SHORT FEATURE

Kannan Vaithianathan

TTERS are said to be nocturnal and rarely seen

during the day, generally retiring beside the water.

They are extremely elusive - their presence often
only confirmed by visual clues left beside the water, such as
the impression of webbed feet, faeces and remains of partially
eaten fish. In fact, their behaviour of leaving prey after taking
bites has given the animal a bad reputation.

Otters are found in wetlands and are the top carnivores
of the wetland ecosystem. They have remarkable adaptations
to lead an aquatic life: a coat with water-proof fur, paddle-
like feet, thick muscular tail, bristly array of rigid whiskers,
and an exclusively designed body for capturing aquatic prey
species.

Mustelids arose from primitive arctoid carnivores at the
Eocene/Oligocene boundary. The otter lineage dates back
to the early Miocene (approximately 20 million years ago).
Otters form a distinct group within the mammalian family
Mustelidae. They are grouped into a sub-family of their own
- Lutrinae. They are the only group among carnivores that
are semi-aquatic.

There are seven genera and 13 species of otters found
worldwide, of which five are found in Asia. Three species —
Lutra perspicillata (smooth-coated otter), Lutra lutra (Eurasian
otter) and Amblonyx cinereus (small-clawed otter) are found
in India. The smooth-coated otter is widely distributed in
South and South East Asia, including Pakistan, India, Nepal,
Bhutan, Bangladesh, South-West China, Myanmar, Thailand,
Vietnam, Malaysia, Sumatra, Java and Borneo.

Otters come out of water in search of food and other
resources. Their life, unlike other mammals, depends on the
quality of aquatic habitat available to them. Members of the
weasel family, the otters are closely related to marten, polecat,
mink, skunk and badger and have a long evolutionary history.

Otters have a wide distribution in all continents except
Antarctica and Australia. Of the total 13 species of otters
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found in the world, three species of otters are found all
over India. Of the three species, the Smooth-coated otter
Lutra perspicillata is found throughout the country from the
Himalayas southward and have been reported from Karnataka,
Kerala, Andhra Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh, Maharashtra,
Bihar, Gujarat, Himachal Pradesh, Punjab, Uttar Pradesh,
Tamil Nadu, West Bengal and Pondicherry.

Smooth-coated otters

In southern India, the Cauvery River is the last
remaining stronghold of the smooth-coated otter. However,
not enough studies have been undertaken on otters in India
to know their ecology, behaviour, distribution and other
aspects. The conservation of this riverine ecosystem is
important from the ecological as well as other socio-cultural
aspects. Understanding the habitat and diet composition of the
Smooth-coated otter in the Cauvery River may contribute to
its conservation.

Although otters consume a large quantity of fish it is
probable that their feeding has a comparatively small effect on
the total population. Otters mostly fish close inshore, which
leaves a huge area of the lake, all comparatively shallow, as a



Cauvery River

fish breeding ground. The interaction of fish and otter ecology
is a subject that remains to be investigated. In the meantime,
it would appear that unless there is a great increase in fishing
or a sudden increase in the otter population the situation is
fairly stable.

The Smooth-coated otter inhabits lakes, large rivers,
dams, irrigation canals, swamps, shallow rice fields and
coastal mangroves and prefers sloping banks with vegetation.
Smooth-coated otters are indicators of the health of a wetland
ecosystem because they are sensitive to environmental
changes. Ample bankside vegetation provides cover and
escape and deep soil is needed for digging holes. Their
prey includes mainly fish, supplemented by crabs, insects,
mudskippers, frogs, birds and rats. Otters’ streamlined body
and sharp instincts are assisted by sensitive whiskers that
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help locate prey. Their diet includes a variety of fish, frogs,
crayfish, crabs, etc.

Three species of otters occur on the Indian subcontinent,
viz. the Eurasian otter Lutra lutra, the Smooth-coated otter
Lutra perspicillata and the Asian small-clawed otter Amblonyx
cinerea llliger. The Smooth-coated otter is distributed
throughout the country from the Himalayas southward, but
the Eurasian and oriental small-clawed otters are restricted
to the Himalayas, north of the Ganges and to southern India.

The River Cauvery, a major river of peninsular India
is a very important ecosystem for endangered fish such
as the Mahseer and could be one of the last remaining
strongholds of the Smooth-coated otters (Lutra perspicillata).
A sizable population of both Smooth-coated otter (Lutrogale
perspicillata) and Asian Small-clawed otter (Amblonyx
cinerea) are found in Moyar River, both classified as
vulnerable species in the [IUCN Red List. River gorges within
the Sathyamangalam Tiger Reserve and Nilgiri North Division
are completely invaded by mesquite, which poses a significant
threat to the indigenous riparian ecosystem.

Little is known about the ecology of Asian otters in the
wild other than their dietary habits and very little about the
relationship between habitat structure and its use by otters.
Not enough work has been done on otters in India to know
precisely the distribution of each species. Overexploitation
of river fisheries by humans is a potential threat for otter
populations in Asia, including India. However, mutual
associations between otters and fishermen are reported from
China and India as otters have been used to drive fish into
nets.

In this era of increasing conflict over altered land usage,
aquatic habitats have shrunk even within the protected areas.
Major threats identified for the species are the loss of wetland
habitats due to construction of large-scale hydroelectric
projects, reclamation of wetlands for settlements and
agriculture, lack of adequate prey base for sustaining otter
populations, polluted wetlands and waterways due to
eutrophication and accumulation of persistent pesticides such
as chlorinated hydrocarbons and organophosphates through
agricultural runoffs, and poaching for the pelt.

If otter populations are to be conserved, it is essential
that their ecology, behaviour and habitat preference be
studied thoroughly. The key issue to be addressed initially is
to understand their population dynamics and document past,
present, and potential distribution range.

With their elusive nature, soft coats and silent, silky
movements, otters are iconic animals of India. Like many
other species, the otters are under intense pressure and face
many threats ranging from deforestation to unsustainable
agriculture to other forms of human encroachment. There
is an urgent need to initiate otter conservation efforts in
India to secure their future.
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