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Otters of the World 
This month’s featured species is the familiar Sea Otter (Enhydra lutris).  There are so 
many gorgeous photos of this species and various videos of them wrapped up in 

seaweed to sleep without 
drifting, or lying on their backs 
with their young.  They also live 
in quite large groups, called 
rafts, so if you visit California 
and Alaska in particular, you 
have a good chance of seeing 
them. 
 
Sea otters used to be common 
around the northern Pacific from 
Japan and the Kamchatka 
peninsula of Russia, across the 
Aleutian Islands and down to 
the Baja California peninsula 

and Mexico.   In fact at one time there were as many as 150,000–300,000 but their 
incredibly beautiful and warm fur made them a prime target for hunters.  Thousands 
were slaughtered until populations only survived in Russia, the Queen Charlotte Islands 
of British Columbia, Alaska, California and Mexico.  
 
Following various conservation projects they are now found on the Kamchatka 
peninsula, across the Aleutian Islands to Alaska and down the west coast of Canada 
and into Washington.  There is a separate southern population off California.  
 
These are the heaviest of all the otters and, although they spend most of their time in 
the sea, they still don’t have much fat.  It is their wonderful fur which provides the 
insulation to keep them warm, with up to 150,000 hairs per cm2 - this is why they were 
so valuable to hunters.  The thick fur traps air and this is why they spend so much time 
grooming, as they can maintain their body temperature at 38oC even in such cold 
conditions.   
 
It is also well known that sea otters like shellfish, particularly abalone, which they often 
crack open on a stone placed on their belly.  But they will also take other prey including 
crabs, sea urchins, molluscs and fish and they have specially adapted teeth to help 
crush shells.  Most otters with claws eat mainly fish but the claws of the sea otter can be 
withdrawn to make it easier to deal with hard shells.  Not only do they use stones as 
tools to crack open the shells, but in Monterey, California, they seem to have learnt that 
small octopus go into discarded drinks cans, so they collect the cans and rip them apart 
to get at the food inside! 
 
In some ways the sea otter looks a bit more like a seal with big flipper-like back feet, 
which drive them through the water, and a much shorter tail than most otters – this acts 
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Sea otter cracking open a clam, California 

©April Severin 

like a rudder.  Normally they dive to about 40m with a dive time of about one minute, but 
on occasions they have been known to stay down for 5 minutes and go to a depth of 
100m.    They generally do not come on to land often and when they do, look rather 
clumsy.   
 
Sea otter reproduction seems to be influenced by the environment.  In California cubs 
can be born at any time of the year, but in Alaska they are mainly born in May so that 
they miss the worst of the winter storms.  Sometimes the implantation of the embryo 
may be delayed so that the actual length of gestation varies but it is usually 5-7 months.  
Normally they have only one cub which is born with even thicker fur!  They rely totally 
on the mother for the first six months as they have no safe warm holt to hide in. 
 
Sea otters suffered a lot during the Exxon Valdez oil spill which hit Prince William Sound 
in Alaska in March 1989.  The 
coating of their fur in oil 
reduced its insulation by 70% 
with disastrous consequences.  
A huge effort was put into 
saving the otters and some did 
survive and went on to live in 
captivity until they were more 
than 20 years old. 
 
There are other threats to sea 
otters, including chemical 
pollution and in California an 
increase in otter deaths was 
linked to parasites in cat litter 
which had been flushed down 
the toilet and ended up in the sea.  Overfishing has meant that certain predators such 
as orcas and sharks are now turning to sea otters as prey. 
 
As the otters have increased in number there have been the usual conflicts with 
fishermen.  However it has been shown that sea otters have a positive effect on kelp 
forest ecology.  The otters control sea urchins which graze on the kelp and so when 
there are few otters and large numbers of sea urchins the kelp forests decline with the 
associated loss of biodiversity. 
 
If you live in California there are ways to support sea otter conservation as you can 
donate to the California Sea Otter Fund through your tax return.  So far more than 
£21million dollars has been raised since 1983 for rare and endangered 
species, including the sea otter.  
 
