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Bring back the otter

Theriver otter divesin adeep clear poolin the stream, alongline of bubbles
rising to the surface as she expertly chases a shimmering catfish. On the bank, two otter
cubsroll and tumble in thewillow thickets. In this otter family, only the cubswere born
in this place. Themother was part of ariver otter restoration project to return these
mammals to places that they inhabited before trapping and other pressures caused ther
extirpaion. In many states where otters survived or where restoration programs have
been initiated, this sceneis common along streams and rivers, swamps and wetlands

For thousandsof years, river otterswere a part of the naural environment of what
isnow New Mexico. Asatop predaor, theanimal at thetop of thefoodchan, otters
play an important role in thebdance of prey popuktionsin aquétic ecosystems of rivers
and streams. They thrive where thereis clean water, abundant food, and protected places
to den andrest.

But river otters probably nolonge livein New Mexico. There has been no
confirmed evidence of ottersin thestate since 1953. Since theanimal islargeand active,
andthere is extensve human use of New Mexico@rivers, itislikely tha if there were
any otter remaining in the state, they would have been noticed during the past fifty years.
River otters have now been restored to every state from which they were extirpaed
except New Mexico (Raesey 2001) Thetime has come to bring theriver otter back to
therivers and streams of New Mexico.

Otters in New Mexico



The historical distribution and abundance of river ottersin the Southwest is
largdy unknown. Otters were abundant enoughin therivers and streams of New Mexico
to have been doaumented many timesin thediaries and joumads of early travelersin the
region. Reliable reportsin historical doauments of river otter in New Mexico exist for the
uppe and middle Rio Grande and the Mora, Gila, and Canadian River drainages
(Polechla2000) Other doauments indicate tha otters possibly occupied the San Juan
River drainagein northwestern New Mexico (Polechla 2000)

Thevalueof beaver pdts throughoutthe 19" century and the popukbrity of
trapping beaver led to trapping of river otter aswell. So heavily were these animals
trapped in New Mexico tha even the Mexican authoritiestook notice. I1n 1838the
depatmental junta of Chihuehuaacted to protect both beaver andriver otter alongthe
Rio Grandeby declaring a six year moratorium ontrapping of thetwo species (deBuys
1985) deBuyscalled this act neof thefirst conservation measures in the North
American WestO(1985)

Despite this early attempt to protect furbearers, trapping pressure on them
continued throughoutthe 1800s By 189Q beaver were regarded as (Qoractically extindtO
in New Mexico (Huey 1956) The season on beaver trappingwas closed in 1897. The
less abundant river otter popuktionswere even more depleted than those of beaver. By
the 1950s declining beaver pdt prices combined with efforts to recover the popuktion,
induding trangplants and closed trapping seasons made a beaver comeback possible
(Polechla2000) But thedamageto theriver otter popuktionswas done River otters
appaently had declined to a point of no return.

Over-trapping of ottersfor ther pdts had the earliest and biggest impacts onriver
otter popuktions but other changesin theenvironment continued to take atoll. Water
qudity in the state declined throughoutthe 20" century, with soil erosion and pollution
resulting from overgrazing, timber cutting and miningin some areas. Water quantity in
rivers also dropped in many areas because of agriculture and water devel opment.

Thelast definite doaumented evidence of ariver otter in New Mexico camein
1953in theGilaRiver. Ghorty(OLyon, agovenment trapper, founda dead otter in a
beaver trap he had set onthe Gila River southeast of thetown of Cliff. This animal
provided thefirst andlast preserved physcal evidence of the speciesin New Mexico.
Since then, there have been unveified sightings but no conaete evidence of otter
occupaion (Polechla2000) Bailey@ 1931report of river ottersin theuppe Rio Grande
isconsdered thelast reliable evidence for theentireriver.

No river otter presence has been confirmed in New Mexico since 1953. While the
possibility exists tha there may beafew remaining animals, it isremote. Consdering
the extroverted antics of otters and the number of people near streams for fishing and
rafting in the state, it isdoubful tha there are otter popuktionstha have escaped
detection. Polechla (2000)states, CEither theriver otter has aremnant popultion so
small tha it can not bedetected by the methodsused or the popuktionis now



extirpated.O Systematic surveys will be needed to doaument the presence or absence of
any relict popuktionsandto confirm the status of river ottersin the state.

