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Zusammenfassung

Bis heute ist nur wenig über das Vorkommen von brütenden oder 
ziehenden Weißstörchen in Libyen bekannt. Während einer orni-
thologischen Expedition in Libyen im May 2008 wurden mehrere 
Oasen in der Libyschen Wüste und zahlreiche Orte in der Cy-
renaica besucht. Die Kolonie in Al Marj wurde 2005 entdeckt und 
beherbergte nun 23 Weißstorchnester mit Jungen. Weitere Vögel, 
wahrscheinlich Übersommerer, wurden Nahrung suchend in der 
Umgebung auf Ackerflächen und Grünland angetroffen. Der Zu-
fallsfund eines Nestes in der Umgebung des Inlandflughafens von 
Tripoli lässt die Vermutung zu, dass weitere Storchenpaare auch 
in Tripolitanien brüten. 82 übersommernde Weißstörche wur-
den in Al Kufra in der Libyschen Sahara gezählt, wo bereits 2007 
überwinternde Weißstörche beobachtet wurden. Ein Weißstorch-
nest mit zwei Jungvögeln wurde in der Wüste zwischen der Ta-
zerbo Oase und Jalu gefunden. Insgesamt scheint Libyen stärker 
vom Weißstorch besiedelt zu sein, als bisher vermutet. Weitere 
Untersuchungen sind notwendig.

Summary

Until now, little has been known about the occurrence of breeding 
and migrating White Storks in Libya. During an ornithological 
expedition to Libya in May 2008, visits were made to several oases 
in the Libyan Desert and several villages in Cyrenaica. The colony 
at Al Marj, discovered in 2005, held 23 nests with young. Addi-
tional birds, presumably oversummering adults, were observed 
foraging on nearby agricultural and grassland areas. The chance 
discovery of a nest at the domestic airport of Tripoli suggests that 
more White Storks may breed in Tripolitania. 82 oversummering 
White Storks were found at Al Kufra in the Libyan Sahara, where 
birds had been discovered overwintering in 2007. A white stork 
nest containing two young was found in the desert between the 
Tazerbo oasis and Jalu. Overall, Libya seems to be more populated 
by White Storks than previously thought. Further explorations 
seem worthwhile.

Introduction
Before now, little has been known about the occurrence of bree-
ding and migrating White Storks in Libya. Even after completion 

of the 6th International White Stork Census, there were no data for 
this species from the fourth largest country in Africa. According 
to the literature, only three breeding colonies have been found 
during the last few years, all in the northern parts of the coun-
try. A colony of about 20 pairs existed near Al Marj in Cyrenaica. 
Several nests were found here in mid-February 2005 (GASKELL 
2005). A group of unoccupied nests was found in the Jeffara-level 
in Tripolitania to the west of Tripoli, also in 2005, but the nests 
were probably from the year before. By contrast, a group of nests 
on palm trees at Tauorgha, to the east of Tripoli, was occupied 
(AZAFZAF et al. 2006). This article presents the latest informa-
tion about the breeding grounds at Al Marj, and about the disco-
very of new nesting locations in other parts of the country.

Area and method
An ornithological expedition to Libya from May 16th to June 1st 
2008 surveyed irrigated agricultural land at the Al Kufra oasis in 
the Libyan Desert. In addition, visits were made to irrigated fields 
at As Sarir, between the Tazerbo oasis and Jalu. Finally, several 
days were spent at various villages in Cyrenaica. Particular atten-
tion was paid to determining the presence of breeding and migra-
tory bird species, and especially the white stork. Irrigated fields at 
Al Kufra and in As Sarir were searched daily for oversummering 
storks. Further surveys were made of other agricultural sites. At 
Al Marj, the nests in the breeding colony were counted. The loca-
tions where White Storks were recorded are shown in Figure 1. 

