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Otters on the
Internet

by Tracy Johnston

Otter lovers can get the latest updates
on research, reintroduction programs,
and otter rehabllitation taking place
world-wide by scarching the Internet. If
you simply type *“otters® at a scarch
prompt, you can encounter a list of 847
web pages that mention the word
“otters.”  Beware though, the “otters”
mentioned in the web pages aren't all
members of the Mustelidae family!

You'll encounter web pages on sports
teams or those seling sea kayaks, wet
suits and software. You will also find
children’s drawings of otters, tributes to
books about otters, and even a web page
dedicated to Otter Pops frozen snacks.
(The *(Otter) Pops in Prominent Places”
home page shows Otter Pop characters
and their ‘influence’ on world events,
ke Alexander The Grape causing the
break up of Prince Charles and Princess
Diana‘’s marriage. A photo of Alexander
with the former Royal couple is even
Included.)

Some states' national resources or
fish and wildiife departments even have

web pages that mention otters. Infor-
mation on river otter reintroductions in
Indiana and Nebraska can be found on
the Internet.  (See articles on page 6.
Other Interesting and informative web
pages on otters include:

The International Otter Survival Fund
(10SF)

hitp//www.smo.dhl.ac.uk/ ~ dobhran/losf
Jlosf_home.hitm!

Located on Scotland’s Isle of Skye, the
International Otter Survival Fund's mis-
slon Is “...to preserve otters by safe-
guarding arcas of good habitat and sup-
porting people working In rescarch and
rehabllitation of otters workiwide.” The
I0SF home page lists membership Infor-
mation, posts thelr most recent newslot-
ters, and lists brief updates on the plight
of the 13 species of otters throughout
the world.

Friends of the Sea Otter (FSO)
http=//infomanage.com/mbk/mbkfos. tml
The Priends of the Sea Onter Is a non-
profit organization based in Monterey,
Calfornla dedicated to the protection of
sea otters. FSO activities include protec-
tion and preservation efforts, research,
and educational outreach for sea otters.
Activities also Include the California
Ocean Assistance Spill Team (COAST), 2
volunteer-based oll splll response team.

The Marine Mammal Cenler
http// wwwe.tmmc.org/

The Marine Mammal Center provides
rescue and care efforts by providing
emergency care for stranded animals, vet-
erinary care, captive sea otter husbandry,

and water quality and life support sys-
tems for sea otter holding facilities.

Otters on the Internet .. ....oouunl
ROAMISSION . .covvvnnnnnnnnnadl
President’s Message ........00002
Tracking Otters ... .oovvvvrane 4.5
Relntroduction Updates. .. ... T )
Banon Leghold Traps ...........6
Mosntaln Otter Poem .. ..... ceen B
Membership Information . ... .. ... 7
About Your President. . ........ 7-8
THE RIVER OTTER JOURNAL
M a semi-anneal publcation of the

River Oner Alllance, Look for the next
odtion of THE RIVER OTTER JOURNAL
In Spring 1997!

River Otter Alliance Mission

The River Otter Alliaace prometes the servival of
the Morth Americaa River Otter (latra
(anadensir) throngh edvcation, recarch and
habitat protzction. We suppert correat rescarch
and reintroduction program, mositer dben-
damce and distribation in the United States, and
educate the general public through ser newsiet-
ter, THE RAVER OTTER JOURMAL, on the meed to
restare and sestain Rever Otter popuiations.

Our goal s to be 2 center of communications
amaag wildife biolegists, envronmental orgast-
sations, fisdermen, aad  interested otter
lovers on 2 sational and internatiesal basis, in
order to ensare the healthy feture of the North
Americaa Bover Otter
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President’s Message

While writing this message, | am sitting
on a river bank tucked in amongst the pines
looking out into the waterway and reflecting
on the elusive river otters I have seen behav-
ing here plus imagining (through signs) the
behavior of the ones | have not directly expe-
rienced, Although | may not see the animals often, | do
see their signs and know there has been some success-
ful breeding In my study area so, yes, this Colorado State
Endangered Species is surviving from a reintroduction
project which occurred between 1978 and 1984 in the
headwaters of the Colorado River. This knowledge
brings to focus what I personally and we as a group are
all about: contributing to the conscrvation of the North
American River Otter. How can we of the River Otter
Alliance accomplish this goal? One specific way Is
through this publication. We want to bring together
both people who are professionally Involved with otters
and people who just care about them.