The Southwestern river otter

The species that inhabits the U.S. and Canadais the North American river otter,
Lontra canadensis. Theorigind popuationsof the river otter in the Southwest may have
been a subgecies, Lontra canadensis sonora. A subgeciesis equivalent to a @aceQ
which isa popuktionthat has uniquechaacteristics tha are specificaly attuned to the
local environment. Southwestern otter popuationswere never very abundant, since
water is sparse, and only afew specimensfrom theregion have been available for
comparison with specimensfrom elsewhere across the continent.

Based on three otter specimens all from Arizong a designaion of the subgecies
sonora, the Southwestern river otter, was madein 1898(MacDondd 2002) Theextent
of theorigind distribution of the proposd subgeciesin theregionisundear. The
validity of a southwestern subgecies, however, has been questional based on the small
number of specimensfromthearea. Inthelate 19805 when L. c. sonora was consdered
for endangeaed status, Bates (1989 determined tha there was inaufficient evidence to
suppot the existence of a separate subgecies. The taxononic validity of the subgecies
designaionis currently being tested usng DNA analyses on the specimen collected from
theGilaRiver. Thecase has notyet been convinangly madethat the New Mexican otter
isavalid subgecies.

River otters are consdered extirpated by the New Mexico Department of Game
and Fish. If surveysin thestate were to locate any remaining native animals, the status of
river otters would likely changeto endangeed, and the gods and implementation of a
restoration plan would likewise change Until actual evidence of otter occurrenceis
produced, however, the existence of ottersin the state remains speculative (Polechla
2000)

River Otter Ecology

Theriver otter is a swift and strong semi-aqudic predator tha thrives wherever
thereis enoughclean water and an adequae foodbase. Otters use water for huning for
food, cavorting, traveling, andas arefugefromdange. Riparian ecosystems, where
willows and other wetland and streamside plants grow, make goodhomes for otters,
whether dongdesert streams or mountin freshets. Ther lithe streamlined shape
powerful tails, and webbed feet make them expert swimmers and divers. Dense, glossy
brown fur, with longe guad hars, keep them warm and dry inicy winter waters. They
are primarily active in theday, and can sometimes be seen playing and huningin the
morning and late afternoon

Ottersthrive in habitat with low-moving water and deep pools, goodriparian
vegeation, and abundant fish or crayfish. They can tolerate relatively low water flow,
perhgpsas little as 10 cubic feet per second, if othe important habitat conditionsare



good,such as the presence of pools, goodwater depth, ice-free stretches in winter, and
access to shoreline (Fitzgerald et al. 1994.

Otters have broad tastes, and eat awidevariety of fare. Fish areusudly the
primary fooditem in the otter diet, butthey love crayfish, which can comprise the
majority of the otter diet where abundant. They also may occasiondly eat frogs insects,
and aquaic birds (Fitzgerald et . 1994) Slow-swimming fish, such as carp, chub,and
catfish, are more commonly eaten than faster fish such as trout (Chgoman and Feldhamer
1982, Fitzgerald et a. 1994. Otters are successful huners even in seasondly turbid
waters, such asthe Dolores River in Colorado (Fitzgerald et a. 1994)

On the banksof thar home streams, river otters depend on plant communities to
provide protection. Riparian vegeation, such as willow thickets, cottonwoodtrees, tree
root tangles, downed logsand other debris, rushes and cattails, even non-ndive plants
such as Russian olive and Siberian elm trees, provide places for hiding and denning.
Dense brush near streamsis used in spring to protect theyoungfrom predaors. Branches
and other plants tha hang over streams shadethewater, and produce cooler water
temperatures tha may befavored by fish on hot summer days (Herreman and Ben-David
2002) A hedthy riparian vegetation community is essential for cover when ottersare on
thebank. Inreturn, theotter inadvertently fertilizes streamside plant communities by
deposting nitrogen fromfish in ther scat (Ben-David, cited in Crait 2002)

Otters are often foundin beaver county. Theriver otter sharesitsriver habitat
with raccoonand muskrat as well (Polechla 2000) butit isthe presence of beaverstha is
uniqudy hepful for ottersQlifestyle. By damming streams, beaver create the deep, fish-
rich poolsthat otters prefer for fishing. Pools aso provide sanctuary for otter when other
waters dry up seasondly. Otters also use abandonel beaver dens especially abandonel
lodges and denscarved into river banks Beaversincrease the potential for otter success
by increasing feeding and denning sites. As beaver popuktionshave reboundel in the
state, they have restored high-qudity otter habitat.