For more information on the sea otter go to 
http://www.otter.org/Public/AboutOtters_OtterSpecies.aspx?speciesID=4 and 
you can also read more in Otters of the World available at 
www.ottershop.co.uk  
 
Funds raised by The YEAR OF THE OTTER will go into the 
conservation of the sea otter – please help. 

http://www.otter.org/
http://www.otter.org/Public/AboutOtters_OtterSpecies.aspx?speciesID=4
http://www.ottershop.co.uk/
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Year of the Otter 
At the time of writing we now have our Year Of The Otter 
posters translated into 21 languages – so we would like to 
say a huge “Thank you” to everyone who has helped with 
this.  You can find these at 
http://www.otter.org/Public/MediaAndResources_Resources.aspx 
and if anyone can translate the material into other 
languages please do contact us at enquiries@otter.org  
 
Please download these posters and use them to publicise 
the Year Of The Otter in your own country.  Maybe you can 

get articles in your newspapers or put up posters in libraries, universities, etc.  Really 
we want people worldwide to be aware of otters and the threats to them.  You can also 
use them to publicise a fundraising event you are organising.  And remember to send us 
information on what you are up to or copies of any newspaper articles. 
 

And For You Teachers… as we approach the summer now is the perfect time to do 
some otter-related lessons with your pupils.  You can find various free downloads at 
http://www.otter.org/Public/MediaAndResources_Resources_ForChildren.aspx and there is also 
our children’s education pack which includes indoor and outdoor activities for children.  
http://www.ottershop.co.uk/PBSCProduct.asp?ItmID=9467132  

 
Otters can be helpful in all aspects of the curriculum, such as: 
 
Geography – look at the various places in the world where otters are found and the 
different habitats 
Language – help young children to understand how animals are named because of 
their features.  Giant otters are very big, sea otters live in the sea, spotted necked otters 
have spots and blotches on their necks, clawless otters have no claws and hairy-nosed 
otters – well you have got the picture! 
Foreign languages – see how many names for otters they can find in different 
languages – and don’t let them cheat by seeing the list in the back of our book “Otters of 
the World”! 
Ecology – introduce the children to various concepts such as food chains/webs, 
biodiversity, the place of otters in the ecosystem, etc 
Threats and Conservation – the threats to otters largely reflect those which affect 
much of our wildlife – loss of habitat, pollution, disturbance, and in the case of otters 
there is also the problem of conflicts with fishermen and hunting for furs.  
 
If you need posters and photos of otters or any other help with your work please contact 
enquiries@otter.org.  
 
Great news!  Due to popular demand we have relaunched our Year of the Otter t-shirt 
and hoodie campaign.  If you missed the opportunity to buy one during the previous 
campaign, now is your chance to get one in time for World Otter Day on Wednesday 
25th May. 
 
Join with otter enthusiasts all over the world by wearing yours on World Otter Day, and 
promoting otter awareness wherever you go!  
 

http://www.otter.org/
http://www.otter.org/Public/MediaAndResources_Resources.aspx
mailto:enquiries@otter.org
http://www.otter.org/Public/MediaAndResources_Resources_ForChildren.aspx
http://www.ottershop.co.uk/PBSCProduct.asp?ItmID=9467132
mailto:enquiries@otter.org


www.otter.org                                                                                                                            IOSF e-update no. 64 April 2016 

4 of 10 

       

                                 
                    

 

British Animal Honours 2013 
Wildlife Conservation 

Award Winner 

IFAW Animal Action 
Award Winner 2012 

TOGETHER WE CAN BECOME A VERY LOUD VOICE TO MAKE PEOPLE LISTEN AND TAKE NOTICE 
 

You can choose from a hoodie, unisex t-shirt or women's fit t-shirt in a variety of great 
colours.  They are available to order until 4th May at:  
https://teespring.com/2016-year-of-the-otter 

 
Please Support the Call for a Ban on Snares  
We have been supporting the campaign for a ban on the use of snares for many years 
and yet it still goes on.  These devices are incredibly cruel, whether they are legal or 
illegal snares.  Legal snares are those which do not lock but when the animal relaxes 
the snare loosens slightly but not enough to allow it to escape.  Clearly this makes no 
difference as any animal caught will keep trying to escape and so inflict horrendous 
injuries on itself.  These snares catch any animal – domestic or wild – and we have 
seen this first hand with a number of otters. 
 
