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If a swift could fight for their existence with
words: nonhuman interests and politics

M| Check for updates

Jakub Kronenberg'?, Erik Andersson®*

& Chris Sandbrook?

Multispecies sustainability and justice can serve as narratives to support and transform nature
conservation. Using discourse analysis, we study whether and how three major stakeholders engaged
with such narratives to address the representation and agency of swifts (Apus apus). We focus on a
debate on mandating ‘swift bricks’ to mitigate the loss of their nesting sites in the UK. Representation
refers to acknowledging and articulating the diversity of human and swift interests. Agency refers to
recognising and positioning nonhuman actors as subjects of justice. The activist-conservationist gave
animaginary voice to swifts and thus attempted to focus public attention on what these birds demand.
The policymakers did not relate to realities other than human and remained impervious to nonhuman
rights. We suggest creatively addressing the multispecies perspective in the standard political
debates on infrastructural improvements and biodiversity net gain by rethinking the role of built

infrastructures for nature conservation and restoration.

With the biodiversity crisis one of the most pressing challenges for
humanity, urgent action is required to reverse biodiversity decline and
support ecosystem restoration' . As cities are now home to more than half
of humanity, they are where relationships between people and other species
can be renegotiated to find new ways of aligning human-mediated envir-
onmental transformation with both conventional and more innovative
actions to support biodiversity*®. Yet, for whom cities are planned remains
largely a rhetorical question. Even more broadly, protecting nature is typi-
cally justified by human interest, preferences and sensitivities””. Humans
have altered urban environments, and finding ways to make them more
supportive of multiple, nonhuman-specific needs is one of the challenges of
the Anthropocene.

Many approaches have been proposed to shift the anthropocentric
discourse about cities and help people see and relate to biodiversity in their
everyday lives. Examples include biophilic design®"’ and the ‘no net loss’
and ‘net gain’ ecological compensation ideals'"", recently often packaged as
nature-based solutions'*'"* when there is an ambition to also tackle societal
challenges. With ongoing criticism of the dominant anthropocentric and
neoliberal urban governance, there have been increasing calls to tackle the
societal challenge of making people and cities more caring and inclusive for
not only people but also for other species™'". New approaches keep
emerging to advance the debate regarding the nonhuman beings, such as
more-than-human design and planning”, interspecies design”, rewilding
cities” and compassionate conservation™.

This rapidly expanding area of research and practice increasingly
acknowledges nonhuman interests” . It reframes sustainability as
multispecies sustainability, regarding whose needs are considered at
present and in the future®, and multispecies justice, problematising the
question of ‘justice for whom’”**. Similar ideas have also been advanced as
ecological justice, addressing the interests of ecological and human actors
simultaneously, and Indigenous environmental justice that highlights
how Indigenous worldviews often overcome the duality of people and
nature”” "', Others have also referred to similar ideas as convivial
cohabitation ™, positive coexistence” and interspecies justice and
solidarity’>”. One recurrent example of a specific transformative
approach that promotes multispecies justice and sustainability is the
recognition of nature’s rights™”. These rights may also be framed as
capabilities or entitlements, such as good health and controlling one’s own
environment”. A related approach that takes into account a broader
perspective on what constitutes justice is recognising the representation
and agency of nature®, the issues we explore in this paper in the context of
the swifts’ right to nest in human infrastructures.

Representation refers to how to affirm the diverse needs and interests of
humans and swifts in decision-making and policies*. It includes commu-
nication, co-learning, and ultimately co-becoming, which are all meant to
better articulate the needs of all those who constitute the multispecies
communities. Representation of nonhuman species is missing from most
urban planning cases, giving them no opportunities to be meaningfully
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involved in decisions. Agency refers to recognising nonhuman actors as
subjects of justice, both in the moral and political sense”. As agents, non-
human beings influence the world, and they should be granted the political
power to be part of decision-making processes. Instead of merely using
nonhuman actors to support human interests, their agency should allow
humans to see them as partners and equal members of the multispecies
community. In line with the ideas of multispecies sustainability and justice,
we investigate whether and how three major stakeholders in the UK
addressed the representation and agency of swifts (Apus apus) in a debate on
a seemingly simple measure that might mitigate the loss of the swifts’
nesting sites.

Although globally considered of least concern”', swifts have experi-
enced a continued population decline in many countries. In the UK, their
numbers plummeted by 68% between 1995 and 2023, and in 2021, they were
red-listed in the UK Birds of Conservation Concern"', signalling a broader
trend of the loss of insectivorous and cavity-nesting species. Insulating old
buildings and other ways of closing the crevices where swifts used to nest,
along with new energy-efficient building techniques and designs, are among
the most important reasons for their decline*’. To remedy this situation,
conservationists suggested that installing ‘swift bricks’ in all new houses
across the UK could help restore the population*>*. Swift bricks resemble
standard bricks and sit inside a wall, empty inside with a swift-sized entrance
hole (Fig. 1). We analyse the narratives invoked in the debate on swift bricks:
from Hannah Bourne-Taylor’s initial petition to mandate this solution in
November 2022, which was signed by 109,894 human individuals by the end
of April 2023, to the parliamentary debate in July 2023. We focus on dif-
ferent standpoints in terms of recognising swifts and their stake in the urban
environment. We argue that Bourne-Taylor’s campaign, initiated by her
Feather Speech and partly made on behalf of swifts, specific as it may seem, is
a telling example of the issues with giving voice and offering nonhumans
recognition and procedural justice.

