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Breeding Distribution Summer Abundance

Winter Distribution Winter Abundance

Bird Present

Possible 
Breeding

Probable 
Breeding

Confirmed 
Breeding

Bird Present

2007–11 Atlas fieldwork Gloucestershire trends UK population trends

Number of tetrads in which recorded (max 683) Occupied 10 km squares (max 26) % of tetrads in which 
recorded (1st hour of TTV)

UK conservation status: 
Green

Total Confirmed Probable Possible Present 1968–71 1981–84 1988–91 2007–11 1988–91 2008–11 Long term Short term

Breeding 62 40 7 10 5 18 13 17 4.5 1.9 –32% –35%

Winter 64 15 18 – –

Sponsored by the Hon H J H Tollemanche and by the North Cotswold Ornithological Society, and in memory of Michael Catlin

Dipper (White-throated Dipper)
Cinclus cinclus

The Dippers are a very unusual family of passerines, adapted to 
diving, swimming and even walking under water in search of their 
invertebrate prey, which in the British Isles is mainly the larvae of 
caddis-flies and mayflies. In mainland Britain suitable habitat lies 
mostly to the north and west of a line from Portland Bill in Dorset 
to Spurn Point in Yorkshire.

Dippers always nest near water, by fast-flowing upland streams 
and rivers and also on slower rivers as long as there are stretches 
of rapids produced by artificial features such as weirs or mill-races. 
They build their rounded, mossy and often conspicuous nests in 
natural cavities in rock-faces, tree roots or man-made structures. 
They are much scarcer in acidic waters, which hold fewer inverte-
brates and fish.

In Britain the breeding season can start early, with nest-building 
obvious from January and eggs laid from February, and in optimal 
habitat three broods may be raised in a single year. Although 
Dippers are rather shy, their loud calls are often audible above the 
sound of water and many birds will have been detected in this way 
during the atlas fieldwork. Predicting where they might be found 
is quite easy, so few birds will have been missed. They are most 
conspicuous when feeding young, and consequently the proportion 
of ‘confirmed’ breeding records is high.

National data show a decline in numbers, with various causes 
suggested: lower rates of water flow due to drought; silting-up 
resulting from the disturbance of stream edges by cattle; high 
populations of predators, notably mink; and acidification (caused 
by forestry and industry) and nitrification (due to the run-off of 
fertilisers), both of which have an adverse impact on insect prey.

Gloucestershire is on the very edge of the British range (there are 
no Dippers in England east of the Cotswolds), so any changes here 
might give an early warning of the fortunes of the population as a 
whole. In this respect the indicators are not encouraging. In the area 
covered by the Cotswolds Atlases there was a noticeable contraction 
in range and a 50% reduction in occupied tetrads between 1987 and 

2007. This decline was especially severe in the east, where several 
river systems were completely deserted. The current atlas fieldwork 
confirms this contraction, albeit with the occasional positive feature 
such as the recolonisation of a stream in the 10 km square SP13. 
Comparison with previous national atlas data confirms a sharp 
decline in occupancy at the tetrad level within the county.

The maps show a noticeable concentration of Dippers in the 
streams of the Stroud valleys, including in Stroud itself where they 
breed very close to the town centre. These areas provide plenty of 
suitable nesting places in old mills, factories and even in the infra-
structure of the disused canal. Dippers are also reasonably common 
in the Forest of Dean, where similar man-made features abound. 
Cheltenham still holds one or two pairs, as do a few traditional sites 
on the higher Cotswold streams such as the Churn and the Dikler, 
but these areas are looking increasingly like unsustainable outposts, 
given the general decline.

The winter map has slightly more dots, albeit in the same areas, 
suggesting that Dippers forage rather more widely outside the 
breeding season.

It is clear that Dippers are continuing to thrive where streams 
and rivers flow in valleys whose slopes are to a greater or lesser 
extent clothed in woodland, but have declined where they flow 
through terrain that is largely cultivated. Indeed it is rather ironic 
that Dippers are now most common in apparently ‘industrialised’ 
areas in the Stroud valleys. Perhaps these rivers are now cleaner 
than those flowing through farmland, where the gradual build-up 
of chemical contaminants is continuing. If the trends described 
here continue, it will not be long before this charismatic species 
disappears entirely from the higher Cotswold streams.

Dippers of the black-bellied northern European subspecies C. c. 
cinclus are recorded in Britain in most years, usually on the English 
east coast. There is just one Gloucestershire record, at South Cerney 
on December 17th 1972.
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