There is now a new petition at https://you.38degrees.org.uk/petitions/ban-the-use-of-

snares?source=facebook-share-button&time=1454615483 and we would urge you all to sign it 
and pass it on to your friends and family. 
 
Many thanks. 
 
Ottery Events at Portsmouth Aquarium 
Last year the Blue Reef Aquarium in Portsmouth supported 
our International Otter Awareness Day and IOSF board 
member, Andy Rothwell, was on hand to help with ottery 
questions. 
 
This year they are having a month long Otter Awareness 
Show with a special weekend on 14-15 May together with 
the UK Wild Otter Trust. So why not call in and find out more 
about otters. 
 
Don’t forget, to visit our online events page 
http://otter.org/Public/Events.aspx and discover what else is 
happening at Portsmouth and other places.  If you are 
having an event for Year of the Otter or World Otter Day, 
send us the details and we will be happy to include that too. 

 
 

http://www.otter.org/
https://teespring.com/2016-year-of-the-otter
https://you.38degrees.org.uk/petitions/ban-the-use-of-snares?source=facebook-share-button&time=1454615483
https://you.38degrees.org.uk/petitions/ban-the-use-of-snares?source=facebook-share-button&time=1454615483
http://otter.org/Public/Events.aspx
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Puddle and Zoomer – last few days on 

the croft 

Kerr moving outdoors 

News from the Hospital 
As I write, we are preparing for the release 
of Puddle and Zoomer.  One problem we 
do have is that they are now adult and 
completely wild so it is not easy to catch 
them!  But this is how it should be as we 
do not want them going up to people once 
back in the wild. 

 

 
Little Kerr has grown tremendously and now weighs 
2.3kg.  He has been moved into an outdoor cub pen 
with its own small pool.  But he is still very private and 
whenever I go into the pen I see his bed full of hay 
and the only sign that he is there is fish heads, spraint 
and sometimes a rustle in the hay.  Again this is a 
very good sign that he has kept his wild nature. 
 
If you would like to support our cubs in the 
Sanctuary you can send a cheque marked 
"Hospital" on the back or make a donation online at www.ottershop.co.uk 

 
Could You Be A Citizen Scientist? 
Citizen science is a phrase used a lot these days but what actually is it and how much 
effect does it have?  Citizen science is really research carried out by amateurs and it 
can produce some amazing results.  Look at the contributions of amateur birdwatchers 
and other naturalists through biological recording.  IOSF is a member of the Highlands 
Biological Recording Group (www.hbrg.org.uk) which is made up largely of volunteer 
recorders.  We cover the largest land area in the UK and have amassed an amazing 
number of records – nearly 250,000!  These are then entered into the database of the 
National Biodiversity Network for use by “professional” scientists. 
 
The value of such citizen science has also been clearly demonstrated by the 
achievements of two volunteers in California.  Robert Scoles is a retired sheriff’s deputy 
and Ron Eby is a retired naval officer – neither of them are scientists nor have any 

http://www.otter.org/
http://www.ottershop.co.uk/
http://www.hbrg.org.uk/
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formal scientific training.  And yet their dedication has made a major contribution to the 
knowledge of sea otter behaviour. 
 
In 2006 Scoles spotted otter tracks on a beach in the estuary of Elkhorn Slough, and he 
wanted to find out more – as we have said sea otters are not known to spend a lot of 
time on land.  Together with Eby they have since spent about 3,000 hours watching the 
otters there and found that they appear to be healthier than those living in the open sea.  
In addition the habitat is also healthier with the otters.  A real benefit to all but no-one 
knew why. 
 
