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Description:

River otters are the largest
members of the wease! family

may reach 3 to 4 feet in length,
including a 12 to 18-inch tail. The
average adult usually weighs from 15

to 25 pounds. An ofter's long, tapered,

muscular body is well adapted to an aquatic lifestyle.

The head of an ofter is broad, comparatively small, and
somewhat flat; its eyes and ears are small, while its nose
pad is large and conspicucus. Each foot has b toes which
are joined together by a piece of skin, or webbing, for
greater swimming efficiency. An otter's stiff whiskers are 2
to 4 Inches in length, and help to detect food in waters
where visibility is poor. Otter fur is short and very dense.
The cheeks, chin, throat, and belly are light tan in color,
while the back is a rich, dark brown. The density, luster,
strength, and durability of otter fur is the standard by
which all other furs are judged.

Reproduction:

Otters reach sexual maturity at 2 years of age.
Breeding generally takes place during March or April.
Following an 8-10 month period of slowed-down
development, embryos rapidly mature during the ensuing
2 months prior to birth. This places the total time between
conception and birth at about 1 year.

Two to 4 pups are born during April or May. Dens
used to raise the young are often located in burrows
constructed by other animals, hollow logs, brush piles, or
abandoned beaver lodges. Young ofters are 4%/ inches
long at birth, fully furred, and have their eyes closed untl
they reach 1 month of age. Pups are weaned at 8-10
weeks of age, but remain with their mother for a full year
before striking out on their own.
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Food:

Fish make up the majority of
the otter’s diet. Mammals, birds,
frogs, crayfish, insects, and

vegetation are also eaten (Figure 1).
Otters forage near shorelines,
overhanging banks, or other aquatic cover

where fish tend o congregate. Prey size,
abundance, and swimming ability determines which
species of fish are most likely to be captured. Results of
food studies conducted in Michigan, Wisconsin, and
Minnesota have shown that otters feed primarily on easily
captured rough fish such as suckers rather than faster fish
such as trout. Therefore, ofters do not greatly reduce the
number of trout present in a stream, river, or lake,
However, otters may cause substantial damage to game
fish raised in artificial farm ponds or in hatcheries where
the fish cannot easily escape capture.

Habits and Habitat:

River otters prefer to live near streams and rivers, but
may take up residence in marshes or areas which contain
many lakes and ponds. An ofter requires large tracts of
land {about 3 square miles) to fulfill its food requirements.
Otters spend a majority of their time at one or more
favored sites within their home range. The number of
sites an otter uses, and the length of time it stays at any
one place, is determined by the abundance and
availability of food. In general, as food sources begin to
become depleted at one site, the otter moves on to
another area.

Adult male otters defend their territories from other
breeding males. The home ranges of females, yearlings,
and non-breeding adults may overlap extensively. Mutual
avoidance allows different individuals or groups of ofters
to use the same area. A major means of communication
between otters is scent-marking using feces, urine, and
musk (released from a pair of glands located near the
base of the animal's tail}, Otters make a variety of vocal
sounds, including a chirping, bird-like noise, a grunting
sound made while playing or grooming, and a high








