White storks successfully reintroduced to southern England with thriving wild population
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The ambitious project to reintroduce white storks to southern England has progressed significantly since its inception in 2016, marking a notable chapter in wildlife conservation efforts on the UK’s ecological landscape. This initiative, led by the Cotswold Wildlife Park and the Roy Dennis Wildlife Foundation, began by rehabilitating non-flying storks from Warsaw Zoo. These birds, unable to migrate due to injuries, have played a crucial role in establishing a sustainable breeding population at the Knepp Estate.
Initial releases saw twenty-eight young storks take to the skies in August 2021, a historic moment for the UK, as white storks had not been seen nesting here since the 15th century. The project’s success at Knepp illustrates a pivotal lesson in environmental restoration: "Sort the habitat out, the soils, insects, healthy water systems, and then your storks will come eventually," expressed Ms Vaughan-Hirsch, emphasising the interconnectivity of species recovery and habitat health.
Over the years, Knepp has transformed from agricultural land into a thriving landscape of scrub, grassland, and woodland. The rewilding efforts have enhanced local ecosystems, leading to the restoration of the nearby river and the introduction of beavers, which have helped create insect-rich wetlands. Such ecological shifts not only boosted stork populations but also underscored a broader principle: the impact of seemingly minor species on ecosystem health. As Ms Tree observed, "Even species that don't have a reputation as being keystone species have an effect on ecosystems."
By March 2025, the ongoing rewilding project earned Knepp Estate and the adjacent village of Storrington the distinguished title of the UK's first European Stork Village, a recognition granted by the EuroNatur foundation. This title reflects the project's success in establishing a breeding colony that has now spilled over into natural populations, with storks successfully breeding with wild counterparts. In a notable milestone, the first free-flying storks that hatched at Knepp have been documented migrating to Morocco for the winter, returning to nest in Sussex each spring.
Efforts to bolster the stork population are set to continue, targeting the establishment of at least 50 wild breeding pairs by 2030. To date, over 250 storks have been released across several sites in southern England, dispelling concerns about the feasibility of reintroducing such a historically absent species. The project not only aims to restore storks to their former range but also champions broader conservation initiatives that hinge on habitat rehabilitation and biodiversity. 
With the stork now emblematic of nature recovery in the UK, the project serves as both a poignant symbol of hope for conservation and a practical guide for future rewilding efforts.
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