Eby and Scoles were shown how to record all sorts of data – tide levels, air and water 
temperatures and, of course, the number and behaviour of the otters.  An otter webcam 
was installed which you can see at http://www.elkhornslough.org/ottercam/  (see also still 
image below ©Elkhorn Slough). They found that these otters spend less time feeding and 
don’t need to dive as deep as in open water and so use less energy.  Also, the reason 
the habitat is better is that otters eat crabs, so there are less crabs to eat slugs and 
more slugs to eat algae.  The algae prevent light from reaching eelgrass and so by 
reducing the amount of algae it provided a more balanced ecosystem.  If otters were to 
return to other estuaries they could have a similar beneficial impact. 

 
They also found that there were a lot of otters in the upper parts of the estuary, many 
miles away from the open sea, and some of them never left the area at all – more 
unusual behaviour.  Then they came across an old book “The Californian Sea Otter 
Trade 1784-1848” by Adele Ogden, and this showed that during that period otters were 
common in many of the estuaries there.  So the behaviour of the Elkhorn otters was 
actually normal. 
 
You can read more about this at http://www.montereycountyweekly.com/news/cover/how-two-

volunteers-changed-our-understanding-of-sea-otters/article_695f99a2-f6b8-11e5-941a-
b377c9c03b58.html  

 
The voluntary work of these two men has led to such an increase in the 
understanding of sea otter ecology and serves as an example to all of us.  Many 
people feel work has to be done by “professional” scientists but everyone can 

http://www.otter.org/
http://www.elkhornslough.org/ottercam/
http://www.montereycountyweekly.com/news/cover/how-two-volunteers-changed-our-understanding-of-sea-otters/article_695f99a2-f6b8-11e5-941a-b377c9c03b58.html
http://www.montereycountyweekly.com/news/cover/how-two-volunteers-changed-our-understanding-of-sea-otters/article_695f99a2-f6b8-11e5-941a-b377c9c03b58.html
http://www.montereycountyweekly.com/news/cover/how-two-volunteers-changed-our-understanding-of-sea-otters/article_695f99a2-f6b8-11e5-941a-b377c9c03b58.html
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Photo from channelnewsasia.com                                 ©Fast Snail 

help in their own way with different projects, even by just observing, recording 
and passing on the information to others involved in conservation.  We always 
welcome all information you may have on otters worldwide – just contact us at 
enquiries@otter.org – you can be an important part of the IOSF Otter Conservation 
Team. 
 

Playful Otters on New Bank Note 
Scientist Mary Somerville (1780-1872) has been selected to appear on the new Royal 
Bank of Scotland £10 note, which is due to enter into circulation next year.  The reverse 
of the note shows two otters at play and an excerpt from the poem 'Moorings' by 
Norman MacCaig.  

 
 
 

If you spot these otters don’t hesitate to 
send them straight to IOSF, where we will 
take very special care of them!  
 
 
 
 

Fishing Dangers for Otters 
For some time now otters have become a fairly regular sight in the Marina Bay area of 
Singapore and cubs are also being seen.  But recently one of the youngsters was seen 
to have a serious problem with a fish hook lodged close to its eye.  The local fishing 
community were very angry because this has been caused by illegal fishing and they 
feel it gives all fishermen a bad name, even those who work in a responsible way.   
 
There were concerns about potential stress caused to the whole otter family by trying to 
trap the animal but fortunately it has since been reported that somehow the hook has 
been removed.  This could have been done by another otter in the family as they were 
seen to be grooming the head and face of the hooked cub.  There doesn’t appear to be 
any infection and the cub is feeding and behaving naturally again. 
 

This incident highlights the 
problems of illegal fishing as 
there are designated fishing 
sites and no-one should have 
been fishing there  - anyone 
caught fishing in no-fishing 
areas can be fined up to 
$3,000.  The type of hook used 
is also not permitted for inland 
fishing.   
 
However, even legal anglers 
sometimes leave litter, 

including fishing lines and hooks, and discarded dead fish, and of course other people 
also leave litter such as plastic bags.  
 