We want to publish input from the research on river
otters and input from peoples’ personal experlences with
them (both past and present). In addition to our mem-
bership, copies of our publication are glven to ibraries
and schools in our area; we would like to see members
throughout our distribution do likewise. Another way we
hope to accomplish our goal is through education of the
public. | personally give formal slide presentations and
informal talks to audiences in Colorado, which we as a
group hope to expand Into the schools of our area. This
gets people of all ages interested and involved. An
experimental educational kit is being developed for an
clementary school In my study area, which could also be
distributed to other schools, especially where river otters
occur. If children learn about river otters and begin to
look for them and their signs now, they may develop an
Interest In their survival, This can lead to 2 positive out-
look for otters both now and In the future when these
children become adults. Perhaps seeing an otter frolick-
ing in the waters while you were growing up led to your
own awareness and interest in this species!

2 The River Otter Journal, Rall 1 996

Judy Berg

My husband, David, and | recently visited
the Isle of Skye in Scotland for a vacation and
to mect with Paul and Grace Yoxon, Directors
of the International Otter Survival Fund
(I0SF). They are delightful people and very
dedicated to the conservation of otters
throughout the world. Basically, their large group funds
research and conservation projects in various countries,
organizes public education programs and supports otter
rehabilitation facilitics. They also conduct their own
research on the Isk of Skye and surrounding islands and
house a rehabilitation facility, Our small River Otter
Alliance group Is now proud to be affiliated with their
group. While on the Isk of Skye, David and | had other
special experiences: we saw two Euraslan Otters which
the Yoxons are rchabllitating in their facility for eventual
release, one free living otter swimming in its marine
environment, otter tracks In the mud, and, yes, thelr
droppings (scat). Then, when we thought there could
not be any more speclal experiences for us on Skye—
prior to taking the ferry back to the mainland—we dis-
covered the Kylerhea Otter Haven. There while in thelr
public viewing hide, we met June Gerrard who works at
the facility. (See article on page 3.) June shared with us
her otter-related experiences and videos she had taken
at the facility, including one of a female otter with her
cub, For David and me personally, the tsle of Skye was
unforgettable. For our group, becoming affiliated with
other people who are dedicated to the conservation of
otter species both in Scotland and throughout the world
Is very rewarding.

Now with your help, we ¢can attaln our goals and
add new goals which will lead to the survival and preser-
vation of our North American River Otter. Our group can
have a much stronger voice in river otter conservation
with your help. Please show us you care. Please get
involved and give us your input.
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Kylerhea Otter
Haven

by June Gerrand

Edior's Note: Kylerhea Otter Haven Is a
wildlife viewing hide open to the pablic. This
facility &s maintalned by Forest Enferprises
which Is a part of the Crownms Forestry
Commission. It Is located along the eastern
coast of the Isie of Skye, across from mainiand
Scotland. The author Is an employee at the
Otter Haven.

All records taken at the Otter Haven are
made by actual visual observations of
otters in thelr natural habitat. There is no
contact with the otters whatsoever so that
the behavior that we and the public see is
completely matural. This year there are
five resident otters at the haven which
covers an area of approximately 1-1/2
lometers of coastiine. The otters seem o

P &

be related to cach other being Dog, Bitch
with Cub, and two sblings (last season's
cubs). The haven is situated on the nar-
rows between Skye and the mainland so
food s abundant In the sea and also in
freshwater ponds and burns. The terrain
1s rocky and ts mostly Inaccessible to man.
The otters at Kylerhea, the remainder of
Skye and the whole of the northwest coast
of Scotland are diurnal—they can be scen
at any time of day—but sadly, as of yet,

VIEWING HIDE 1 KM

we have not found out how to predict
exactly when they will appear! There
scems to be a mixture of variables,
depending on at what state of tide a cer-
tain food Is accessible, when Is the scason
of food type, what the weather Is like
(younger ctters and bitch with cub tend to
avoid rain if possible), how hungry the
otter Is, and (it seems somctimes!)
whether the otter feels like showing itself
that day!