The swift is one of the nonhuman species that make active use of
human-made infrastructures. In many places, swifts have come to depend
on them and thus have ‘[thrown] in their lot with us™. Although many
people have called for the installation of nest boxes for swifts in the past®,
these calls have intensified in recent years as their population continues to
decline (for an overview of numerous initiatives that support swifts, see
ref. 46). Many different arguments have been used to explain why swifts
needed protection, from sentimental to utilitarian****". Conservation
concern for the declines in population has intermingled with references to
the special cultural importance of these birds, the amazement and wonder
associated with their aerial abilities and extraordinary lifestyles, and ulti-
mately, the instrumental benefits they bring to humans in eliminating
certain insects. Some people also touched on the swifts’ rights and claims to
space and resources, recognising them as subjects rather than objects,

suggesting that they are ‘Not yours: not mine: not anyone’s. They are their
own™. However, it was not until Bourne-Taylor suggested in her Feather
Speech what swifts might say if they ‘could fight for their existence with
words’ that swifts were symbolically given their own voice.

Using discourse analysis, we investigate the language and arguments in
documents detailing the interventions of three groups of stakeholders who
spoke on the potential to mandate swift bricks in all new housing in the UK.
We present the methods we used at the end of the paper, along with the
broader context within which this debate emerged, the chronological order
of events spurred by the Feather Speech campaign, and the detailed infor-
mation on the sources analysed and the procedure followed. Meanwhile,
directly after the Introduction, we present the Results and Discussion. In the
Results section, we highlight the most relevant issues addressed by Bourne-
Taylor’s petition, the UK Government in its response to this petition, and
the Members of Parliament (MPs) in their debate on whether installing swift
bricks should become compulsory in new housing. We assess whether the
respective stakeholders recognised nonhuman representation and agency
and whether they overcame the dichotomy between people and nature to
address the co-production of the environment by the entangled human and
nonhuman actors. We discuss how non-standard conservation narratives
may not be properly understood by policymakers and politicians, and how
to creatively address multispecies perspectives in standard political debates
on infrastructural improvements and net gain narratives (for an overview of
this paper’s narrative, see Fig. 2).

This paper contributes to the discussion on how nature-based solutions
and other presumably biodiversity-supportive actions must be reframed to
ensure that those most concerned, human or other, have a say in the
decisions made. Focusing on the procedural side of justice, our study
explores how ‘voice’ morphs as it becomes politicised in debates and
deliberation. Moreover, we interrogate just how humans understand the
nature of other species and whose needs or interests these measures are
meant to satisfy. Ultimately, this study adds to the debate on the elusive
notion of biodiversity net gain, which, although meant to benefit biodi-
versity, still prioritises human developments and interests.

Results: Will swift bricks become compulsory in new
housing in the UK?

Hannah Bourne-Taylor: ‘an alliance with our wild neighbours’
When activist-conservationist Hannah Bourne-Taylor launched the peti-
tion to mandate swift bricks in new housing in Britain (5 November 2022 in
London), she figuratively gave swifts their voice:

“If a swift could fight for their existence with words, they might say
this: (...) T have spiralled above the clouds cloaked in the setting sun,
spun through the eyes of ferocious storms, crossed deserts, oceans,

Fig. 1 | Multiple designs of swift bricks are avail-
able in the market in the UK, and their installation
has been promoted by stakeholders ranging from
grassroots movements, such as Action for Swifts,
to major bird conservation stakeholders, such as
the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds
(RSPB). Photos courtesy of Action for Swifts.
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Overcoming the duality of people and nature
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How did the three major stakeholders address
the representation (R) and agency (A) of swifts
in a debate on mandating swift bricks?
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Activist-
conservationist

UK Government

R: Does not recognise the
voice and rights of
nonhumans.

R: Figuratively gave
swifts their voice.

A: Swifts seen as
equal members of
the multispecies
community.

A: Perpetuates a worldview
where built infrastructure is
apart from nature instead of
a potential means for giving
back a measure of agency
to the swifts.

well-being.

Members of Parliament

R: The interests of swifts were

symbolically represented by
MPs who expressed the - Opportunities to include nonhuman interests in

views of humans sympathetic
to the swifts’ existence or - The role of constructed infrastructures

—  Key discussion points:
- Adopting a nonhuman perspective as an
evocative conservation argument.
- Relationships with particular nonhuman
species vs multispecies sustainability.
- What obligations for humans does

acknowledging nonhuman rights and claims
to space and resources entail?

- The Life Framework of values as a helpful lens
regarding the integration of intrinsic,
instrumental and relational values in policy-
and decision-making.

policy-making processes.

for nature conservation and restoration.

A: Did not see swifts as - From nature-based solutions to solutions
partners but rather as

creatures dependent on
human goodwill.

for nature.

Fig. 2 | A summary of this paper’s narrative. Note that the methods and the broader context of the studied debate are presented at the end of the paper.

continents. For generations my kind has existed, our blood line
unbroken for millions of years. And we have screamed in delight at
your creativity, innovation, progression. But now we are screaming
for you to help us. To look up. To remember you share your home
with other kinds. Feathered, furred, finned, scaled, winged. Our
shared home is becoming parched of life, destroyed, flooded, licked
by flames, ablaze. Through these shared struggles, we only ask for one
thing. A safe place to rest after our perilous journey home. You can
help us. You can remember your walls also belong to adventurers.
You can unblock the holes and make new ones”.

