
 CELEBRATE A WILD CHRISTMAS AT KNEPP Read More

Home / A Stork’s Story – from the Ground, Up!

A STORK’S STORY – FROM THE GROUND, UP!
2024 has been a phenomenal year for the White Stork Project at Knepp. Our storks laid 90 eggs

across 20 nests, leading to a record 53 chicks fledging. Nine of these young birds hatched from

ground nests inside our holding pen of non-flying birds. All the others were raised by free-flying

birds nesting in the tops of mature oak trees in the wider rewilding project. 

Every nest and every bird has a story but this is the story of one particular bird – ‘GBC6’, or

‘Snappy’, as White Stork Project our stork volunteers affectionately call him – who has already had

some extraordinary adventures in his young life. 

But first, we need to take a quick flight back in time, to 2016, when our white stork reintroduction

project was just beginning – and meet Snappy’s parents. 

FROM HUMBLE BEGINNINGS 

Poland is home to tens of thousands of white storks (though numbers there are sadly declining).

Many birds are injured flying into electricity transmission cables, pylons and in traffic collisions. A

lucky few are rescued and rehabilitated at Warsaw Zoo. Many of these birds have such extensive

damage to their wings and flight feathers that, though otherwise perfectly healthy, they’ll never be

able to take to the skies again.  

In 2016  the White Stork Project, a collaboration with Cotswold Wildlife Park, the Roy Dennis Wildlife

Foundation, Knepp Estate and other landowners, were given 34 injured birds by Warsaw Zoo Some

of these birds have stayed at Cotswold Wildlife Park where they help educate the public about the

threats to storks and produce young every year to be released into the wild from Knepp and

Wadhurst Park in East Sussex. And some of the non-flying birds came to Knepp where they were

released into a six-acre pen to protect them from foxes and other predators.  ‘Stork HQ’ was born.

Here, these ground-bound birds would act as a magnet for wild storks prospecting over England

from Europe, and hopefully tempt them down to breed and help establish the first wild colony of

white storks in Britain for hundreds of years 

Every year, a new generation of young birds bred from the Polish non-fliers at Cotswold Wildlife

Park are released at Knepp, and in 2020, three of these free-flying birds nested, for the first time, in

oak trees in the Southern Block, one of them, amazingly, pairing up with a wild, unringed bird from

Europe. Between the two nests the two pairs of storks reared four chicks all of which successfully

fledged. It was the project’s first milestone. 

GROUND DWELLER? 

However, it was not until 2023 that the colony of 25

non-flying Polish storks in the pen at Knepp showed

signs of wanting to breed. Four of them paired up and

one pair, in particular, began building a gigantic nest of

willow branches and oak twigs bulked out with mud and

rotting wood, protected on the outside by branches of

spiky hawthorn and blackthorn. 

We were excited to see eggs in both nests and,

eventually, in mid-summer, a chick hatched out in the

more modest nest which was barely more than an

indentation in the ground; and, from the other

magnificent nest, hatched Snappy and his sibling.

Flightless storks like Snappy’s parents are limited to what’s available within their enclosure and

what we provide for them. This means ground nest young may have a less diverse diet than their

tree-dwelling peers born to free-flying birds. Our staff and volunteers lend a helping hand by ‘assist

feeding’. Coached by the expert team from Cotswold Wildlife Park our stork feeders tread the same

path at the same time every day, bringing food directly to the stork nests in the enclosure. Their

predictable and calm routine reassures the birds, preventing anxiety and panic.

Most young fledglings respond to human approaches by ‘playing dead’. Snappy’s sister GBC7 would

go floppy on the nest and close her eyes whenever people came close. Not so with GBC6 – he snap

his long black beak at anyone and everyone who lingered in Stork HQ and jab at the hand that fed

him. Laura, our stork officer, and our volunteers had to have nerves of steel.  

When they neared fledging size – almost as big as their parents – Snappy and sister were both

satellite-tagged and ringed – another daunting task for our team.

BORN TO FLY 

Although Snappy’s flightless parents were unable to teach him to fly he had twenty-six wild

fledglings growing up in the colony around him to imitate – but he was primarily driven by instinct.

Camera traps showed him exercising his wings on the nest, building up flight muscles, then hopping

off the nest on short forays in the pen. Finally, in mid-July, he made his maiden flights out of the

enclosure, returning to the nest for the first few nights and staying close by during the day. By mid-

August satellite tracking data showed him venturing further afield, beyond Knepp, exploring the

south coast of England along the coast to Kent, and back. The genetic urge to migrate appeared to

be kicking in. 

We’ve learnt, from tracking white storks at Knepp for several years, now, that our British-born

storks tend to patrol along the south coast of England, building up determination to migrate and

scoping for the shortest water crossing and favourable winds. Storks are fantastic fliers, right up

there with eagles and vultures, with  

a wingspan in excess of two metres. But they need to find thermal currents to gain altitude and tail

winds to propel them across large stretches of water. They like to fly in groups for safety in

numbers and to help read the winds. These twisting formations of soaring birds are known as a

‘kettle’and are truly spectacular to behold. 

