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Abstract

The white stork Ciconia ciconia nest, with its impressive size of over 1.5 m in height, a diameter of over 1.5 m and weight
exceeding a ton, belongs the largest and heaviest structures built by birds all over the world. This permanent construction
which is made of long sticks laid in layers and the thick lining consisting of hay, straw, manure, rubbish and rags, could last
for decades. During that time, it can be an attractive shelter and breeding site for many organisms, including small birds,
mammals and arthropods. However, due to some methodological constraints, the role of such nests for the diversity of sap-
roxylic insects has not been well recognized so far. Here we report the first observation of occurrence of larvae of obligate
saproxylic marbled rose-chafer, Protaetia lugubris (Cetoniinae) inside the white stork nest. We further discuss that the interior
of a long-term stork nest may be an alternative to interiors of tree hollows in which typically most chafer’s larvae develop.
Thus, white stork nest could provide supplementary habitat for saproxylic beetles of conservation interests.
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The white stork Ciconia ciconia nest is one of the larg-
est and heaviest structures built among birds all over the
world. Many white stork nests are used for decades, and
each year they are repaired and expanded, thanks to which
they can reach an impressive size of over 1.5 m in height,
a diameter of over 1.5 m and a huge weight exceeding a
ton (Gotzman and Jabtoriski 1972; Cramp and Simmons
1977; Creutz 1985). The stork’s nest is made of dry and
long sticks laid in layers, and the thick lining consists of
hay, straw, manure, and sometimes also rubbish and rags
(Cramp and Simmons 1977; Gotzman and Jabtoriski 1972).
For this reason, C. ciconia nests can be an attractive shelter
and breeding site for many organisms, of which the most
well-known are vertebrates, mainly birds (Indykiewicz 2006;
Zbyryt et al. 2017). Other less numerous are small mam-
mals such as the brown rats (Rattus norvegicus), striped field
mouse Apodemus agrarius or red squirrel Sciurus vulgaris
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(Indykiewicz 2006, own observations). However, stork nests
are also places of occurrence of numerous invertebrates. Ear-
lier studies indicated that stork nests can be occupied by at
least 34 species of mites (Btoszyk et al. 2005; Mammeria
et al. 2014) as well as ants Formica sp. and wasps Vespa sp.
(Heckenroth 1969), which, however, were not identified to
the species level. In addition to being a shelter and breed-
ing site for many animals, white stork nests are important
seed banks for almost 100 species of plants (Czarnecka and
Kitowski 2013).

On 21/03/2018 in the village of Starczewice
(52°23'34.6"N; 22°36'11.8"E) located in north-eastern
Poland, work was carried out to relieve the nest of a white
stork situated on a wooden pole. This action was aimed at
reducing its weight and height in order to prevent the old
structure from falling over. Its dimensions were: 90 cm in
height and a diameter of 100 cm, with the predictable weight
of over 600 kg (own data). During the removal of succes-
sive layers of highly frozen nest material, in its central part
composed of strongly decomposed and compacted several-
year-old lining, which also included numerous rags, three
full-grown larvae (length of ca. 7 cm) of marbled rose-chafer
Protaetia lugubris (Herbst, 1786) were found. This species
is better known as Liocola lugubris and has formerly been
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known as L. marmorata or P. marmorata (Fabricius, 1772)
(Fig. 1).

Old stork nests due to their size may be specific hotspots
with a large biodiversity for many organisms. In the case
of some species, especially birds, this subject has been
quite well recognized and it is known that the nests of these
birds are a very important breeding site for sparrows Passer
domesticus, tree sparrows P. montanus and starlings Sturnus
vulgaris (Indykiewicz 2006; Zbyryt et al. 2017). However,
the occurrence of insects in C. ciconia nests has not been
the subject of thorough research so far, although there are
reports on scarab larvae occurrence in other large birds’
nests of similar design (Choi et al. 2018; Koshiyama et al.
2012). This is due to several reasons. Firstly, the search for
scarab larvae is associated with the total or partial destruc-
tion of the nest, and these structures are occupied by birds
for many years, and even for decades (Cramp and Simmons
1977). Secondly, due to its size and location on the roofs of
buildings or power poles, it requires a good and consider-
able logistical preparation. The volume of the stork’s nest
ranges from 0.9 to 3.6 m> and it weighs on average 349 kg
(own data). This discovery was made during the protective
measures to reduce the nest, to prevent it from collapsing
of the old post on which it was located. Combining such
activities with searching white stork nests for the occurrence
of cariophages (i.e. saprophages feeding on rotting wood,
Pawtowski 1961) or other saproxylic organisms may be a
good idea to investigate how often such cases occur.

P. lugubris is described as threatened over most of its
distributional range. In the European red list of saproxylic
beetles (Nieto and Alexander 2010; Calix et al. 2018), it
is assessed as Least Concern (Mannerkoski et al. 2010).
Adults of the marbled rose-chafer prefer to feed on sap
flow on tree trunks and the juice and flesh of soft, ripe

fruits. Similarly to all chafers (Scarabaeidae: Cetoniinae),
P. lugubris has specialized to develop in decomposing cel-
lulose-rich plant material during the larval stage (Tauzin
2006; Oleksa et al. 2006). Chafer larvae have the form of a
grub and usually develop in decayed wood, particularly in
the wood mould in living hollow trees. Special adaptations
in the structure of the digestive tract (Pawlowski 1961) and
symbiotic microorganisms (Hackstein and Stumm 1994;
Jonsson et al. 2004) allow them to feed on this little digest-
ible source of food.

The interior of a long-term white stork nest may be an
alternative to interiors of tree hollow, especially in the case
of lack or little availability of old-growth trees. However, it
can be supposed that large bird nests may support only a lim-
ited number of species, mainly necrophagous and specialised
saprophagous species, compared to tree hollows. The mar-
bled rose-chafer due to its plasticity in the selection of sites
for larval development (Oleksa et al. 2006) may be more
often found in white stork nests than other cariophagous
chafers. The scale of this phenomenon is currently unknown
because as previously mentioned no systematic research on
this subject has been conducted so far, and the described
occurrence is the first report on this subject. It is all the
more important and interesting that another species of the
Scarabaeidae family inhabiting similar tree hollow habitats
as P. lugubris is the hermit beetle Osmoderma eremita s.1.,
which is a near-threatened or vulnerable species in Poland
(Oleksa 2009, 2012) and all over Europe (Ranius et al. 2005;
Maurizi et al. 2017; Nieto and Alexander 2010). Many sites
occupied by the hermit beetle are known from the northern
part of Poland, where one of the largest density of breeding
pairs of the white stork is also found (Zbyryt et al. 2014).
Therefore, we recommend beginning research on the occur-
rence of Scarabaeidae in stork nests in that region.

Fig. 1 White Stork nest in which Protaetia lugubris larvae were found
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Furthermore, our observation suggests that large birds’
nests can be important although underinvestigated habitat
of some insects of conservation importance. Hence, we
strongly encourage research dealing with the role of birds’
nests as structures that increase biodiversity.
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