On her own behalf, Bourne-Taylor added: ‘The Feather Speech is not
justa campaign aimed at the government or to the people of Britain. Itis an
alliance with our wild neighbours.” She did not want people to sign the
petition because she asked for it, but because swifts couldn’t. Although the
campaign focused on swifts, it addressed other UK red-listed birds:
house martins, starlings and house sparrows. In the briefing note
published online, Bourne-Taylor"” suggested that ‘a national policy
[mandating swift bricks] would be a small and straightforward solution for
small urban birds’. As highlighted in the briefing note, the demanded
solution would support humans’ relationship with nature: ‘urban birds live
so close to us, they provide us with an invaluable connection with nature
which is even more relevant when the majority of people in the UK live in
urban areas’.

The petition mentioned facts about swifts from a human perspective,
including that ‘they’re tidy and quiet neighbours’, ‘iconic and irreplaceable’
and that they ‘define our summers’. The same perspective was prevalent
throughout the briefing note that highlighted the connection between swifts
and humans: indicating that they nest in ‘our walls’, fly ‘over our skies’, ‘they
come home to us’, ‘our home is their home’ and eventually that ‘The birds
who share our walls are quite literally our very closest neighbours’.

From the beginning, Bourne-Taylor indicated that existing measures
(such as the then-debated biodiversity net gain) did not target swifts or other
individual species. The briefing note also referred to official documents, such
as the Environment Act, the Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Fra-
mework Targets (e.g. to ‘ensure biodiversity-inclusive urban planning’), the

UK Government’s Environmental Improvement Plan 2023, and the United
Nations’ Decade on Ecosystem Restoration.

Finally, the briefing note also mentioned more practical arguments not
highlighted in the original petition. It indicated that ‘swift bricks are an
existing, low-cost, proven conservation measure’ characterised by perma-
nence and zero maintenance requirements.

UK Government: ‘particular forms of green infrastructure’

In its response to the petition (1 December 2022), the Government wrote:
‘We will not be legislating [...] to compel local authorities or developers to
include particular forms of green infrastructure in every development™.
This response was based on the presumption that ‘In some high density
schemes the provision of ‘swift bricks’ [...] might be inappropriate; in other
places it could not achieve the desired connectivity for wildlife’. In con-
sequence, the Government suggested that ‘For the natural environment to
thrive we need both local authorities and developers to understand the
natural characteristics of each site, and to take proportionate and reasonable
action relevant to that location’.

According to the Government, existing planning prescriptions could
be used in favour of swifts, and previous initiatives of local governments
across the UK suggested that those concerned with swifts could implement
respective solutions within the existing system. Most notably, in the case of
England, the National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) introduced a
requirement for the planning system to ‘provide biodiversity net gains
where possible’. Crucially, ‘opportunities to improve biodiversity in and
around developments should be integrated as part of their design, especially
where this can secure measurable net gains for biodiversity’ (NPPF, para-
graph 187). The Government indicated that swift bricks were already listed
in the NPPF ‘as one option for LPAs [Local Planning Authorities] to
minimise impacts on biodiversity and provide net gains in biodiversity’. At
the same time, the Government admitted that the petition was right in
saying that ‘the metric for calculating biodiversity net gain doesn’t include
existing nesting sites in buildings, or swift bricks’ and that it only referred ‘to
habitat categories as a proxy measure for biodiversity and the species that
those habitats support’. This, the Government indicated, would remain in
force even after the expected revisions of the biodiversity metric, but the
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Government ‘would consider how habitat criteria could be updated in future
to take account of protected and other important species’.

The other existing provision invoked by the Government as a potential
solution alternative to mandatory swift bricks was the Environment Act
2021 and its local nature recovery strategies (LNRSs), soon to be required
from all LPAs. LNRSs are supposed to ‘identify locations to create or
improve habitat most likely to provide the greatest benefit for nature and the
wider environment’. However, as noted in the Debate Pack prepared by the
House of Commons Library®, again, this provision is unlikely to benefit
swifts because their ‘wide foraging habits’ escape the framing of localised
actions.

Parliamentary debate: ‘we must start by quite literally making a
home for nature’

MPs are expected to represent the UK public, and the debate in the House of
Commons shows that they recognise their constituents’ care for birds. Many
MPs frame swift bricks as an exemplary, tangible solution to multiple
environmental challenges. On the one hand, humans owe it to swifts:
‘Having learned to live alongside us because we are good partners to them,
they are now losing out on that habitat; and we ought to do something about
that’ (Robert Courts, Conservative). On the other hand, swifts epitomise
broader environmental problems. In the words of Caroline Lucas (Green),
‘If we are to have any chance of changing that terrifying picture, we must
start by quite literally making a home for nature—by living once again with a
species that has long been our closest neighbour. If the swift goes, it will be its
own tragedy, but it will also be symbolic of so much else’. However, the latter
approach is ultimately driven by human self-interest:

‘taking care of nature is a way of taking care of ourselves and all the
other species with which we are so privileged to share this one pre-
cious planet. Mandating the use of swift bricks in new buildings is one
of the smallest and simplest steps we could take, but it would sym-
bolise so much more. It would be that first step, but it would also be a
symbol of our recognition of deeper interconnectedness’ (Caro-
line Lucas).

While different MPs assumed the role of stewards of nature to different
degrees and they used diverse arguments, the debate showed evident cross-
party support for the use of swift bricks in new housing. Some even sug-
gested mandating swift boxes in other types of buildings and extensions of
existing residential buildings, going beyond what the petition demanded
(Caroline Nokes, Conservative; Kerry McCarthy, Labour). Others went
beyond the original demands by suggesting that ‘we must also consider their
need to feed by tackling the depletion of insect varieties’ (Helen Morgan,
Liberal Democrats). Even the very few MPs who openly spoke against
mandating swift bricks still considered it necessary to ‘drive up rates of swift
brick installation in new build properties [...] as part of efforts to increase
biodiversity net gain’ [fragments have been reordered for clarity] (Matthew
Pennycook, Labour). MPs seemed to be united in positive sentiments related
to swifts, as reflected in their personal memories and stories of wonder and
admiration, emphasising the importance of people’s connection to nature.
Providing nesting habitats for swifts was seen as ‘a wonderful opportunity to
celebrate these birds’ (Siobhan Baillie, Conservative).