Conclusions
The breeding colony discovered to the southeast of downtown Al 
Marj in the Cyrenaica in 2005 was occupied again in 2008 (Fig. 
2a-c). Nest counts on May 26th and 27th showed 23 nests with part-
grown chicks being fed, and three apparently unoccupied nests. 
The nests were located in a line of trees around a graveyard. At 
least two nests were a little separate from the colony. As well as 
breeding storks, a number of additional adult birds were obser-
ved foraging on the arable land and grassland areas bordering Al 
Marj, in particular close to a large wetland (Fig. 3a-b). These birds 
were probably oversummering, or they might have originated in 
still unknown breeding grounds. It is worth noting that the rela-
tively extensive and fertile agricultural areas found in Cyrenaica 
offer good potential for the settlement of White Storks. It is also 
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possible that there are more White Storks breeding in Tripolitania 
than previously thought. Evidence for this is the chance discovery 
of a nest on a floodlight reflector on the grounds of the domestic 
airport at Tripoli on May 17th 2008. An adult bird was shading at 
least one fledgling with outspread wings, while the second adult 
was foraging on uncultivated ground between the runways.

Following the unexpected discovery in December 2007 of an im-
portant White Stork wintering area in the middle of the Libyan 
Sahara (HERING 2008), the question arises of whether White 
Storks also remain as late as the breeding season on the irrigated 
areas that are farmed year-round in this extreme dessert. For the 
2008 expedition, the Saharan oasis of Al Kufra in southeast Libya 
was chosen for survey. And even better than expected, the first 
irrigated arable field brought a positive result. On May 18th, 82 
Storks were foraging, accompanied by a range of heron and shore-
bird species (Fig. 4a-b). Inquiries made of busy agricultural work-
ers in the area indicated that storks were present continuously, but 
were not known to breed.  Our search for nesting White Storks in 
the desert finally succeeded when we visited the cultivation area 
of As Sarir, between the Tazerbo oasis and Jalu (Fig. 5a-b).  On 
May 24th, two adult birds were feeding their two young on a ca. 
25 metres high lattice mast close to a group of agricultural build-
ings, and a third adult lay dead on the ground. According to one 
resident, a nest had first been built on the power pole four or five 
years ago, but was destroyed by workers. The following year, a new 
nest was built, probably by the same birds. Since then they have 
been tolerated and have bred successfully. As at Al Kufra, large 
numbers of oversummering storks were observed in this area as 
well.

Discussion
These latest discoveries show that the White Stork is present in Li-
bya in larger numbers during the breeding season than previously 
supposed. It seems highly likely that more breeding grounds exist 
in Cyrenaica and Tripolitania than the few already described. 
Even in the Sahara desert regions of central and southern parts of 
the country, it seems likely that there will be single breeding pairs, 
as demonstrated by the nesting pair at As Sarir. No doubt the irri-

gated fields are a critical resource for successful breeding, and the-
se have been present for decades at Maknusa, in Wadi Berdjudj, in 
As Sarir between Tazerbo and Jalu, as well as in the Al Kufra oasis. 
The agricultural areas near Al Kufra alone extend to ca. 10,000 
ha. Because the fields are also cultivated in the summer months, 
food and freshwater is permanently available to storks. In spite 
of this, it is unclear how white storks are able to raise their young 
successfully in one of the hottest places on earth, in conditions of 
extreme heat and deadly sandstorms. This would be a worthwhile 
topic for serious research, that might also investigate its import-
ance as a staging and overwintering area. Many questions would 
need to be answered, especially regarding the use by storks of the 
newly created habitat at different times of year, food availabili-
ty, and potential problems caused by pest control etc. A research 
project would now be possible, since the fourth largest country in 
Africa opened itself to the rest of the world.
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Figure captions (photos: all by Jens Hering; May 2008)

Fig. 1. Locations of White Storks observed 
in Libya during May 2008.
Beobachtungsorte von Weißstörchen in 
Libyen im Mai 2008. 
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Fig. 2a-c. A breeding colony of White Storks at Al Marj in 
Cyrenaica. Around 20 pairs nested here in 2008, in a line of 
trees.
Eine Brutkolonie von Weißstörchen bei Al Mari in der 
Cyrenaica. Ca. 20 Paare nisteten hier 2008 in einer Allee. 
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Fig. 3a-b. A food-rich landscape east of Al Marj.
Nahrungsreiche Landschaft östlich von Al Marj.
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Fig. 4a-b. Oversummering White Storks in the Libyan Sahara near the Al Kufra oasis.
Übersommernde Weißstörche in der Libyschen Sahara nahe der Oase von Al Kufra.
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Fig. 5a-b. White Storks breeding in As Sarir, 
between Tazerbo and Jalu.
Brütende Weißstörche in As Sarir, zwischen 
Tazerbo und Jalu.
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