There are few predaors onriver otter in thewater, butthey are more vulnerable
away from thewater, where they movein alessfluid, bobbngway. On dry land, bobat,
coyotes, cougas, foxes, and dogshave been known to kill otters (Chgpman and
Feldhamner 1982) Still, otters are remarkably strong and agile for their weight, and can
muger a potent defense. In areas of high human dendty, otters are primarily killed by
dogsand highway traffic (Beck, pers. comm.).

Otters are soda animals, and often remain in family groupstha play and hunt
togehe. They breed in early spring, with litters averaging 2 to 4 pups Cubsbegin to try
thewater at around6 weeks, but mug be coaxed into thewater and hdped to learn to
swim by thar mothers Chgoman and Feldhamer1982). Cubsand mothers often stay
togeher for over ayear (Melquist and Hornodker 1983)

Playfulnessis awell-known and appreciated characteristic of river otters. Otter
groupscan often be seen frolicking and cartwheeling undewater, appaently for the
sheer pleasure of it. Toboggaing down dippeay banksand on snow slopesonther



bdliesisafamousotter pastime. Perhgpsno other mammal seemsto usto play as
intently and as joyfully astheriver otter.

Restoration in other states

By 1980,North American river otters had disappeared from 11 states, andwerein
severe declinein 9 other states (Raesley 2001) During tha decade, however, a shift
occurred in management philosophy, and managing for sugainable river otter popuktions
became thegod in many states. Twenty-onestates implemented otter restoration
programs between 1974and 1998(Raedey 2001) In some of these states, there were no
remaining river otters when therestoration programs were initiated, butin mog, there
were small popubtionsof otters still present when releases were made (Raesley 2001)
Otters have aso been reintroduced on Santee Sioux tribd land in South Dakota (Raesley
2001)

River otters are highly mobile and when reintroducd into suitable habitat, are
often highly successful in repopukting adjacent stretches of river. They are effective
pioners, and readily moveinto pats of rivers where habitat isgood They are even
capable of traveling overland for some distance, to disperse into other watersheds

Perhgpsthe mog successful river otter restoration program so far in the United
States has been in Missoun, whererivers and streams are abundant. A restoration
program in the 1980sand early 1990sresulted in an otter popuation of over 11,000
animals by 1999(Chambers 200]). Crayfish have dominaed thediet of Missoun otters
in summer, and fish in winter, and otter predation may have decreased warm-water game
fish popuktionsin smaller streams in the Ozarks (Kruse, pe's. comm.). Fortunaely,
warm-water fishin New Mexico are foundprimarily in reservoirs, which otters avoid
because of thelack of vegetation cover.

In the Southwest, Colorado, Arizong and Utah have had otter restoration
programs. In Colorado, between 1976and 1992 otters were reintroduced into the
headwaters of the Colorado River in Rocky Mountin Nationd Park, andinto the
Dolores, Gunnison and Piedra Rivers, where they survived and reproducd (Fitzgerald et
a. 1994) Studies conduded inthemid-1990sin Rocky Mountin Nationd Park suggest
that otter popuationsthere are now at carrying capacityN the highest possible number of
otters given the amountof food and habitat available . More intengve surveys,
conduded in 2001, estimated tha there were 18 otters alongthe Colorado River within
theboundaies of the Rocky Mountin Nationd Park (Herreman and Ben-David 2002.

Otters were successfully introduced into theVerdeRiver drainagein Arizonaby
the ArizonaGame and Fish Department, throughareintrodudionfrom 1981to 1983 A
self-sugaining popuktion now exists in theVerde River watershed (Van Pelt, pe's.
comm.). Otters were aso released into the Green River in Utah between 1989and 1990
(MacDondd 2002) andthereis now aviable popdation in the Green River aboveand
bdow Flaming Gorge Dam (Haschlke and Ben-David 2002)

Otters for these southwestern restorationswere obtained fromwiddy disparate



places. Colorado used otters from a number of states, primarily from Oregon Minnesota,
and Wisconsn, but aso from Alaska, Washington, Californiaand Newfoundbnd.
Arizonareleased otters originaingin Louisana Theottersreleased into southwestern
states, thus have not been the proposd subgecies L. c. sonora.