This broad support is partly related to the iconic status of swifts,
considered ‘amazing’ (Kerry McCarthy), ‘breathtakingly charismatic’
(Robert Courts) and ‘one of nature’s miracles’ (Caroline Lucas). Matt
Vickers referred to ‘the public’s concern about losing these iconic birds
completely, which would be a huge loss to our country’s biodiversity and
culture’. MPs highlighted that other species of birds would benefit from swift
boxes, such as house sparrows, house martins, starlings, blue tits and wrens,
along with hibernating tortoiseshell butterflies and bees. Caroline Lucas
noted that ‘Swifts symbolise the decline of almost all long-distance, insect-
eating migrants to the UK. However, they also acknowledged that ‘the swift
brick is needed, because it is niche [sic] to swifts’ (Robert Courts). The most
important reasons ‘why swifts merit a specific planning requirement, as

opposed to any other creature that is under threat [might be...] first, thisisa
known problem with an identifiable cause and a practical, straightforward
and cost-effective solution. [...] Secondly, other species are already pro-
tected by planning policy in a way that swifts are not’ (Kerry McCarthy).
Finally, as reflected in the debate, not all species are equally welcome, with
parakeets, pigeons, and seagulls given as examples of species likely to cause
nuisance to human residents, unlike swifts that were considered ‘excellent
lodgers’ (Kerry McCarthy). ‘Using bricks would give other species oppor-
tunities and would protect swifts from being evicted by more aggressive
species” (Kit Malthouse, Conservative).

From a practical point of view, MPs emphasised that swift bricks are
‘utterly unobtrusive’ (Robert Courts), ‘clean and noise-free’, and ‘a no-
brainer in many ways’ that ‘cost little and have a huge impact’ (Matt Vickers,
Conservative). They also underlined that swift bricks are ‘welcomed by the
public and by developers’ (Matt Vickers), which they supported by examples
and survey results. However, MPs emphasised that the multiple bottom-up
initiatives of local planning authorities, developers and local swift con-
servation groups did not match the swifts’ nesting needs and, despite the
Government’s suggestions, installing swift bricks was not effectively sup-
ported by existing regulations. Many MPs challenged the Government’s
response to the petition and underlined that ‘a legal duty to include swift
bricks in all new developments is essential to deliver the new level of action
that is required to save our swifts’ (Caroline Lucas). They also suggested
specific amendments to existing regulations, including the biodiversity net
gain metric, ‘by understanding that for a swift, a building is its habitat’
(Robert Courts) or allowing ‘developers to consider whether swift bricks are
an efficient way for them to meet their biodiversity targets’ (Kerry
McCarthy). These suggestions were welcomed even by the highly sceptical
Matthew Pennycook, who suggested that ‘with swift bricks properly scored
on the BNG [biodiversity net gain] metric system, the onus would at least be
on local authorities and developers to justify not installing swift bricks in
each instance across specific sites’. Kerry McCarthy mentioned that as long
ago as 3 years earlier she had called on the Government ‘for the building
regulations to be revised to make swift bricks compulsory in all new homes’,
a request that had been rejected. And yet, despite noticing the rare instance
of ‘cross-party unity’, the Government’s representative, Dehenna Davison,
closed the debate by saying: it is not something that is being considered by
Government at the moment’, ‘not wanting to add unnecessary additional
complexity to a service that already faces a great deal of it’.

Discussion
Although the political debate on swift bricks continues (see the subsection
on the context of the debate in Methods), the three cases above clearly
represent the positions expressed by major stakeholders. Table 1 sum-
marises our interpretation of the stakeholders’ positions regarding the
swifts” representation and agency. While the ecologically reflexive activist-
conservationist Hannah Bourne-Taylor claimed to speak on behalf of the
swifts, and MPs showed empathy and attentiveness to swifts’ interests,
speaking as their stewards, the Government’s response represented a
technocratic rationality, with swift bricks framed as part of ‘green infra-
structure’ and ‘biodiversity net gain’. Although the Feather Speech may
unnecessarily anthropomorphise the birds, Bourne-Taylor herself suggested
that it ‘was really more of a song for swifts, an ode for their survival™.
Both Bourne-Taylor and MPs agreed that swifts are a culturally iconic
species that can potentially serve as an ecological umbrella for other species,
thus alluding to their social-ecological importance®. Some MPs embraced
the idea of the swift brick as a simple gesture that could help the swift
population recover and saw it as a rare example of an easy measure to have
such an important potential impact. MPs were largely sympathetic towards
swifts and swift bricks, reflecting the broader social support captured by
books also cited during the parliamentary debate**”". Still, wary of enforcing
any new obligations on developers, the Government and some MPs
emphasised the opportunities to protect swifts within the existing legal
framework, including via the biodiversity net gain provisions. Meanwhile,
both Bourne-Taylor and some MPs highlighted the failures of the existing
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Table 1 | Interpretation of the stakeholders’ stances on the swifts’ representation and agency

Stakeholder

Representation

Agency

Activist-
conservationist

Attempted to act as a ‘go-between’ for the swifts. Imagining a
collaborative alliance between people and swifts together, shaping
their convivial cohabitation.

