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Otters 

All book extracts taken from: 
Kruuk, Hans. Wild Otters: Predation and Populations. OUP Oxford, 1995. 
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Otters 

1. Introduction 

2. Global and local distribution 

3. Behaviour and ecology 

4. Conservation issues 

5. On the trail of otters: identification and recording  

 

Ian Jones 
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The Mustelid Family 

Otters belong to the MUSTELID family 

Other members you might see in Oxfordshire are: 

 
Stoat Mink 

Badger 

Polecat 

Weasel 
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Introducing the Eurasian 
Otter 

• Streamlined 
• Size of a medium dog 
• Swim using back legs mainly 
• Have thick fur (2 layers) 
• Thick, conical tail (storing fat) 
• Webbed feet 
• Nose & eyes positioned high on head 
• Swim very low in the water 
• Sensitive whiskers  

Otters have evolved to exploit 
aquatic habitats 
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Eurasian Otter – Global 
Distribution 
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Local Otters 

Ian Jones 

Otters occur on rivers and streams 
throughout Oxfordshire 

These photos were taken less than 10 miles 
from the centre of Oxford! 
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Habitats and territories 

1. Coastal sites e.g. West Coast of Scotland, Shetland 

2. Freshwater rivers and lakes etc. most of UK 

In the UK, the otter is found in two types of habitat 

Ian Jones 
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Habitats and territories 

Shetland Study – Hans Kruuk et al 

• 5 year study centred on Lunna Ness peninsula Shetland 
• Used field observations on ear-tagged otters to map social organisation 
• Identified “resident” and “transient” animals 
• Also in depth study of available resources (holts, fresh water, food etc)  

Aim to understand the otter social organisation in the 
context of other carnivores e.g. badger or hyena 
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Habitats and territories 

• Most resident females have a “core area” where 
they spend most of their time but this is found 
within a larger “group area” shared by two or 
three females. 

• Otters sharing a group area mainly avoid each 
other 

• Core sites are often centred on sheltered bays but 
also included some rocky coast 

• Resident males ranged much more widely. Their 
“territories” may overlap those of several females 

• Resident males used less optimum areas, more 
rocky coast 

 
 



                         Sharing Wildlife Information in Berkshire and Oxfordshire 

Habitats and territories 

Resource Dispersion Hypothesis 
 

The social organisation and group size is a 
response to the DISTRIBUTION and RICHNESS of 
resources 

The Shetland coastal otters need: 
 
1. Food which is distributed patchily 

(spatially and temporally) 
2. Access to fresh water 
3. Shelter (areas on land with soil suitable 

for digging holts) 
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Habitats and territories 

How is this organisation maintained? 
 

• Sprainting 
• Avoidance 
• Aggression 
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Habitats and territories 

Sprainting Behaviour Studied in Shetland 
 
• Not to do with breeding (although may 

contain useful info!) 
• Not to do with defending borders of “group 

areas” 

Otters spraint to assist mutual avoidance 
and to promote efficient use of resources 
some of which take time to be replenished 
after use (e.g. food patches and fresh water 
bathing areas) 
 
An “honest” signal which benefits the 
sender and receiver. 
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Habitats and territories 

What Does an Otter Look Like When it’s Sprainting? 
 

Video by Matthew Purkis 
(RSPB Otmoor, Intern) 
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Habitats and territories 

Social Organisation in Freshwater Habitats – E. Scotland Study 
(radiotagging) 
 • Similar to coastal otters but group areas not so well-defined 

• Males operated over larger areas and in larger rivers channels 

• Unexpectedly large portion of time spent using small streams 

• “Territories” sizes are huge when measured as length of stream/river 

• “Territories” similar in size to comparable mammals when calculated as an 
area 
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Habitats and territories 

Social Organisation in Freshwater Habitats – E. Scotland Study 
(radiotagging) 
 

AVERAGE MALE – 34.8 km of stream/river or 63 Ha 
 
AVERAGE FEMALE – 20.0km of stream/river or 20 Ha 

  Males Females and Young 

Rivers 62.50% 13.30% 

Streams  or reedbeds 37.50% 86.70% 
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Breeding Behaviour 

A Few Facts About Breeding 

• Otters have few offspring and invest a lot of time in them to ensure survival 
• In UK, most otters do NOT have a breeding season 
• Males do not take any part in parenting 
• Females give birth in natal holt (far from water) after ~65 day gestation period 
• Cubs spend around 2 months in this holt being fed milk by female 
• During this time the female will leave the holt once a day to forage 
• After 2 months the cubs are weaned and will start to eat small fish 
• 8 to 10 weeks after birth they will emerge from holt and will accompany female 
• If resources are scarce, a cub may be abandoned 
• Cubs strike out on their own from 10-16 months of age. 
• Studies have demonstrated that they are still not fully proficient at this stage 
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Breeding Behaviour 