Exciting River
Otter Encounter

by Anm and Jim Feucht, Rocky Mountakn
National Park Volunteers

Since April 3, 1995, we've scen numer-
ous river otters in Grand Lake and the
channel between It and Shadow Mountain
Lake. However nothing was more exciting
than the encounter we witnessed on April
12, 1996!

The otters were squealing and screech-
Ing and making quite a racket that day.
They were located down by the foot bridge
at the channcl entrance near the boat
dock of the James' Grand Lake property.
Although ice covers most of Grand Lake at
that time of year, the channe! and some
distance Iinto Grand Lake was ice free. We

cautiously approached the arca of the
noises. At first we observed tralls of blood
in the snow, apparently from some of the
otters fighting. This was soon confirmed
when two otters emerged from bencath
the James' dock. More ofters appeared
later and proceeded to run and slide on
the Ice directly in front of the boat dock. It
was a sight to see them rolling, siiding and
playing. If that wasn't enough excitement

0 witness, next came a pair on the ice.
They were running, sliding, cavorting, and
appacently mating!

It appeared at least one pair took up
housekeeping beneath the James’ dock the
previous spring, because we later

observed—particularly on May 26~a
family of otters. The young were cavort-
Ing with thelr parents In open water, |ust
cast of the Grand Lake foot bridge.

Many cther otter sightings have been
made In the area, but have not been offi-
cially recorded. Rt's great to see otters and
know they are healthy and making a come
back to the Colorado River basin.
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Tracking
By Judith K. Berg
River otters are primarily elusive,
shy animals throughout much of

their range in our country. There
are, however, some regions, so |
have been told, where they may be
viewed directly and quite often.
Those of you living in such areas
are very lucky and can perhaps not
only sce the otters but also see
them making the signs. Most of us
are not so blessed, so we must be
detectives in nature.

OK. otter sleuths, lets begin! The front
and larger hind feet of the otier are cach
endowed with five well-developed toes
with partial webbing between cach toe.
The webbing will not always show in a
track, depending on the substrate and the
locomotion of the animal. Also, some-
times there can be some spread between
the toes with even the heel showing up in
a track, thereby Increasing the size. Other
times, particularly when the animal s run-
ning or galloping, it may leave a digitigrade
pattern. Sorry, nothing is simple. Look for
the five toe pattern In a track but, with
experience, even i only a four toc pattern
Is seen, It can be distinguished from a dog
or fox, for example, because canine tracks
are symmetrical compared to the otter's,
which are asymmetrical. Best advice Is to
look for the five toes! A good general rule
for an otter's tracks are the following mea-
surements: forefoot - 2 1 3 Inches wide
and 3 to 4 Inches long: hindfoot - 3 to 4

4 The River Otter jourmal, Fall 1996

inches wide and 4 to 5 Inches long. In mud
on a bank mext to the water, | recently
measured one set of tracks which were 3
Inches wide by 4 Inches long with tracks 4
Inches wide by 5 Inches long and another
set of tracks which were 2 Inches wide by
2-1/2 Inches long with tracks 3 Inches
wide and 3 inches long. This Indicated at
least two different otters with one decistve-
ly smaller than the other—perhaps a
female with her young,

What other animal tracks might you
confuse with those of the otter? Mink and
fisher (where they occur) are similar. The
mink's tracks, as is the animal, are small-
er than the otter's; both the forefeet and
the hind feet will be one to two inches
wide and long. If you have fishers in your
area, refer to a field guide since the size of
their tracks are similar 1o that of the otters,
but, remember, they do not have webbing
between the toes.

Although otters do travel across land,
particularly to get from one waterway to
another, most of the signs you will see will
be near water. The most distinct oster
slides and tracks I've seen have been dur-
ing the winter when there is snow and lce
covering the waterways. My first truly
distinct signs were at the end of November
when Ice was forming on the river. A
series of alternating otter tracks and slides
were prevalent In a continuous movement
as the animal must have pushed itself
across the snow and ice on Its belly. The

measured tracks were between two and
three Inches wide and four Inches long,
Since there was one continuous mowe-
ment across the ice it Indicated only one
otier. The slides were cight Inches wide
and 20 to 30 feet long. When sliding the
otter will either coast down an embank-
ment on its belly with forefect held along
its sides and rear feet held out behind or,
as in this case. get a ‘runaing start’ and
slide on its belly across the ice and then
continue by pushing itself when reaching
the end of a slide. | often find slides
extending from one water hole in the Ice 10
another; these water holes allow the otters
to emerge from under the ice to breathe
and then return 1o the water. Sometimes
they will make troughs in the snow by
pushing themselves with thelr feet tucked
under their bodies so you will see tracks
mixed in with the slide,. When measuring
this type of slide In one area which
showed much activity, | found slides that
were 6 Inches wide and tracks in the slide