Issues of Concern

Theriver otter shares alove of fish with anglers. Sport fishermen may be
concerned tha the otter would compete with them for fish, and the otter has sometimes
been erroneoudy blamed for the depletion of game fish, especialy trout Scientific
studies have demondrated that the bulk of otter diet is nongame fish species (Tesky
1993) Otterstake themod leisurely huning approach, eating themog easily captured
fish. Themain stay of otter diet is low-moving nongane fish such as suckers and carp
with occasiond faster fish (Melquist and Dronkat 1987) When available, otter will eat a
diet amog entirely composed of crayfish (Chambers 2001) Where they have been
reintroduced into the Dolores River in Colorado, for example, otters have made extensve
use of crayfish (Fitzgerald et al. 1994) Infact, river otters are congdered bendicial to
game fish in many circumstances, since they eat crayfish and nongame fish that compete
with game fish (Chgpman and Feldhamer 1982, Tesky 1993)

The protection of endangered fish popuktionsthat inhabit portionsof the state®
riversisapriority. However, two species of conaern, theRio Grandecutthroa andthe
Gilatrout, arefish tha typicaly inhabit the headwaters of streams and rivers (Peroz, pers.
comm., Propg, pers. comm.). Thebest otter habitat, ontheother hand, is downgream
from the headwaters, where both water quantity and prey base are more abundant.
Potential conflict between otters and spikedace and loach minnowis aso unlikely
because otters prefer to huntin degp pools, and these fish inhabit shdlow riffles (Propd,
pers. comm.). Any potential issues with other fish species of concern need to be
consdered and addressed.

Another possibleissueistha reintroduced otters mightinadentally get caughtin
traps set for other mammals, particularly beaver. Trappe's need to be assured tha the
inadental trapping of an otter will not create problems for them, and tha therewill bea
management policy in place to deal with this possibility. However river segments
proposd for otter restoration in New Mexico tend to beremote, such astheuppe Gila
River and Rio Grandegorge where the patential for trapping conflict islow. Accidental
trapping of otter can also bereduced by theuse of anew trap trigge that allows ottersto
swim throughtrapsunhamed (Beck, pers. comm.). Fendng of fish hatcheries, now
planne for facilities in the state as protection from other threats, would also prevent
conflict with river otters.

Will riparian plant communities need rehabilitation before river otter restoration?
Theanawver to this question istha while otters need streamside cover, they have awide
tolerance for vegetation community type and condition. Althoughthey spend alot of
time out of thewater, usng river bank communities for denning and resting, amog any
kind of continuousvegetation--willows, tall sedge rose thickets, cattail doughs even
exotic non-native plant species communitiesN provide adequae cover.



Benefits of river otter restoration

Thereturn of theriver otter to New Mexico rivers meanswe will once again share
ourincomparable natural home agan with thisrare and ddightful animal. Localsand
visitors taking a quiet evening stroll by the banks of the Rio Grandemight be surprised
and enlivened by the splashing of afamily of otters.

The presence of river otter in our southwestern streams will help restore the
biological baance of our rivers. Crayfish are not native to any of our waterways from the
PecosRiver west. Crayfish populations for example, have become established in theRio
Grande the San Juan, Gilaand San Frandsco Rivers to thederiment of naive fish and
ingect populations Crayfish ham the naural bdance of river faunas by preying on both
youngfish andfish eggs and other wildlife, such as Chiricahualeopad frogsand
newbom garter snakes (Fernandez and Rosen 1996,Childs 1999) Where crayfish have
been introduced to waterways of Arizong flora and faunahave been devastated, and
water turbidity and siltation have increased (Fernandez and Rosen 1996)

Otters aso tend to eat the dower, more abundant fish species, which in the
proposd restoration sites, are primarily norrnaive fish. Thewhite sucker, for example,
anon-naivefish in theuppe Rio Grande isthesingle mogs abundant fish in tha stretch
of river. Thisundesirable non-ndive hybridizes with the naive Rio Grandesucdker, a
Forest Service GengtiveOspecies. Themos aburdant fish speciesin the proposd
restoration site in theuppe and lower Gila River and San Frandsco River, are nonnative
aswell (Propg, pers. comm.). In Missour, restored otters were foundto prey heavily on
fish in winter and crayfish in summer (Hamilton, pers. comm.). Otter predaiononnon
naive fish and crayfish popuktionswill hep create and maintain more natural conditions
in aqudic popuktions.

Thereturn of theriver otter will mean different thingsto different people. The
fisherman may see a predaor tha can hdp restore a bdance in the aqudic faunaby
reduang the number of non-ndive fish and crayfish tha prey on youngnaive fish
species. River tour guides may see the addition of an elegant, playful animal tha will
ddightand captivate ther clients. Theotter isafurbearer, and if restoration efforts are
very successful, theotter may in time offer a season to trappeas. The conservationist may
see thereturn of akey ecological comporent of a healthy river. Thevisitor may take
away a cherished memory of an afternoonwatching the antics of an otter family.

