
 Sussex White Stork Project 

Questions and Answers 
 

1. How did the project start?       

Derek Gow and Coral Edgcumbe of the Derek Gow Consultancy undertook extensive research on 

the history of white storks in the UK which was published in British Wildlife. They subsequently 

produced a feasibility report with considerable input from Dr Roisin Campbell-Palmer and 

further commented on by various experts. Derek and colleagues approached Natural England, 

DEFRA and other interests in order to start the project.  This initial work was funded by the Lund 

Fund.                                                                                                                                                                                    

2. Who is running the project? 

The project is a joint venture between a number of private landowners in Sussex and 

surrounding counties in partnership with Cotswold Wildlife Park and Derek Gow Consultancy. 

Birds for release are provided by Warsaw Zoo as well as other sites in Europe. Roy Dennis 

Wildlife Foundation is providing technical support. 

3. Who is funding the project?  

The construction of pens and the husbandry and feeding of storks will be funded entirely by 

landowners themselves. The import and technical support costs are being funded by the Lund 

Fund, the grants programme launched by Peter Baldwin and Lisbet Rausing in 2016. All captive 

breeding and quarantine costs are funded by Cotswold Wildlife Park.  

4. What is the long-term aim of the project  

The long term aim of the project is to restore a population of at least 50 breeding pairs of white 

storks in southern England. Central to this is the establishment of a breeding population in 

Sussex and surrounding counties that by 2030 is capable of producing sufficient juveniles to a 

level which is self-sustaining without the need for any further releases.  

An additional element of the project still in discussion is to use the storks to ignite the public’s 

passion for wildlife and also to explore social-economic benefits for local communities.   

5. Why reintroduce white storks?  

There is evidence that the white stork bred throughout the UK (Edgcumbe & Gow, 2015).  

Archaeological records date back at least 360,000 years to the Pleistocene and more recently, 

nesting white storks were recorded on the roof of St Giles Cathedral in Edinburgh in 1416. Other 

literature sources suggest that later breeding attempts could have occurred elsewhere 

(Edgcumbe & Gow 2015). It is likely that a combination of habitat loss, over hunting and 

targeted persecution all contributed to their decline. 



Despite the regular occurrence of vagrants from Europe, and the presence of extensive areas of 

suitable habitat, the breeding ecology of the species, in particular strong natal philopatry, 

conspecific attraction and associated colonial nesting, indicates that natural re-colonisation is 

unlikely. This same barrier has been encountered in other European countries with a recent 

history of extinction. For example, in Sweden between the years 1955-1988 ~540 individuals 

were observed, but no breeding attempts were recorded (Jonsson, 1989). A reintroduction 

project has subsequently restored a breeding population. The UK is now one of the last range 

states along with Denmark and Albania (NABU, 2013) where the species formerly bred which no 

longer hosts a stable breeding population. 

White storks are charismatic birds. Their large size, colourful plumage, colonial nesting 

behaviours and well established folklore already ensures their popularity throughout their 

European range. Tourism based on white storks is popular with the public, and their economic 

value to local communities has been demonstrated in Poland and various other locations around 

Europe (Czajkowski et al., 2014). The association of white storks as symbols for conservation is 

well established across Europe and the species is regularly used to promote conservation 

awareness. In Sweden it has been used as a flagship species for restoration of wetlands.  

6. Where have other reintroduction projects taken place?  

Over recent decades white stork reintroductions have taken place in a number of European 

countries, including Switzerland (1948), Belgium (1957), the Netherlands (1969), France (1970s), 

Germany (1970s), Italy (1985), Sweden (1989) and Spain (2003). The techniques for the rearing 

and release of storks devised during these projects are well understood and thus provide a 

valuable working model for the Sussex project. 

7. Why undertake the project in Sussex?  

Sussex has extensive areas of suitable habitat, including 

 a ‘frequently flooded’ floodplain of around 39,000 ha and naturally wet soil areas 

covering 160,000 ha; 

  14,610 ha of coastal and floodplain grassland and ~5,136 ha lowland calcareous 

grassland; 

 In the Arun and Rother catchment there are over 3,200 ha of floodplain grassland and 

associated habitat and in the neighboring Adur and Ouse catchment over 2,500ha. 

There is evidence that white storks were widespread in this part of the UK. In 1185, the Sussex 

town of Storrington (in the Arun Catchment), was called as Storketon which has been explained 

in Old English as Storca-tun being "homestead with storks". In addition, a small farm called 

‘Storwood’ once abutted the east end of Oreham Common near Henfield. The Place Names of 

Sussex (Mawer and Stenton) additionally mentions a 15th century Storgelond in Wartling, on the 

edge of the Pevensey Levels.  