Forcfoot and hind foot of River Otter.
Note webbing between toes.
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showing all five toes that were 2 Inches by
2 Inches, Other sides in this same area
were eight inches wide with tracks in the
slides showing all five toes that were 3
inches by 3 inches. This indicated at least
two different sized otters In this arca.
Slides of otters can measure six to 10 Inch-
es wide with mech warlance In length
depending on the slope and the behavior,
Don't forget that melting of Ice and snow
can affect the measurements! Also, otters
do shde In mud se for those of you who do
not have saow iIn your area but do have
otters, you can also find slides on mud
banks. Sometimes otters slide either down
a bank or through a bank hole to reach a
waterway so look for these too, Mink will
also make slides bat the width is only 3 to
4 inches.

You may find a set of tracks accompa-
nied by a tail drag, which Is another good
Indication of an otter. | have measured
one such sign In the snow with two tracks
being 2 Inches wide and 3 Inches long,
and two tracks being 3 Inches wide and 4
Inches long. with the tall drag 12 inches
long and 3 Inches wide at the base and
one Inch wide at the tip.

If you find any of the above signs but
don't see the otter making them, use your
imagination and picture the animal mov-
Ing and playing In the ares, Otters are
known to be a very playful species and
have been seen shiding down embank-
ments of mud or snow for no apparent
reason except to have fun. Make notes of
the facts (mcasurements) then sit down
and use your Imagination to paint a pic-
ture of river otter behavior In the wild!
This might help lead you to an under-
standing of caring for this special species.

Otters come up oato land from a
waterway 1o roll and groom their fur. This
helps them maintain the Insulating quality
of the fur. They may also sceat mark the
arca for use In ollactory communication,
These “haul outs® or rolling areas are not
always clearly distinguishable unless
there are other otter signs In the arca.
These areas can be found at all times of
the year 5o they may be matted down veg-
etation or depressions In the snow; those |
have found are within about 10 feet from a
waterway. Other signs nearby will cinch
this cne.

Finally, the sign | get most excited
about, since it has become an Important
part of my research, is that of the drop-
pings (excrement) called scat. | have col-
lected over 100 otter scats, and counting.
Of the scats that 1| have collected, the
appearance has been clther black and
shiny or black and mucusy, with no par-
ticular shape, containing distinguishable
fish bores and having a fishy order (prob-
ably from the anal scent gland); or a dull
red color, tubular shaped, with distin-
guishable crayfish parts; or plles of fish
bones in a known otter area or with rec-
ognizable scay; or twbular shaped black
scat with vertebrate and/or Invertebrate
parts. These scats have been collected
most often on small and large boulders
jutted cut into a waterway or next 1o It, on

logs Jutted Into the water, or on land five
to twenty feet from a waterway. From the
first 50 scats | analyzed, 59% contained
coarse fish scales (& bones) from the
Catostomidae family (suckers), 22% con-
tained fime fish scales (& bones) from the
Saimonidae family {rout and salmon),
13% contained crayfish parts and the
remalnder was from various invertebrates.

1 hope this information will be helpku!
to you otter sieuths In finding some of
their signs. Remember 1o carry a pencil
and paper to note what you find, a small
plastic ruler to measure your clues, a
point and shoot camera to photograph
what you see and the habitat where you
sec It, and, if you aren’t squeamish, bag-
gles to collect scat. Make this a fun fami-
ly or friend outing. Then when you get
home, put the information (clues) togeth-
er and see what emerges. if we get some
feedback from you all, we could start a
section in our publication from your input.
You may also add some humor from your
experiences, such as one from mine while
measuring a mud siide and Inadvertontly
trying It, thus sliding into the muck and
water below. Do, however, be careful, bust,
like the otter, have fun with the experi-
ence. Happy otter tracking!

