White storks return to breed in Britain for first time in centuries at Knepp Estate
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The Knepp Estate, nestled near Dial Post in West Sussex, has become a noteworthy hotspot for the re-establishment of white storks in Britain. After centuries of absence, these iconic birds have been successfully returning following their migration to Morocco, fostered by an ambitious conservation initiative that seeks to rejuvenate their populations in the region. Historically, white storks were prevalent in the UK, only to vanish due to hunting and habitat destruction over the years. In recent times, while migratory counterparts from the continent still make periodic visits, conservationists stress that without secure nesting colonies, the likelihood of these birds settling to breed diminishes significantly.
Since 2016, the Knepp Estate has served as a focal point for a pioneering reintroduction project aimed at creating sustainable colonies of rehabilitated storks. The initiative features injured birds sourced from Warsaw Zoo in Poland, some of which are housed at the Cotswold Wildlife Park where breeding occurs. Young storks from these efforts are released into the Knepp Estate and the nearby Wadhurst Park, both strategically positioned in Sussex, in hopes of encouraging the birds to return and nest.
The transformation of Knepp into a thriving habitat began in 2000 when extensive rewilding efforts took place. Former agricultural land has been allowed to revert to natural processes, involving the grazing and foraging of animals that cultivate a diverse environment rich in scrub, disturbed ground, and grassland. White stork project officer Laura Vaughan-Hirsch claimed that the storks “love it” in this rewilded landscape, which boasts healthy soils and a bountiful assortment of insect life—crucial for their survival and breeding.
The first white stork chicks were born in the trees at Knepp in 2020, and by 2023, non-flying storks had successfully raised their young in specially designed ground nests, secured against predators. This year, at least six birds born at Knepp have returned after their migration to nest within the colony, with one even choosing to install its nest in the same tree as its parents, humorously pilfering nesting materials from them.
Looking ahead, Vaughan-Hirsch anticipates a burgeoning population, with projections suggesting around 40 fledglings in 2025. She notes that the white stork has evolved into an emblematic figure for nature recovery in the region. Isabella Tree, who co-owns the estate with her husband Charlie Burrell, remarked on the unanticipated positive consequences the reintroduction project has had on local wildlife. “What we are seeing is that even species that don’t have a reputation as being keystone species have an effect on ecosystems,” she stated. The significant ecological impact of these birds challenges long-held assumptions about biodiversity, revealing how interconnected species can shape environmental resilience.
Tree elaborated on the cultural significance of the white stork, highlighting humanity's enduring relationship with the species across millennia. “We have such a long relationship with these birds, from Egyptians and ancient Greeks to ancient Islam—they’ve always been cherished,” she observed. 
As the storks continue to flourish, there is hope that they will extend beyond the Knepp Estate, reclaiming their historical presence in broader landscapes, thus raising the prospect of these majestic birds once again becoming a familiar sight across the British countryside.
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