White storks are now regularly seen in Sussex, with 34 recorded in the period between 1995 to 

2011 (Birds of Sussex). The presence of reintroduced population is thus likely to attract 

wandering birds from the continent, which may join the breeding population. Strong conspecific 



attraction in the species means that unless they encounter other storks, these wandering birds 

are unlikely to stay.    

8. What licence is required  

The IUCN Guidelines for Reintroductions set out procedures to ensure that reintroductions and 

translocations of species for conservation purposes are carried out to high standards. The 

species is a regular visitor to the UK and the project fulfils all relevant criteria and Natural 

England and DEFRA confirmed that no licence is required under the Wildlife & Countryside Act 

(1981) to restore the white stork in England as a breeding species. This project concurs with 

Article 22 of the European Habitats Directive and Article 11.2 of the Bern Convention. 

9. What methodology is being used?  

It is widely accepted that the best means of establishing a free-living breeding population of 

white storks is to hold juvenile birds for three years until they reach sexual maturity. This 

technique was first developed in Switzerland beginning in 1948 and has since been replicated 

across Europe, including in Alsace in northern France where a population of 800 breeding pairs is 

now established. Holding birds in captivity for this period of time removes the urge to migrate, 

and therefore significantly reduces mortality among released birds. However the establishment 

of a sedentary population in Scania in southern Sweden resulted in the need for supplementary 

feeding during cold Swedish winters when storks are unable to forage sufficiently for 

themselves. A breeding population of over 70 pairs is now established in Sweden, and with the 

population secure, migration is actively encouraged in order to reduce the need for winter 

feeding and to try to replicate a truly wild living population. This is achieved through a range of 

different release techniques, including releases of first year birds. A large proportion of the older 

breeding birds remain sedentary but the alternative release techniques have resulted in greater 

numbers of juvenile birds migrating each autumn. The Swedish experience is particularly 

relevant to the Sussex project given southern England’s location at the edge of the current 

breeding range.  

The planned release strategy for the Sussex project is based on the extensive European 

experience and will involve the release of juvenile storks into large predator-proofed enclosures 

in Sussex and neighbouring counties. Each enclosure will be large enough to accommodate a 

minimum of 30 storks at any one time. The initial plan is for birds to be retained in these 

enclosures by a process of annual wing clipping until three years of age, at which point they will 

be allowed to regrow their flight feathers and disperse into the surrounding landscape. 

However, elements of the Swedish project will also be incorporated, including a series of 

releases of first year birds. This will facilitate more natural behaviour, including migration.  

10. How many birds will be released? 

A minimum of 250 white storks will be released at up to eight sites in Sussex and surrounding 

counties, with the first releases of adult birds planned for 2019. The release of adult birds only 

would result in a faster population growth rate, but the preferred method is to release a 

combination of adult and juvenile birds because this will facilitate more natural behaviour, 

including migration. Releases of juvenile birds will predominantly be undertaken at the main 



sites in late summer following the spring release of three year-olds. This will effectively create a 

cohort of ‘fledged young’ at these sites even if no breeding takes place in the first year. We are 

currently seeking further advice on this from the Swedish White Stork Project.  

11. What will the storks eat?  

White storks are opportunistic feeders and will readily feed on a broad range of small mammals 

(voles, shrews and moles), insects (beetles, grasshoppers, and crickets), reptiles (snakes and 

lizards), amphibians (frogs and newts), bird’s eggs, fish, molluscs and earthworms (which can 

form up to 30% of their diet). Earthworms are likely to be a very important food source in Sussex 

(e.g. Alonso et al., 1991). On occasion they will take the chicks of ground nesting birds and will 

readily consume carrion (Hancock et al., 1992). Introduced Louisiana red swamp crayfish have 

become an important food source in Western Europe (NABU, 2013). An overview of expected 

food availability in southern England is shown in figure 1.  

A key aspect of the project will be to work with surrounding landowners to incorporate 

appropriate habitat management practices to encourage the production of stork food items. 

This will be especially important during potential pinch points in food availability shortages (see 

figure 1), including winter food in any non-migratory populations. Habitat management practices 

that will be encouraged include maintaining field margins for rodents, retaining areas of wetland 

to encourage amphibian and aquatic invertebrate populations, and creating pastures which are 

earthworm rich.  This will also benefit a range of other species.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Figure 1. Expected food availability in Sussex 

 

* food types that are most likely to be important – although this will vary seasonally 

12. Can white storks winter in Sussex?  

The establishment of a sedentary population in Scania in southern Sweden resulted in the need 

for supplementary feeding during cold Swedish winters when storks are unable to forage 

sufficiently for themselves. It is expected that a Sussex population would not require 

supplementary feeding, particularly given that mean winter temperatures are several degrees 

warmer in Sussex than both Scania and Alsace (Figure 2) (although rainfall is higher – Figure 3). 