Some Photos! 
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Diet & Hunting 

• Otters mainly eat fish 
• In freshwater, salmonids such at brown trout are most 

popular, but other fish and eels are taken. Signal crayfish 
have recently become a popular part of their diet 

• Coastal otters catch mostly bottom dwelling fish such as 
lumpsuckers & rocklings 

• Otters catch fish with their mouths NOT front legs that are 
usually pressed flat against their bodies when hunting 

• Otters usually eat their prey in the water off the coast or on 
lakes. In fast flowing rivers they prefer to land the prey to 
eat. 

• Otters are opportunists! 
• Otters cause conflict with anglers and owners of in-line 

fisheries 
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Thermoregulation 

Keeping warm takes up a big fraction of an otter’s 
energy budget – especially in winter 

How did they measure this? 

An otter has 2 layers of fur 
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Eurasian Otter – Recent UK 
History 

The UK otter timeline 
1900 Otters common and widespread 
1950s Organochlorine pesticides introduced 
1960s First reports of declines in otter population (otter hunts) 
1977 First national otter survey 

1981 
Otter and their holts protected under the Wildlife & Countryside 
Act. Dieldrin banned. 

1983 The Otter trust carried out the first reintroduction release 
1984-1986 The second national otter survey 

1991 
Road accidents became recognised as a major cause of mortality 
and EA start collecting carcasses for their post mortem study 

1991 Aldrin banned 
1991-1994 Third national survey – first time an upturn is recorded 
1998 Otter becomes a BAP (Biodiversity Action Plan) species 
1999 Highways agency adopts otter friendly road crossings 
2000-2002 Fourth national survey 
2009-2010 Fifth national survey 
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Eurasian Otter – Decline & 
Recovery 

The UK National Surveys 
1977-1979 

1984-1986 

2000-2002 

None found! 3% to 10% 
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Eurasian Otter – Decline & 
Recovery 

The 2000-02 survey shows every one of the 12 regions and 
catchments, into which England was divided for the survey, 
shows an increase in the number of positive sites 

1977 -1979 2000-2002 
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Eurasian Otter – Decline & 
Recovery 

2009-2010 National Survey Results 

51-75% +ve 
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Eurasian Otter – Decline & 
Recovery 

TVERC records mirror the national results 

1959 - 1989 1990-1999 2000-2010 
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Current Conservation 
Challenges 

1. Conflict with human interests (mainly angling and commercial fisheries) 

2. Emerging diseases and parasites 
 

EA Otter roadkill post mortem project – Cardiff University 
 
Toxoplasma gondii found in 39.5% of otters 
 
Pseudamphistomum truncatum – parasitic flatworm from 
fish imported from Eastern Europe (sunbleak) affects gall bladders 
and bile ducts of otters eating infected fish 
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On the Trail of the Otter – 
Recognising the Signs 

• Spraints 

• Tracks and footprints 

• Paths and slides 

• Feeding signs 
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Recognising Spraints 

Crayfish legs 

Fresh, black and tary 

Old & weathered Hint: Use your sense of smell! 
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Recognising Spraints 
Where to look? 
Bridges and other man-made features 

Hint: remember, otters will locate spraints by sight not smell 
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Recognising Spraints 
Where to look? 
Natural features along the stream/river 

Hint: spraints will be put in places of importance to the otter 

Where the otter has been feeding A conspicuous overhanging tree 

Also check: 
Regular paths to the river 
River bank where a side stream enters 
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Recognising Footprints 
Where to look? 
Areas of smooth, soft mud at stream edge 

Hint: Otters have 5 teardrop shaped toes, but you often don’t see 
the little toe 

From the mammal book 

This is probably what it will look like! 
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Recognising Feeding Signs 
Where to look? 
By the river/stream bank, large rocks in the stream 

Hint: Otters often take very little of a fish, a single bite! 

Hint: Use your sense of smell, if an otter has been feeding recently you may be 
able to smell their characteristic scent! 
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Recognising Paths & Slides 
Where to look? 
By the river/stream bank, large rocks in the stream 

Hint: Otters are creatures of habit and often wear smooth paths 
or slides 

Hint: Otters often mark paths with spraints and urine which bleaches grass or moss 

Bleached grass tuft 
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Recording Otters 
If you’re inspired: Become an Otter Spotter! 
Ellen.lee@oxfordshire.gov.uk 



                         Sharing Wildlife Information in Berkshire and Oxfordshire 

Recording Otters 
Why not come on a otter recording course? 

http://www.tverc.org/cms/content/tverc-training-programme 
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