Why river otter restoration now?

Thisisan excellent timeto initiate ariver otter restoration program in New
Mexico. Thedeclineof river otter popuktionsin New Mexico was largdy dueto the
effects of human activities in thepast, mogly in the distant past. Uncontrolled trapping
nolonge occurs here. Thebooncompatriot of theotter, the beaver, isagan bug in the
waterways of the state damming pools and building dens Rivers are cleane as pollution
management improves, and oveagrazing of grasslandsand forests has declined. Along



theRio Grande and other streams and rivers of thestate, ripaian communities are being
restored to healthier conditionsand provide protection for other wildlife species.

A river otter restoration program need nat bea complicated task. Animalsfor a
restoration program are expected to bereadily available from abundant popuktionsin
other states. Otters would not need intendve management efforts where potential for
conflict with humansislow. Releasesin other nearby states have usudly conssted of
onetime releases of a number of otters at oneor more suitable sites, with relative low
program cogs.

Potential otter habitat in the state indudes rivers where there is enoughwater to
provide adequéae otter habitat, such astheuppe Rio Grande the San Juan River, andthe
Gilaand San Frandsco River drainages. In addition, extengve stretches of those waters
are protected by wilderness status or land management by Forest Service and Bureau of
Land Management or triba govenments. Long continuousstretches of river otter habitat
with an adequae water and food supply, exist in New Mexico.

In those places where restoration is being congdered, surveys need to be
undetaken to identify the best possible otter habitat. A survey of theuppe Rio Grande
has already been completed (Polechla 2000, which foundthat otter popuktionscould
inde=d live in alongstretch of river from the state border to Espanola. In Idaho, river
otter dengties were observed to beoneotter per 1.7 to 3.7 river miles (Melquist and
Hornodker 1983) Using these dengty values, theapproximately 265river miles of
suitable habitat within the proposd restoration sitesin New Mexico might suppot an
estimated 70to 160river otters.

Much of theuppe Rio Grandeis a goodriver otter restoration location because it
Is protected from human disturbance by its remoteness and its deep canyon. A 48-mile
stretch of theRio Grandewas designaed as a Wild and Scenic River in 1968 lending an
additiond level of protectionto thearea. Thirty miles of the ChamaRiver, whose
confluence with the Rio Grandeoccurs at Espanola, aso provide excellent otter habitat.
TheGilaandthe San Franasco Rivers, in Southwestern New Mexico aso appears to
have goodotter habitat. Grazing pressure in this watershed has declined in recent years,
and riparian areas and water quality arerecovering. Theuppe stem of theriver is
protected by wilderness status while mog of themiddle and lower Gila River boxes are
managed by Forest Service or Bureau of Land Management. Since nonndive fish and
crayfish domnae these systems (Propg, pe's. comm.), otter presence may potentially
contribute to theintegrity of the aquéic ecosystem. The San Juan River offers ahigh
volume of water, ahigh dengty of non-native catfish and carp, which are detrimenta to
endangeed fish recovery, and goodripaian cover. In addition, otters have been restored
to the uppe reaches of the San Juan River drainage in Colorado. Mog of the proposd
restoration segment is remote and runsthroughNavagjo tribd land. Potential conflict with
fish species of concern in the San Juan River is currently being assessed (Propd, pers.
comm.).

Thedecisionto restoreriver otters to New Mexico rests with the State Game
Commission, except ontriba lands TheNew Mexico Department of Game and Fish is



theagency that would plan, implement, and manage a restoration program in the state.
Althoughtheresponsbility for management of otters ultimately restsin the handsof the
Department, the puldic may also be able to contribute to this program by volunteering to
hdp with surveys and offer other kindsof suppott for arestoration program.

A successful restoration of river ottersto the state will depend notonly onthe
biological factors, but also ona conensusamongthe people of the state tha thereturn of
river otters will benefit all. A program such asthiswill need abroad conensusfrom
many stakeholders, Native Americans environmentalists and conservationists, fishermen,
trappes, river runnes, govenment agendes, river frontlandowners, scientists, tournists,
and local community folks.

River otters are making aremarkable comeback in many parts of ther origind
rangein theU.S. They have proven to be highly adaptable and resilient survivors. The
establishment of this lively native animal into thewilder parts of the state can bea
measure of our abilities to sugain thehedth and integrity of our aquéic and wetland
communities. With ludk, the charismatic and playful river otter could soonbeback in
New Mexico, and back to stay.
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