Although in this specific case, collaboration between humans and
swifts was limited to the provision of nesting sites, the campaign also
referred to broader challenges faced by ‘our shared home’, with swifts
seen as equal members of the multispecies community.

UK Government

Does not recognise the voice and rights of nonhumans. Makes
decisions based on its own judgement of what is appropriate or
inappropriate for wildlife. Delegates the question to the local level, but
like set-asides and protected areas, this only recognises claims to
specific, restricted places.

Perpetuates a worldview where built infrastructure is apart from nature
instead of a potential means for giving back a measure of agency to

the swifts. Does not assume that human infrastructure is shared with
nonhuman actors and that nonhuman actors have any impact on how
it is designed and provided.

MPs

The interests of swifts were symbolically represented by MPs who
expressed the views of humans who are sympathetic to the swifts’
existence or well-being and who see the connection between the
swifts and their own interests. However, MPs did not make an effort to
communicate with the swifts or co-become with the swifts.

MPs did not see the agency of swifts beyond the fact that swifts’
existence improves the well-being of some of the humans in their
constituencies. Rather than seeing swifts as partners, they saw them
as creatures dependent on human goodwill, with the potential to
improve humans’ sense of agency by helping swifts.

solutions to provide swifts with nesting sites. Even if the Government were
right and swifts would choose not to use some of the bricks that might have
been created for them, in this case, they were still not allowed to make these
choices themselves.

Adopting a nonhuman perspective is meant to be an evocative con-
servation argument. It appeals to people’s empathy and attentiveness, trying
to understand nonhuman actors, such as swifts, as their own beings whose
needs are closely intertwined with those of humans. The language used
matters a lot here, especially given that only humans took part in the debate.
In a sense, all stakeholders referred to the swifts’ needs and spoke on their
behalf. However, it was only the activist-conservationist who gave an ima-
ginary voice to the swifts and, in this way, attempted to focus public
attention on what the swifts demand. The example of the debate on swift
bricks demonstrates the challenges of adopting a nonhuman perspective asa
conservation narrative, which may be one of the reasons why established
conservation organisations rarely refer to arguments such as multispecies
justice or nonhuman rights. Most importantly, policymakers and politicians
seem to be impervious to these rights narratives.

Below, we reflect on why different stakeholders acknowledge or refuse
nonhuman representation and agency, offering additional insights into how
multispecies justice could be further operationalised in the context of
arguments that might speak to a broader range of stakeholders. In particular,
we connect to the debate on the value of nature and the underlying
worldviews to creatively address a multispecies perspective in standard
political debates on infrastructural improvements and net gain narratives.
Indeed, politicians and policymakers are so used to hearing standard nar-
ratives, including through interaction with established conservation orga-
nisations, that they have difficulty engaging with an alternative discourse
that refers to nonhuman representation and agency. We hypothesise that
had a critical mass of conservationists started using these arguments, pol-
icymakers would need to engage with them, too. Strategic exposure to these
narratives in the formative stages of respective political debates might help to
make a difference. And here is a crucial role to be played by more inde-
pendent activist-conservationists, such as Hannah Bourne-Taylor.

Being a culturally iconic species, swifts are fortunate enough to attract
broader attention to their troubles™**". Unlike some other bird species,
such as pigeons, which evolved from a symbol of peace and a rightful urban
resident to a ‘rat with wings™ ™, swifts are typically considered eligible
urban cohabitants. Meanwhile, pigeons provide an emblematic example
that reflects a broader trend of banishing species considered ‘pests’ or
‘pollution’, categories which almost any nonhuman actor can fit, ‘unless it is
controlled or civilised™. These may include geese, crows, the Australian
white ibis, as well as gulls, parakeets and even starlings, which were men-
tioned in the parliamentary debate. This links to the distinction between the
beneficial and the harmful, which has always been fundamental to the
debate on nature conservation. The ‘utterly unobtrusive’ and ‘clean and
noise-free’ swift bricks remain a relatively safe option. They do not require
any particular sacrifices from humans to make space for other species while

providing the additional cultural and insect control services of swifts—
humans’ ‘tidy and quiet neighbours’.

As exemplified by the parliamentary debate, as stewards of nature,
people may be willing to help birds, but they tend to selectively provide nest
boxes to their preferred species (c£.*). Due to their priority status for many
humans, the swifts” case emphasises relationships with particular nonhu-
man species rather than broader multispecies sustainability”® or multispecies
justice””’. Embracing a multispecies perspective requires ‘the courage to
question our most basic cultural narratives*’, most notably pertaining to the
human-nonhuman divide. It might acknowledge kinship between humans
and nonhuman entities’*”’, or at least foster more convivial cohabitation®*
or positive coexistence™ that acknowledges the nonhuman beings’ needs
and capabilities.

Ultimately, what is at stake is not just the conservation/protection of an
individual species but a broader acknowledgement of nonhuman rights and
claims to space and resources. Acknowledging these rights translates into an
obligation for humans to recognise and meet nonhuman needs".
Acknowledging nonhuman rights and agency would correspond with both
parties consciously co-shaping or co-creating social-ecological reality,
offering a transformative worldview change that lies at the heart of the
social-ecological systems concept™". Indeed, the beneficial/harmful debate
—reflected, for example, in debates on ecosystem services and disservices
and the power of nature-based solutions to address human problems’—may
favour swifts, but is also a way of reasoning that is fiercely rejected by some
swift advocates™.