 

http://www.otter.org/
mailto:enquiries@otter.org
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A major concern is that this appears to be the third case of an otter hurt by illegal fishing 
here.  In October 2015 a cub was caught on a hook by someone thought to be trying to 
catch the otter in this way.  And in March 2015 another otter was spotted caught in 
fishing line in Marina Bay. 
 
So now notice boards are being erected to warn the public about the dangers of litter 
and to tell anglers about responsible fishing. 
http://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/barbs-are-out-for-fishy-practices-of-some-anglers 
http://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/singapore/otter-with-fishing-hook/2677094.html 

 
But of course these incidents can and do occur in many places and we are all 
aware of the warnings about the damage done to wildlife through discarded litter.  
We had an incident here on Skye of an otter with a plastic cable tie around his 
neck which created a terrible wound.  He actually made a full recovery and went 
back to the wild.  We also had another otter which had a lucky escape when some 
fishing twine got wrapped around his body.  So let’s all be even more aware of 
the long-lasting and far-reaching effect of carelessness in the environment. 
 

Otters in Sindhudurg, India 
A recent study has found that otters are present in 14 creeks in the mangroves of 
Sindhudurg and this is being greeted with delight because they indicate the good quality 
of the water.  Two species have been found – smooth-coated (Lutra perspicillata) and 
Asian small-clawed otters (Aonyx cinereus).   
 
The study is being carried out by Dr Satish Pande, director of the Ela Foundation with 
the State Mangrove Cell as part of a Government of India-United Nations Development 
Project (UNDP). 
 
Until recently otters were hunted for their furs, which were mostly sent to China, but now 
the poaching has been reduced to almost nothing – what a great achievement.  There 
are still threats from pollution and habitat destruction but the removal of the hunting 
threat is so positive.   
 
You will know of IOSF’s concern about the hunting threat to Asian otters and it is 
reassuring to learn that in some areas the messages are getting out about otter 
conservation and their role as ambassadors to a healthy environment. 
http://www.dnaindia.com/india/report-what-can-be-sindhudurg-s-mascot-otter-easily-2198269 

 
Wildlife Traffickers Use Social Media  

TRAFFIC recently published a report on the use of 
Facebook to sell endangered animals in Malaysia.  They 
carried out a programme of monitoring 14 Facebook sites, 
most of which are “Closed Groups” so that only members 
can view what is on offer.  The monitoring took place for 
half an hour each day for five months and these groups had 
nearly 68,000 active members with 106 sellers.   
 

During this process they found more than 300 live animals for sale as pets which 
appeared to have been taken from the wild.  Nearly half of the animals on offer are 
legally protected in Malaysia and these included sun bears, gibbons and otters.  

http://www.otter.org/
http://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/barbs-are-out-for-fishy-practices-of-some-anglers
http://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/singapore/otter-with-fishing-hook/2677094.html
http://www.dnaindia.com/india/report-what-can-be-sindhudurg-s-mascot-otter-easily-2198269
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Photo ©TRAFFIC 

 
Peninsular Malaysia does not have wildlife markets as in much of south-east Asia but 
Facebook seems to have created such an outlet.  TRAFFIC contacted Facebook about 
it and they are now working together to prevent such activity, not just in Malaysia but 
worldwide.  There have also been a number of successful operations to catch those 
involved. 
 
The full report can be downloaded at http://www.traffic.org/home/2016/3/3/facebook-groups-

malaysias-new-wildlife-trade-marketplace.html  
 

Wildlife Trade in China 
As we are working towards our September training workshop in China, it is good to read 
that there is growing concern in that country about the illegal wildlife trade.  Last year 
there was a training session in the use of wildlife detector dogs in China and pressure is 
now being put on medical companies to stop using illegal wildlife products.  The state-
owned company New Era Health Group became the first company to adopt a zero 
tolerance policy to the use of these products. 
 
Now it is the turn of the tourism industry to stand up against illegal wildlife trade.  The 
China Tourism Administration together with leading tourism companies and travel 

agencies have followed the lead of the New Era Health 
Group and pledged zero tolerance to this trade.   
 