Tracking Field Guides
fwcl!idm'g Information

Forrest, Loutse R. (1988).

Flckd Guide to Tracking Animals in
Snow. Stackpole Books, Harrisburg,
PA.

Halfpenny, James (1986).

A Reld Gude to Mammal
in Nosth America. Jjohnson Books,
Boulder, CO.

Murie, Olaus . (1974).

A Field Gside to Animal Tracks:
The Peterson Fleld Guide Sertes.
Houghton Mifflin Co., Boston, MA.

Rezendes, Paul (1993).

& the Art of Seeing:
How 0 Read Animal Tracks & Sign.
Camden House Publishing, Inc.
Chariotte, VT,
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by Tracy Johnston

Nebraska Reintroduction Project:
The state of Nebraska began a reintro-
duction project after the river otter was
designated an endangered species in
1986, The goal of the project was to
restore a self-sustaining statewide popu-
lation, Releases were completed at seven
sites throughout the state between August
1986 and March 1§91, Optimism about
the success of the reintroduction project is
based on frequent reports of otter sight-
ings—including family groups—necar the
release sites, and the excellent physical
condition of recowered otter carcasses.
The reintroduction program was carried
out through the Nebraska Game and Parks
Commissions’ Threatened and
Endangered Species Program. Funding for
the project came primarily from the
Nongame Wildlife Tax Check-off and a
donation from the Nebraska Safari Club.

Rocky Mountain National Park
1996 Otter Survey:

On February 24, 1996, 19 routes In
Rocky Mountain National Park, Colorado
were surveyed for signs of river otters,
The survey was part of follow up studies
wsed to measure the stabllity of the 41
otters reintroduced to the park between
1978 and 1984, This same survey was
also completed In 1989, 1990, 1992 and
1994, No otters were observed, however

6 T River Otier Journal, Fall 1996

slides, tracks, urine spots, and scat Indi-
cated the river otter population is stable
with 15 otters apparently using the sur-
veyed area.

Seventy-five otters released in
Indiana:

The Indlana Department of Natural
Resources released 75 river otters In
Janwary 1996 as part of a reintroduction
program to re-establish the population
which disappeared from the state around
1942, The otters were released In the
Tippecanoe River watershed and the
Muscatatuck River basin. Fresh fish kills,
slide marks and otter sightings shows the
otters are adapting well to thefr new
home. The Indiana River Otter Reintro-
duction Program was begun in 1995, The
goal of the project is to release 325 river
otters Into six areas of Indiana by 1999.
The project began with the release of 25
river ofters In 1995, 20 of which are
thought 1o be alive and thriving In south-
ern indlana, The reintroduction project is
funded aimost exclusively by donations to
the Nongame and Endangered Wildltle
Fund through Indlana’s state Income tax
form. Donations to the Fund can also be
sent to:

Endangered Wildlije Fund

indlana Division of Fish and Wiidife
402 W. Waashingfon Street. Rar. W273
Indlanapolis, IN 46204-2267

Ban on Leghold Traps

by Carol Peterson

Fur trapping In the United States is
regulated at the state level. On the
November ballot, Colorado voters passed
Amendment 14 which prohibits the tak-
ing of wildlife with any leghold trap,
Instant body-gripping design trap, or by
poison or snare. This amendment will
help prevent the accidental trapping or
Injury of river otter and will help their
fragile recovery.

The European Union (E.U) has pro-
posed a regulation that would restrict the
Importation of furs from countries that
do not ban leghold traps, Including the
United States, to encoerage an interna~-
tionally agreed humane trapping stan-
dard. The ban was to go Into effect
January 1996, however only the
Netherlands has unilaterally imposed the
import ban pending the E.U. administra-
tive action.

The ROA asks your support in encour-
aging other states to take a similar Initia-
tive as Colorado and to support a
National Ban on the export of leghold-
trapped river otter pelts.