The Life Framework of values provides a helpful lens regarding the
integration of intrinsic, instrumental and relational values in policy- and
decision-making®", especially given the opportunity to apply it from the
reverse nonhuman perspective™. It considers living from, in, with and as
nature or its specific components, indicating why they matter to humans (or
vice-versa, how humans may be perceived by nonhumans). While Bourne-
Taylor tried to evoke a feeling of living as swifts, internalising a nonhuman
perspective, MPs expressed the living with swifts perspective when referring
to providing nest sites for these birds within human infrastructures. The
government’s response is difficult to contextualise here because of its purely
anthropocentric perspective and the fact that it treats swifts and their world
as external to the world of humans that the government manages. It barely
links to living in the broader environment, which the different legal
instruments mentioned in the government’s response are meant to address.
It also shows how easily the formal recognition of nonhuman rights, and
even needs, can be sidestepped, despite these needs often being recognised in
law, albeit with many loopholes. Meanwhile, swifts offer a perfect example of
anonhuman actor that has adapted to living with humans. From the swifts’
perspective, a city may be seen as ‘a petrified forest inhabited by strange
creatures™, but only Bourne-Taylor acknowledged this potential way of the
swifts’ thinking.

The parliamentary debate, and certainly government policy, failed to
acknowledge the stakes of nonhumans regarding different decisions and
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political choices”. Even when the swifts’ interests were represented, it was
rather paternalistic (albeit well-intentioned), as reflected in MPs’ statements,
such as ‘They are not here for terribly long, which is why we should give
them a nice home to live in’ (Kit Malthouse) or ‘Swifts have been with us for
millions of years [sic], and I hope that we can ensure that this remarkable
species stays with us for much longer’ (Samantha Dixon, Labour). Perhaps
the MPs considered the comforts of people caring for swifts, thus only
indirectly acknowledging the swifts’ interests. While Bourne-Taylor’s
campaign started with giving swifts a voice, acknowledging them as human
co-inhabitants and thus being the closest to a pluricentric perspective, the
government and MPs discussed these issues through an anthropocentric
lens, leaving space only for the affection for swifts of certain members of the
public. This reflects how the participation of many disadvantaged stake-
holders is often tokenised, as seen in the cases of children™ or people with
disabilities”. Indeed, most humans have difficulty envisioning nonhuman
participation or representation other than through appointed guardians®,
be it a benign steward (MPs) or a self-acclaimed ‘go-between’ (Bourne-
Taylor).

Recognising the interests of nonhuman species requires a broader
worldview regarding human-nonhuman or multispecies cohabitation™.
Interestingly, with the progress of more-than-human design, representation
increasingly involves ‘the creation of hybrid voices based on an ever-
expanding array of beings that come to matter’”. This is shown by multiple
examples of imagining exercises and role-playing games within which
humans imagine and role-play the other species’ perspectives and use Al
field observations, and interactive agent-based models™****”’. Nonhuman
stories might be based on observing their behaviours, an approach that has
also supported more-than-human design thinking related to swifts
elsewhere’'. While most debates remain selective about who is considered to
matter enough to be represented, new approaches may be driven by
addressing past harms incurred by multiple species in an attempt to repair
human relations with the nonhuman actors”. This approach would be
particularly relevant in the case of swifts, given that mandating swift bricks
was intended to make up for past injustices—the loss of nesting sites due to
new building techniques. Ultimately, empathy and attentiveness are always
the first steps towards justice.

However, as the case of the demand to mandate swift bricks demon-
strates, the nonhuman or more-than-human approach above is distant from
the world of formal politics. It is a language and a broader worldview that
politicians and policymakers are reluctant to embrace. In its response, the
Government used very few counterarguments to directly try to reframe the
swifts or their needs. Instead, it sought an elusive ‘biodiversity net gain’ that
fits into and reinforces a neoliberal economic approach of biodiversity
offsetting’” that has already been shown not to benefit individual species”.
Similar problems have been observed in other cases of biodiversity
offsetting’*”’. Moreover, it is ineffective and leaves space for multiple abuses,
as evidenced by developers not respecting guidance or even legally binding
planning requirements. This raises broader doubts about the delivery of
ecological mitigations, enhancements and offsets within the biodiversity net
gain framework”. Although Bourne-Taylor and MPs raised similar con-
cerns, the government sees biodiversity net gain as a potential primary
solution to the loss of nesting sites, along with other similarly ineffective
measures, such as the mention of swift bricks in the Government’s planning
practice guidance.

What mattered to politicians in the House of Commons and policy-
makers in the Government was the political choice of whether decisions
should be made in a top-down or a bottom-up manner, i.e. mandating vs
leaving it to developers and local authorities to find the best solution for
swifts on a case-by-case basis. Labour MPs were particularly sympathetic
‘with the Government’s position that local authorities and developers
should not be compelled to include swift bricks in every single housing unit
that they respectively authorise or construct’ and keen on allowing ‘for
maximum local discretion’ (position summarised by Matthew Pennycook).
Meanwhile, Conservative MPs were more eager to support mandating
permanent and weather-resistant swift bricks, observing that developers

were not necessarily complying with the NPPF guidance on biodiversity net
gain and that, at best, they put up ‘wooden boxes here and there that will
deteriorate over three or four years and then be gone’ (highlighted by Kit
Malthouse). Clearly, the pursuit of economic growth and the interrelated
processes of capital accumulation, economic liberty, and urbanisation affect
not only the environment in general but also individual species and their
rights"***”®, Meanwhile, one of the challenges that planners and other sta-
keholders experience when trying to do something out of the ordinary is that
the system within which they operate does not grant them the resources or
the flexibility to do so*. This may be the case even when there are general
guidelines that they could potentially use to support the cause, such as in this
example. This underlines the importance of solutions that level the playing
field for all stakeholders by mandating swift bricks rather than merely
recommending them.

