
Eurasian otter 
Lutra lutra

WHY FOCUS ON OTTERS?

Otters are a people’s favourite – they’re 
playful, inquisitive, charismatic, 
elusive (giving them an air of mystery) 
and an absolute joy to encounter. 
Being dependent on water makes 
otters vulnerable to insensitive river 
management, agricultural pollution and 
human recreation disturbance, so they 
need our awareness and help. At the top 
of the food chain in our rivers, otters are 
an indicator of healthy fish populations 
– if the fish are OK, the otters will be OK. 

Otters are long-bodied, long-tailed, short-legged animals. 
Larger than a cat, otters are 120cm long, weighing around 
10 kg (with females slightly smaller than the males). Their 
tails are up to 45cm long - stout at the base and tapering to 
the tip which is flattened from top to bottom. The head is 
flattened, their eyes and ears are small, and their whiskers 
long and stiff. They have relatively large feet (hind feet 
being larger, especially longer, than the fronts), each with 
five toes, and webbing in between. Otters are mid- to dark 
brown in colour (with a paler throat and cheeks), but can 
look almost black when wet. Moving on land, which they 
tend to do by trotting or loping, otters have a distinctive 
‘hump-back’ profile.

WHO ARE THEY?

Otters are semi-aquatic carnivores. 
They are members of the weasel (or 
Mustelid) family, so their cousins are 
species such as badger, pine marten, 
stoat, and American mink. There are 
a number of otter species around 
the world, but the UK is home to the 
Eurasian otter Lutra lutra. Eurasian 
Otters are dependent on freshwater 
systems (such as rivers, streams, 
still water lakes, gravel pits, ponds), 
although on the northern and western 
isles and coast of Scotland, they use 
the sea for hunting and are more active 
during the day. These are ‘coastal otters’, 
but they are the same species as those 
in our Fenland rivers, ditches and lodes.

Endearing beings 
and a people’s 
favourite.

Long body, short legs, long 
tapering tail. Brown with 
pale chin, cheeks and throat.

Larger than a cat with long 
body, long tail and short legs

Europe, North Africa,
Scandinavia, Russia, China, 
South-East Asia

Freshwater systems

Primarily fish

KEY FACTS

WHAT DO THEY LOOK LIKE?

120cm

Loping along the shoreline 
with its distinctive hump-
backed profile.



Swimming low in the water 
with V-shaped bow wave.

Playful – an otter slide in the 
snow (Photo: Howard Towell).

Inquisitive - taking a look at 
the top of a harbour-side ladder.

Spending so much time in water, otters need to 
keep warm and dry, for which they have evolved 
extremely thick, dense fur (60,000 hairs/cm2). 
Stout guard hairs, up to 2cm long, form a 
waterproof outer covering for the denser, finer 
layer of underfur. Each time after swimming, otters 
will groom, rub and lick their fur to maintain it, and 
will sleep with their fur dry.

In the water, the otter’s webbed feet and rudder-
like tail enable it to move rapidly in pursuit of its 
prey. At the surface, otters swim low in the water 
with a v-shaped bow wave, kicking with all four 
feet and, if swimming fast, the long tail lies along 
the surface. Underwater the hind end of the body 
(and tail) moves up and down as the hind feet kick 
together providing thrust.

LIFE IN THE WATER

MAKING TRACKS

Distinctive track pattern 
of a loping otter

Otter tracks: front left 
foot, hind left foot

Trails of two otters 
trotting along the beach



Otters are opportunistic hunters, although they primarily target 
fish which make up 70-95% of their diet. Crayfish and amphibians 
can be important too, at least seasonally, and water birds and small 
mammals are caught occasionally. Otters tend to catch mostly small 
(around 13cm long) sedentary fish, like eels and pike, but they will 
also hunt under rocks for bullheads and loaches. In freshwater 
habitats, otters are mainly nocturnal, emerging from the holt just 
after dusk and are active for 4-6 hours, with a second shorter period 
of activity just before dawn. In clear, well-lit water they will hunt 
by sight, but in poor visibility and in darkness they use their stiff 
whiskers (vibrissae) to pick up the vibrations caused by swishing fish 
tails to locate their prey. Fish are caught by mouth. Coastal otters are 
active much more during the day (and therefore more often seen by 
people).