China has become a popular destination for travellers but 
many Chinese are also travelling more to countries such 
as Africa.  This has resulted in more reports of smuggling 
of various wildlife products including ivory by Chinese 
nationals, many of whom claim to be ignorant of the fact 
that this is a crime.  So by getting the tourist industry on 
board they will be able to make sure that all travellers are 
fully aware of their obligations regarding wildlife products. 
http://www.traffic.org/home/2016/3/3/tourism-industry-in-china-
says-no-to-illegal-wildlife-trade.html  

 

 
 
Thanks 
This month we want to thank Colchester Zoo, the BP Foundation and everyone who has 
kindly donated to the Fund. 
 

Coming Events 
World Otter Day Wednesday 25 May 2016 
Things are happening at: 
Dorset Wildlife Trust; Plymouth Blue Reef Aquarium; Audubon Zoo, New Orleans. 
Find more details at:  http://otter.org/Public/Events.aspx 

 
If you have an otter-themed event organised, let us know so that we can include it on 
our Event page – enquiries@otter.org  

 
 

http://www.otter.org/
http://www.traffic.org/home/2016/3/3/facebook-groups-malaysias-new-wildlife-trade-marketplace.html
http://www.traffic.org/home/2016/3/3/facebook-groups-malaysias-new-wildlife-trade-marketplace.html
http://www.traffic.org/home/2016/3/3/tourism-industry-in-china-says-no-to-illegal-wildlife-trade.html
http://www.traffic.org/home/2016/3/3/tourism-industry-in-china-says-no-to-illegal-wildlife-trade.html
http://otter.org/Public/Events.aspx
mailto:enquiries@otter.org
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Product of the Month - Otter Shop (on Twitter @otter_shop and Facebook) 

Adopt an otter for World Otter Day!  An easy and 
fun way to help the cause.  You can adopt one 
from the IOSF sanctuary on the Isle of Skye or a 
different species from another country.   
 
 
Take a look at: 
http://www.ottershop.co.uk/PBSCCatalog.asp?CatID=15
63130 
 
 
 
 
 

You can follow us on: 

      
Annual Supporters’ Rates 
UK and EEC Countries: Adult:  £24.00 per year 
    Child:  £13.00 per year 
    Family: £34.00 per year 
 
All other countries:  Adult:  £30.00 per year 

Child:  £15.00 per year 
Family: £40.00 per year 
 

Life Membership (all countries):  £350.00 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Discover Ways You Can Help  

 
There are many ways in which you can 
raise money and awareness to help the 
otters in our Fundraising Pack or find out 
what some of our supporters have done 
over the years in the online newsletters.  
 

 International Otter Survival Fund 
7 Black Park 

Broadford 
Isle of Skye   IV49 9DE 

Scotland 
 

Email: enquiries@otter.org 
Tel/Fax: ++(0)1471 822487 

Join our IOSF mailing list.  Click on this link: 
http://tinyurl.com/p3lrsmx 

 
www.otter.org 

 
 

The International Otter Survival Fund 
Working to Save the Worlds Otters 

Have you enjoyed reading this  
e-newsletter?  Then please forward it to 
someone else and spread the word. 
 
If you are reading this for the first time 
and would like to receive all IOSF 
mailings, click here to sign up.   Please 
be assured that we will never pass on 
your details to any other party and you 
will only ever receive emails from us. 

 

Increase the value 

of your gift to IOSF: 

 

Images ©IOSF unless otherwise indicated 

http://www.otter.org/
http://www.pinterest.com/paulyoxon/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/39540399417/
https://instagram.com/iosf_otters/
https://twitter.com/IOSF/
http://internationalottersurvivalfund.tumblr.com/
http://www.ottershop.co.uk/
http://www.ottershop.co.uk/PBSCCatalog.asp?CatID=1563130
http://www.ottershop.co.uk/PBSCCatalog.asp?CatID=1563130
http://otter.org/Public/HelpUs_WhatYouCanDoToHelp.aspx
http://otter.org/Public/News_Newsletter.aspx
http://tinyurl.com/p3lrsmx
http://www.otter.org/
http://tinyurl.com/p3lrsmx