Beyond issues related to environmental values and worldviews, this
case provides insights into debates on built, non-biological infrastructure. It
differs from discussions about green spaces and more conventional habitat
resources and extends the question of multispecies justice even further into
the human realm. In this way, it invites multiple stakeholders to rethink the
role of constructed infrastructure for nature conservation and restoration.
Conventionally understood as ‘artificial’ and largely separate from (and
often interfering with) nature, constructed infrastructure is also a place
where nonhuman agency could be written into the human experience.
Instead of an artificial world where most human constructions—buildings,
transportation infrastructure, and so forth—offer little in terms of sup-
porting biodiversity or our relationships with it, repositioning the artificial as
something with the potential to also support nonhuman interests may
provide an interesting opportunity to think differently about how life-
worlds meet.

This perspective, however, remains distant from the current political
debate. Legislation and pro-environmental policies are still positioned as
having a bearing primarily on the green, not the grey. The opportunity to
design for justice may help make an abstract concept more concrete and
relatable. Design and the artefacts it creates mediate the capacity to empa-
thise, understand, and, not least, compromise in daily interactions with the
many human and nonhuman cohabitants”. While the discourse sur-
rounding nature-based solutions typically focuses on biological compo-
nents, non-biological components have much to offer, even regarding
ecological compensation that underlies biodiversity net gain. Including the
functions of non-biological components as nesting sites or potential sub-
strates for soils might be the examples to start with, along with other debates
on making human-built infrastructures less detrimental to nonhuman
actors (such as preventing bird collisions with windows, powerlines and
wind turbines).

Next, we address the question of when ‘nature-based solutions’ are also
‘solutions for nature’. Perhaps most importantly, the question that needs to
be addressed in this context is: Whose problems are nature-based solutions
meant to solve? While the classical definitions mentioned environmental,
social and economic problems, clearly the focus has been on the problems
experienced by humans. Our case study shows the potential to broaden this
perspective by referring to multispecies justice, treating nature as a partner
rather than a tool”"’. Indeed, multispecies justice considerations represent a
cutting-edge area for nature-based solutions research, with a particular
emphasis on relational thinking and a pluralistic approach to
human-nonhuman interests'***"'.

Our case study connects issues of justice with a broader emotional
appeal, connecting nonhuman interests with the design of built, non-
biological infrastructure. Could swift bricks that involve the creation of
nesting sites for swifts within new human infrastructures be considered
nature-based solutions for the sake of providing a just and equitable
arrangement of shared multispecies space? Historically, swift nest holes
were integrated into buildings to collect their chicks for food'**. Recent
attempts at mandating swift bricks, however, are targeted at benefiting
swifts and restoring the habitats they are losing due to changes in human
building techniques and broader sterilisation of human habitats. Hence,
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we explore a nature-based solution that is intended to restore nature for
nature’s own sake. We argue that calling this a nature-based solution is as
valid as any other intervention intended to protect, restore or provide
habitats for nonhuman beings. It shows how the development of infra-
structure that serves human needs can also support the interests of non-
human cohabitants. Unlike in the conventional interpretation of nature-
based solutions®"*, mandatory swift bricks would primarily benefit swifts,
with any advantages to humans and other species being secondary co-
benefits. Similar arguments (and indeed a similar petition and debate)
could be made about the loss of insects with the ongoing use of chemical
pesticides, which directly threatens the insects themselves, but also other
species, such as swifts, who depend on them for their survival.

Further research could explore such an alternative framing of nature-
based solutions. Studies could also investigate how the interests of swifts
have actually been considered by those local authorities and developers who
introduced the respective local requirements or voluntarily installed swift
bricks in their new developments, despite the lack of formal requirements.
The developers’ role could be explored within the framework of exploratory
research on multispecies entrepreneurship, within which humans and
nonhumans work as partners to deliver solutions, ultimately promoting
nonhuman welfare®,

Finally, the issue of providing nesting sites is perhaps still easier to
address—including by adopting a nonhuman perspective—than challenges
such as insect availability or pollution, both of which are important inter-
related problems for swifts and many other urban birds. While people may
be relatively eager to help by providing alternative nesting spaces (and even
acknowledge the rights of swifts to such spaces), they may be less likely to
make larger sacrifices, such as changing their mobility, food consumption
patterns or gardening practices. Nonetheless, the main point that we made
in this paper is the need to go beyond technocratic rationalities (represented
here by concepts such as biodiversity net gain and offsets) and genuinely
recognise the rights of nonhuman species to the shared space, by recognising
their representation and agency. Following a relational approach that is
intended to overcome the human-nature dualism provides a foundation for
a genuine multispecies cohabitation and justice'**"*.

In conclusion, only Hannah Bourne-Taylor, the activist-conservationist,
recognised the swifts’ agency and representation. Reflecting the broader
societal perspective****”, the parliamentary debate showed many expressions
of admiration for the wonder of nature that the swifts epitomise, but not so
much in terms of justice and recognising their rights and agency. Although the
debate was initiated by an activist-conservationist who claimed to give voice to
swifts, when confronted with formal politics, the questions of representation
and agency of swifts receded to the background. The political debate over
mandating swift bricks, and thus normalising human-nonhuman cohabita-
tion, at least with regard to certain nonhuman actors, has been dominated by
human perspectives on sharing space. While politicians welcomed the idea of
humans living with swifts, some were sceptical of normalising it through
legislation that might then be translated into an obligation to recognise and
meet nonhuman needs. Broader exposure to arguments regarding nature’s
representation and agency, particularly those rooted in non-Western and non-
anthropocentric worldviews and value systems, might increase the opportu-
nities to include them in political debates. Similarly, broadening the debate on
nature-based solutions and biodiversity net gain to cover non-biological
components and nonhuman interests would help to make human-built
infrastructure less detrimental to nonhuman beings.