GONE FISHING

Small fish, caught in the mouth, 
make up most of an otter’s diet.

Fish (70-95%)

Crayfish

Amphibians

Water birds

Small mammals

DIET

When not fishing, otters return to dry ground, tend to their fur 
and sleep above ground in couches and below ground in holts. 
River-based otters are usually solitary (except when a mother 
is out with her cubs) and travel quite a lot, so will use many (up 
to 35) different holts. Depending on habitat quality, each otter 
will occupy a territory of 10-15km of river, with male territories 
often overlapping with those of a number of females. Breeding 
takes place in one of the holts, where a litter of 1-3 cubs is raised 
by the mother. They remain with the mother for up to a year, 
leaving when she comes into oestrus again. Breeding seems to 
be aseasonal with cubs born equally in every month of the year. 

ON LAND

River-based otters also eat 
crayfish and occasionally 
small mammals.

SCENT MARKING

Otters use scent marking as a 
means of communication. Spraints 
(scat) impregnated with scent 
are deposited throughout their 
territories, albeit concentrated at 
centres of activity. These spraints 
have a smell unique to the individual 
otter and are a signalling system 
during the breeding seasons, and 
are aimed at reducing aggressive 
encounters. Other modes of 
communication include a whistled 
contact call, and a ‘hah’ or hiss alarm 
call (with the young cubs nickering 
and chirruping).

Otter territory: up to 10-15km of river

Coastal otters will eat crabs



RANGE AND POPULATION

As a species, the Eurasian otter has an 
enormous range across Europe and North Africa, 
Scandinavia, Russia, China and south across 
India, south-east Asia into Indonesia. In the 
UK, after a low point in the 1970s (see ‘Threats’ 
section) they have recently recovered such 
that they can be found in every county again, 
although they remain most abundant in Wales, 
the south-west and in Scotland, especially along 
the west coast and islands. The UK population is 
now thought to be around 11,000 individuals.

FROM PEST TO PEOPLE’S FAVOURITE

When UK otters were at their absolute lowest point 
– absent from most counties and rare elsewhere, 
two films were instrumental in popularising them. 
Firstly, Gavin Maxwell’s 1960 best-selling book ’Ring 
of Bright Water’ was made into a much-loved film in 
1969, and Henry Williamson’s older book ‘Tarka the 
Otter’ was also made into a film in 1978. Between 
them, they portrayed a playful, curious being 
that invites our love rather than persecution. Our 
fascination with and love for otters has remained, 
being fed by increasing opportunities to see these 
amazing creatures. 

EAST ANGLIA

In East Anglia the population was too low 
and fragmented to recover and would have 
disappeared by the mid-1980s but for the release 
of captive-bred animals. Around 90 otters were 
released 1983-1999 in East Anglia, including 
Cambridgeshire where they have steadily 
increased and are now found in most water 
courses across the county. They now even use the 
brooks running through Cambridge city. Otters 
live for up to 10 years.

11,000
CURRENT UK 
POPULATION 

THREATS

Otters have not always been viewed with love 
and affection. Their amazing dense fur was 
prized in the fur trade dating back to the Vikings. 
They have been considered a pest by game 
keepers, and suffered considerable persecution 
by trapping and snaring. They were hunted to 
control numbers and for sport. Hunting with 
otter hounds dates back to the 13th century, 
and this method of culling peaked in the 1930s 
but continued until 1976! It is thought that the 
nocturnal behaviour of mainland otters might be 
a reaction to centuries of persecution.

Already depleted in numbers from culling and 
sport hunting, otters were catastrophically 
impacted by pesticides in the 1960s, with 
populations wiped out across Britain. Persistent 
organic pesticides (such as Dieldrin, DDT and 
DDE) started to be used in 1956, and otter 
populations declined dramatically through the 
1960s and 1970s. The use of Dieldrin was finally 
banned in 1975, and otters were legally protected 
in 1978.

1978
LEGALLY 
PROTECTED IN 

Flat head, small ears, 
small eyes and long thick 
whiskers (vibrissae).