Nevertheless a particularly severe winter may result in unexpected changes and the need for 

some winter food provision. Some supplementary feeding is undertaken in Alsace during winter 



but this is largely confined to sites such as the stork centre at Hunawihr for public engagement, 

and the majority of the population is not dependent on this additional food.   

Figure 2. Mean monthly temperatures in Sussex compared to Scania and Alsace where other 

white stork reintroductions have taken place. 

 

Figure 3. Mean number of days per month with precipitation in Sussex compared to Scania 

and Alsace. 

 

 

13. Where will birds be sourced from?  

In the initial phase of the project the majority of juvenile birds will be sourced from Warsaw Zoo 

in Poland with others from Alsace.  These birds are rehabilitated wild individuals that are 

considered suitable for release after veterinary checks. After transportation from Poland the 

birds undergo a period of quarantine at Cotswold Wildlife Park in order to comply with DEFRA 

regulations.  



In addition a captive breeding programme is underway at Cotswold Wildlife Park which, in time, 

will be capable of supplying up to 50 individuals per year. The direct release of juveniles will 

involve individuals from France or Spain. These birds are known to use the western flyway 

between Europe and West Africa and every effort will be made to translocate individuals from 

wild nests, in order to facilitate migratory behaviour. Nevertheless Swedish experience shows 

that captive bred birds will migrate. A captive bred juvenile released in its first autumn in 

Sweden migrated along the eastern flyway through Europe, the Middle East and East Africa 

before wintering in South Africa.  

14. Will the origin of reintroduced birds affect their migration? 

The European population of white storks has long been considered to diverge into eastern and 

western migration pools (Shephard et al., 2013). This notional divide, occurring in the vicinity of 

the Elbe River in Germany, is based on observed migration behaviour, with western individuals 

migrating across the Strait of Gibraltar to overwintering areas in the Sahel region in West Africa 

and eastern birds following a path through Istanbul to overwintering areas in East and South 

Africa. However, some birds close to this divide are known to migrate along either flyway (NABU 

2013).  

Reintroduced stork populations have been sourced opportunistically from eastern and western 

populations, and this has led to artificial mixing between the two flyways (Shephard et al., 2013). 

Nevertheless, this appears to have had little effect on migratory behaviour due to strong 

conspecific attraction during migration, with juveniles usually choosing to migrate in flocks 

containing experienced adults (Chernetsov et al. 2004). The close proximity of breeding 

populations in continental Europe means that once Sussex juveniles cross the English Channel it 

is highly likely that they will soon encounter migratory flocks. The migration of reintroduced 

juveniles across the Baltic Sea from Sweden (Figure 4) shows that the flight across the English 

Channel is eminently achievable but it is notable that in Sweden there was a clear upturn in both 

the number and proportion of juveniles migrating in 2011 once a flock of over 100 first-year 

birds (wild-fledged and captive-bred juveniles ) was established. A flock of this size invariably 

includes individuals bold enough to initiate migration and the strong social element of migration 

in the species compels others to follow.  The release of first year birds in late summer is thus a 

key requirement in establishing a migratory population in Sussex.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



Figure 4. Contrasting migrations of two juvenile storks from Sweden. Migration A was undertaken 

by a wild-fledged bird and migration B by a captive-bred individual. The latter migration included a 

125-mile crossing of the Baltic Sea. 

 

 

15. Will the birds be ringed 

To date translocated birds sourced from Poland and France (Alsace) have been fitted with blue 

or green rings bearing an alpha-numeric code. In time all Sussex birds will be fitted with a 

standardised colour ring specific to the project. Details of these rings will be circulated at the 

earliest opportunity and we always welcome sightings of colour-ringed storks. Please send 

details to penny@knepp.co.uk.  

One individual which has been free-flying since June has been recorded in Norfolk, Dorset, Kent, 

Sussex, IoW and most recently in Brittany in northern France.  

16. When are the first birds expected to breed? 

It is hoped that the first birds will breed successfully in 2020, one year after the first main 

release. The rate of population growth will depend on the proportion of adult and juvenile birds 

mailto:penny@knepp.co.uk


released, as shown in Figure 5. Although the release of adult and juvenile birds will result in a 

slower overall rate of population increase, this is the favoured method because it will result in 

more natural behaviour.  

Figure 5. Expected population growth rate depending on release method used.  
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