Mountain Otter

by Jokw Mudviiill

There Is @ wise otter mamed Jake
Who lives In great joy at Grand Lake
He makes a fine slide
On which ke can glide
He plays from the time he's awake

He pretends he has many friends
Marking the stream where 1t bends
The trackers all shout
“See, the otters are out™
Wikent they find all the signals he sends

It may be that he's only one
Bat we don't Inferfere with his fun
Our spirits still soar
And we pray to see more
That the time of the otter's not done

1t's tough In the smow at the Lake

The sign Is quite real, not a fake
We exult that he's there
That he may be a pair

He's got to survive for our sake

o1}
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About Your President

Your new president this year Is judy
Berg. a wildiife rescarcher whose work
has focused on endangered mammals
from around the world. The
majority of her studles have
been at the San Diego Wild
Animal Park In San Pasqual,
Califomnta. The park is an
atyplcal captive environ-
ment where animals Inhabit
enclosures In the many tens
of acres In size and exhibit

tributaries.

Judy began her caseer In animal behav-
lor In 1974 when she was Invited to par-
ticipate in a study of the repertoire of
behaviors of African elephants at Lion
Country Safarl in Laguna Niguel,
Caltfornia. She pursued this
study with the dedicated com-
mitment that is Judy's only
manner of doing everything
she cndeavors. In 1976 the
results were corroborated by a
similar study at the San Diego
Wild Animal Park, which was
published In Applicd Animal

rescarcher to establish that clephants
communicate below the bound of human
hearing, thus ploncering a new area of
study for field researchers. Judy's last pro-
ject with African clephants was a study of
developmental behavior of elephant
calves. A highlight of judy's work with the
elephants was the opportunity o visit
Cynthla Moss at her rescarch camp In
Amboselll Natlonal Park and be amidst her
rescarch sabjects In the wild,

from elephants, Judy moved on to
study the behaviors of the very endan-
gered Japanese serow and central Chinese
goral, both relatives of the North American
mountain goat. These projects were high-

many of the same behaviors Ethology. During this latter lighted by an invitation to present her
they normally exhibit In the Y project. Judy became curious work at an International conference in
wild, Judy's professional Judy Berg about how vocalizations are Japan and publish her results in a book on
dream, however, has always used by elephants to regulate the subject of this tribe of animals. On her

been 0 study an endangered species In
the wild. This dream was realized In 1992

their behavior. This became the subject of
her graduate studies, the thests of which

trip to Japan, Judy saw eight wild serows In
one day; the most ever seen in a day. This

when, after relocating 1o Colorado with was published In the very prestigious was followed by behavioral studies on
her husband, she began studying the rein- Zeitschrift fur Tlerpsychologie. With the " contimued on page 8
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About Your President

continwed from page 7

okapl, an endangered relative of the giraffe
living in tropical Africa, and barasingha
deer, a rare species of Indla. Every one of
judy's studies has resulted in at least one
scientific publication as well as preseata-
sons 1o popular audiences, thus fulfilling
her objective of making a contribution o
the field of wikilife conservation.

Since the spring of 1992, Judy has been
studying the population of Colorado
endangered river otters that were relntro-
duced into the headwaters of the Colorado
River In Rocky Mountaln Natlonal Park in
the carly cightles. Because the otters are
seldom seen, Judy’s study has focused on
thelr signs, from which she has been able
to derive many of their behaviors and feed-
ing habits. judy presented her work to the
Wildlife Soclety In 1995 and to the
Colorado-Wyoming Assoclation of Sclen-
tats In 1996, She gives slide presentations

¥

The River Otter Alliance

$733 South Locwst Count
Englewood, Colorado 80112

INSIDE:
The latest In river otier sightings,
research news, and interest stories!

several times a year to visitors of Rocky
Mountain National Park, as well as other
groups. In the summer of 1996, judy visk-
ed the Iske of Skye, Scetland, headquarters
of the Iaternadonal Otter Survival Fund,
There she was able to observe at kast one
otter In the wild and signs of others, She
was also able 1o secure an affiliation for the
River Otter Alllance with 10SF,

judy’s overall lifetime goal s to make a
difference by contributing the results of
her basic research to both the scientliic
and popular communities. As president of
the River Otter Alliance, judy hopes o
project her love of and Iaterest in this
endangered mammal to a worldwide audi-
ence In pursult of this goal.

Please joln me In welcoming her as
President of the River Otter Alllance.

~ David Berg

River Otter Alliance
Board of Directors
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