Methods

Case study description

The debate on mandating swift bricks emerged because of the broad concern
for the fate of swifts, whose populations experienced a particularly acute
decline in the UK. Swifts epitomise broader problems of cavity-nesting birds
that have adapted to living within human infrastructures. These problems are
becoming increasingly acute with the ongoing sterilisation of human habitats,
restricting the availability of nesting spaces and food resources for bird species
that have adapted to living with humans*”". Swift bricks have been proposed

as a specific solution to the problem of losing nesting sites due to the loss of
cavities, which has been linked to factors such as the thermal insulation of
buildings**”". Several local authorities have promoted swift bricks through
local planning instruments™. In response to increasing demand, the British
Standards Institution issued a specification on designing and installing
integral nest boxes®. Ultimately, Hannah Bourne-Taylor’s e-petition no.
626737 demanded that the UK Government mandate swift bricks in all new
housing in the UK. The petition was promoted through the broader Feather
Speech campaign, which received support from many stakeholders, including
the RSPB, Wild Justice, and the Home Builders Federation. Bourne-Taylor
has comprehensively documented this campaign®.

The petition, titled: ‘Make swift bricks compulsory in new housing to
help red-listed birds’, was initiated on 31 October 2022 and officially
launched by Hannah Bourne-Taylor on 5 November 2022 with her Feather
Speech in London’s Hyde Park. Once a petition reaches 10,000 signatures,
which in this case happened on 10 November 2022, the Government must
issue a formal response. The response was provided on 1 December 2022.
And once a petition reaches 100,000 signatures, as this one did on 8 April
2023, Parliament is obliged to debate the issue in question. By the time the
petition closed on 30 April 2023, it had been signed by 109,894 people. The
debate in the House of Commons took place on 10 July 2023. The sole
purpose of these parliamentary debates is to discuss the issues raised in the
petitions, without any formal voting on the potential implementation of
what a petition requested.

The debate in the House of Commons did not put an end to the story,
and efforts to promote making swift bricks compulsory have continued. In
September 2023, Lord Zac Goldsmith (Conservative) advanced an
amendment to the Levelling-up and Regeneration Act of 2023 to add a new
clause specifically demanding that swift bricks and boxes be installed in new
build developments over five metres in height (giving preference to bricks).
Planning authorities would still be able to grant exceptions, but they would
need to explain them. Despite broad cross-party support, the Government
rejected this amendment. In February 2024, Bourne-Taylor and Lord
Goldsmith met with the Secretary of State, Michael Gove, and house-
building lobby groups. Although the lobby groups did not raise objections to
mandating swift bricks, the Government did not act. Following a general
election, the new Parliament and Labour-led Government started in June
2024. However, as of April 2025, the idea of mandating swift bricks remains
as unlikely as it was, with the new government continuing the push for new
developments and economic growth despite environmental costs. Despite
these ongoing efforts, the three examples we selected give a good overview of
the arguments raised and provide enough written material to study.

Discourse analysis

We analysed the discourse invoked in the debate on swift bricks by an
activist-conservationist, the Government, and MPs. We analysed the con-
tents and language of the petition and the broader Feather Speech campaign,
the Government’s response, and the transcript of the debate in the House of
Commons. Hannah Bourne-Taylor provided the transcript of the Feather
Speech in her newest book*. We also studied the briefing note posted on her
website”’. All quotes from the parliamentary debate come from the official
transcript”, and the recording of the debate can be found on the House of
Commons website. Finally, we also read the House of Commons Library
debate pack®, which summarises the petition, the related debate, and the
Government’s response.

When reading these documents through the lens of multispecies justice,
we sought statements that reflected how swifts and their representation and
agency were viewed by the respective stakeholders™. For representation, we
investigated how and by whom swifts were represented and how humans
connected to swifts. We also looked for potential inequities in how different
species were treated. For agency, we checked whether swifts were considered
to have moral or political rights to space shared with humans, and whether
enabling agency—space to live according to their own wishes or biology—was
used in the debate. We also looked for ways that collaboration and cohabi-
tation were envisaged for the potential duad of humans and swifts within a
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shared environment. We considered what arguments were indicated for or
against mandating swift bricks and, ultimately, the broader protection of
swifts. Finally, although the main focus of the petition and the debate was on
swifts, they also referred to three other red-listed species in the UK facing
sharp population declines: house martins, starlings and house sparrows. We
examined how the stakeholders referred to these and other species.

Data availability

The data analysed in the current study are available at, respectively: Tran-
script of the Feather Speech: Bourne-Taylor, H. Nature Needs You: The
Fight to Save Our Swifts. (Elliott & Thompson, London, 2025), pages
264-265: https://eandtbooks.com/books/nature-needs-you/. Transcript
and explanation of the Government response: Rankl, F., Ares, E. & Sturge, G.
Debate on E-Petition 626737 Relating to Swift Bricks. (House of Commons
Library, London, 2023): https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-
briefings/cdp-2023-0126/. Transcript of the Parliamentary debate: https://
hansard.parliament.uk/commons/2023-07-10/debates/203F1289-9D61 -
415A-9429-984EFBF599F5/NewHousingSwiftBricks.
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