A PERILOUS CHANNEL CROSSING FOR MIGRANTS 

Thermal air currents over bodies of water are typically weaker than those found over land, so the

optimal route for a soaring bird like a stork is the shortest one available. Here they can ascend to

high altitude with minimal effort, reducing the energy sapping activity of beating those enormous

wings. Most of the white storks we are able to track cross the English Channel at a similar spot to

the busiest human crossing – between Dover and Calais. 

However, Snappy was tracked crossing much further west (and closer to his Sussex home),

leavingland at the Manhood Peninsula close to Selsey Bill. 

We were a little anxious that attempting this considerably wider Channel crossing could cause

exhaustion and possibly Snappy would never make it. There are records of migrating birds falling

into the water and drowning in large numbers over similar distances across the sea.

A MEDITERRANEAN ADVENTURE 

However, our satellite tracking showed Snappy safely making landfall in France, where we suspect

he met up with other wild storks. After spending the rest of 2023 and much of this year in France he

continued further south into Spain in September. Here he faced another sea crossing at Gibraltar.

Thankfully this time he ‘followed the crowd’ across the shortest point – the Straits of Gibraltar –

arriving in Morocco earlier this month on 2 October 2024. 

This wonderful video clip shows a ‘kettle’ of white storks and other birds crossing to Africa near

Gibraltar this summer – Snappy would have joined a similar group for his own crossing.

Snappy’s satellite tracking data shows he has now joined thousands of storks from across Europe,

overwintering in Kenitra, Morocco. Moving between marshland and a landfill site they are combining

a natural foraged diet of insects and amphibians with leftover food waste from households and

restaurants.

MIGRATING VIA LANDFILL?

Human waste sites worldwide are believed to be having an impact on the behaviour of migrating

birds. Rubbish dumps and landfills provide a superabundant source of food that requires minimal

foraging effort and yields high calorific rewards.  

The White Stork Project is incredibly grateful to retired veterinarian and keen birder Abidi Mustapha

who lives in close proximity to the waste disposal site near Kenitra and shares his valuable

photographs and observations of storks feeding there with our team.

Thanks to Mr Mustapha we’ve photographic confirmation that at least two of the storks from the live

webcam nest at Knepp have made it to Morocco this year. GBG9 ‘Isla’ and GBH2 ‘Ivan’ were both

photographed in the first week of October this year and, thanks to Abidi, Snappy has been snapped

himself in Morocco (also confirmed by his GPS tracking data).

We hope Snappy’s homing instinct will kick in when he is sexually mature, in another year or two’s

time, and that he’ll start to make his way back to Knepp, perhaps even aise his own chicks in the

thriving white stork colony here, joining other ‘migratory returns’ who have already done the same.

Perhaps, one day, Snappy’s offspring will be kettling over their Polish grandparents in the enclosure

at Knepp, closing an extraordinary circle of mishaps and good fortune, and celebrating a new era in

Britain with storks at home in our skies once again. 

If you see white storks please report them to the White Stork Project here –

https://whitestorkproject.org/report-a-sighting/ 

The White Stork Project is a collaboration between: 

White Stork Project – http://whitestorkproject.org |

https://www.instagram.com/whitestorkproject |

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCSfPBp6AQ9WqKMG5OrEeaQg  

The Knepp Estate – https://knepp.co.uk/  

Knepp Wildland Foundation – https://www.kneppwildlandfoundation.org  

Cotswold Wildlife Park – https://www.cotswoldwildlifepark.co.uk 

The Roy Dennis Wildlife Foundation – https://www.roydennis.org 

Wadhurst Park – https://wadhurstpark.co.uk 

Warsaw Zoo – https://zoo.waw.pl/en 

USEFUL LINKS 

For more about Knepp’s white storks see: 

White storks at Knepp – https://knepp.co.uk/rewilding/reintroductions/white-stork/ 

White Stork Project on BBC’s The One Show – https://youtu.be/VeDtE0ofPCo 

After 600 barren years, white storks deliver hope at rewilding project (The Times) –

https://whitestorkproject.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/Times-Article-2024.pdf  

How an English castle became a stork magnet –

https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20240326-how-an-english-castles-grounds-became-a-

stork-paradise 

Knepp breeding season overview 2024 – https://whitestorkproject.org/1074-2/ 

Track the storks here – https://whitestorkproject.org/our-storks/ 

Further reading and resources: 

Anthropogenic food subsidies reshape the migratory behaviour of a long-distance migrant –

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0048969722070929 

Migratory orientation of first-year white storks (Ciconia ciconia): inherited information and

social interactions – https://journals.biologists.com/jeb/article/207/6/937/15040/Migratory-

orientation-of-first-year-white-storks  

The gateway to Africa: What determines sea crossing performance of a migratory soaring

bird at the Strait of Gibraltar? –

https://besjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1365-2656.13201  

White stork Ciconia ciconia nests as an attractant to birds and bats –

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/377688634_White_stork_Ciconia_ciconia_nests_as_an_attractant_to_birds_and_bats  

Recent changes on migratory behaviour of the White stork (Ciconia ciconia) in Portugal:

Towards the end of migration? –

https://docs.wixstatic.com/ugd/e549c7_cbe0b710e9704b81bae3fa409280a288.pdf  

Research & educational study materials for schools –

https://whitestorkproject.org/research-study/ 

Counting white storks – we joined the international action –

https://aerisfuturo.pl/en/portfolio/counting-white-storks-we-joined-the-international-

action/  
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