 
however, indicate a breeding expansion within the 
Pampas and Espinal ecoregions3, not in adjacent 
ecoregions.

The aims of this contribution are to report the 
expansion of the Barn Swallow breeding population 
to the south, with the first nesting record in Río 
Negro province (northern Patagonia) and to discuss 
the species’ occupation of new breeding habitat in 
Argentina.

Study area and Methods
This study was conducted at ‘Colonia Frías’ (40º06’S 
64º27’W; Fig. 1) near General Conesa, Río Negro 

province, north-east Patagonia, Argentina. The 
study area is located in the Monte ecoregion3, with 
vegetation characterised by bushy steppes and 
marginal xerophytic forests. Summers are warm 
(max. 41°C) and winters cold (min. -9°C), with 
annual rainfall of 150–200 mm concentrated in 
November–March15.
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La Golondrina Tijerita Hirundo rustica comúnmente nidifica en el Hemisferio Norte y pasa el 
invierno en el Hemisferio Sur, pero en la década de 1980 se encontró una pequeña población criando 
en el centro-este de Argentina, y desde entonces el área de cría se ha expandido de forma constante. 
En esta contribución reporto la expansión de su área de cría hacia el sur en Argentina, el primer 
registro de nidificación en la provincia de Río Negro (norte de Patagonia) y el primer registro de 
nidificación en una nueva ecorregión distinta a las ecorregiones de Pastizal y Espinal en donde 
comenzó su expansión.

Figure 1. The distribution of the Barn Swallow Hirundo 
rustica breeding population in Argentina (A) and details of 
the area surveyed in this study (B). (A) The thick black line 
corresponds to the current known limit of the species’ 
breeding distribution, including records from this study 
(hatched area). The black dot represents the study area and 
the white dot the original breeding population reported by 
Martínez8. (B) The white rhombi represent sites with nests.
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The study area is 2–4 km from the coast of 
the Río Negro where natural habitats have been 
modified to agro-ecosystems. The nesting areas 
are surrounded by areas with low-density cattle 
grazing and crop production. Artificial irrigation 
channels are abundant. I surveyed culverts and 
bridges below gravel roads by car. These are 
the most frequently used breeding sites by Barn 
Swallows in Argentina5. I visited potential nest 
sites once or twice during four consecutive breeding 
seasons (2012–16). Nests were considered ‘active’ 
if I observed eggs or chicks in the nest, or if an 
adult flushed from the nest (or the nest site) when 
I approached.

Results and Discussion
I checked a total of 17 culverts and bridges identified 
as potential nest sites along 28 km of gravel roads. 
The first record of an adult Barn Swallow during 
the breeding season was on 9 December 2012 at 
site A (Fig. 1), although I did not find any nests. On 
1 February 2013 a single inactive nest was found 
attached to the culvert wall under the bridge (Fig. 
2). On 2 January 2014 (2013–14 breeding season) 

I found an active nest at site A. On 28 December 
2014 (2014–15 breeding season) I found two active 
nests at site A, one at site B, and another inactive 
nest at site C. Finally, on 4 February 2016 (2015–16 
breeding season) I observed three inactive nests at 
site A, one at site C, one at site D and signs of a 
fallen nest at site E.

These are the first breeding records of Barn 
Swallow in Patagonia (Río Negro province) and a 
breeding range extension of c.350 km south of the 
previously known breeding range in Argentina7. 
It complements previous records of westward5,9,10 
and northward6 expansion from the original 
nesting area8.

In the Northern Hemisphere the species 
successfully breeds in environments as diverse 
as high mountains, wetlands and deserts2, but 
in Argentina it has not achieved this degree of 
ecological plasticity. To date its population is 
largely restricted to the Pampas ecoregion4,5,6,8 

with a few records in the Espinal ecoregion5,7,10,12. 
Mine are the first nesting records in the Monte 
ecoregion, suggesting that despite the relatively 
dry and arid environment, the species is still 

Figure 2. Nest of a Barn Swallow Hirundo rustica attached to a culvert wall under a bridge at General Conesa, Río Negro 
province, north-east Patagonia, Argentina (Luciano N. Segura)
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able to breed due to the presence of man-made 
infrastructure.

The small but increasing number of nests over 
the study period suggests a very recent and ongoing 
colonisation (see also Grande et al.5). Other authors 
have also noted that an incipient breeding area 
often holds a few pairs that progressively increase 
in number within a few years8,12. As I did not 
monitor the study area systematically throughout 
the breeding season, nor did I check adjacent areas, 
I cannot eliminate the possibility of more nests in 
the study area or in surrounding areas with many 
bridges.

Until now, all recorded Barn Swallow nest 
sites in the Southern Hemisphere have been in 
man-made structures (see also Salvador et al.13). 
The abundance of such potential nest sites will 
probably enable H. rustica to continue its expansion 
in Argentina. The species’ ecological plasticity 
and the presence of available breeding structures 
through the country suggests that the species will 
continue its spread.
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