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Project Summary  
 

Introduction and Background: Otters belong to the mammalian family Mustelidae (Subfamily 
Lutrinae). Otters are semi-aquatic fish eating mammals. India is home to three of the four 
species of river otters in Asia and of the thirteen species of otters found worldwide. The three 
commonly found river otters in India include common otter- Lutra lutra, smooth-coated otter- 
Lutrogale perspicillata, and small-clawed otter- Aonyx cinereus. The status of otters from the 
Indian subcontinent is poorly documented but anecdotal reports suggest that the population 
may be severely threatened from habitat destruction and poaching. 

River otters in India range throughout the country especially, smooth-coated otters.  Small-
clawed otters are sympatric in areas inhabited by smooth-coated otters. All 3 species are found 
in the Western Ghats and in northeast India. Protected areas have been established in 
northern, southern, and northeastern parts of India, but few have implemented habitat and 
conservation plans to understand population status and ecology and protect river otter 
populations. 

Breeding populations of otters have been recorded at Corbett and Dudhwa Tiger Reserve, 
Katerniaghat Wildlife Sanctuary, Kaziranga National Park, Sunderbans, Bhitarkanika and 
Coringa, Periyar Tiger Reserve and Nagarhole National Park. Otters in India are protected under 
Schedule II of Wildlife Protection Act of 1972 and are increasingly rare outside national parks 
and sanctuaries. It is likely that their populations outside of these protected reserves are at risk 
and poorly studied.  

Study Area: Karwar, Karnataka, located on the west coast of India is nestled between the 
Western Ghats mountain range to the east and the Arabian Sea to the west. The Western Ghats 
is a recognized UNESCO World Heritage Site and one of the eight ‘hottest hotspots’ for 
biological diversity and richness in the world. It is also home to the endangered Olive Ridley sea 
turtle and several species of whales and dolphins such as the Indo-Pacific humpback dolphin, 
Risso’s dolphins, bottlenose dolphins, killer whales, and beaked whales. The rich marine and 
terrestrial biodiversity also supports artisanal fishing communities who live by and of the sea. 
Karwar, like many other coastal towns, is impacted by increased developmental activities, 
overfishing, excessive marine debris, fisheries bycatch, increased boat traffic, naval operations, 
and habitat destruction. Karwar is located right at the mouth of the Kali River, which flows 
through Karwar and covers a distance of about 184 km before ending in the Arabian Sea. The 
Kali River provides livelihood support to thousands of fishermen living near the coast. It is also 



believed to be home to different species of river otters, but to our knowledge this has not been 
properly investigated. 

Objectives: To learn more about river otters in Karwar, the Terra Marine Research Institute 
(TeMI) in close partnership with the Karnataka Forest Department conducted a preliminary 
survey along the Kali River or Kalinadi.  Primary objectives were to 1) investigate 
presence/absence of river otters in the Kali River and 2) to identify potential threats to river 
otter populations in the estuary. 

Methods: A pilot survey was conducted by R. Kumar from June 2 to June 17, 2014. Villages 
along both sides of the Kali River were surveyed. Distances surveyed ranged from 200 m to 4 
km, depending on accessibility. Signs of otter, such as spraints (otter dung) and paw marks were 
searched along banks, starting from Kodibagh up to Kadra Dam. Otter tracks can be usually be 
seen along muddy river banks. Otter paws can be identified by five toes on the front feet and 
five toes on the hind feet.  

Results: Around 20 sites were visited along the 30 km stretch of the Kali River between Kodibag 
and Kadra Dam, using State Highway 6 and 34 (see Pic 1). Additional information about otter 
habits, occurrence patterns, and threats were gathered through unstructured interviews of 
villagers/fishermen (n=16). Otter occurrence in the area was determined through indirect 
(spraints, paw prints, and villager reports) and direct evidence at 16 of the 20 sites visited. 
Smooth-coated otters were the most frequently sighted and according to villager reports and 
observations, otter numbers ranged from 2-30 at different sites along the Kali River and 
sightings were typically highest in the morning and at dusk.  

The study also revealed potential conflicts between fishing communities and river otters. Prawn 
farmers in particular, consider otters to be a nuisance species and use deterrents such as 
mosquito nets or small mesh size gill nets, as well as 24-hour watches. In some areas, dogs and 
fire are used to scare otters. There are also reports of otter poaching along the river. In other 
villages, otters and fishermen appear to co-exist.  

Conclusion: This short study provides valuable evidence about the presence of river otters near 
Karwar, Uttara Kannada. Karwar bordered by the Western Ghats (UNESCO World Heritage Site) 
and the Arabian Sea supports a rich ecosystem of marine and terrestrial species that remain 
poorly known and studied. Long-term studies are needed to understand the types of species 
found and the biology and ecology of Karwar’s river otters before their numbers decrease due 
to human activities. Poaching and illegal trade need to stop but alternative incentives need to 
be explored to deter them from poaching. 
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Pic 1. Study site along the Kali River, near Karwar, Uttara Kannada 

 

 

 

 

 



Pic 2. Smooth-coated otters foraging in the Kali River, near the village Halgejoog. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

Pic 3. Otter spraints observed at 3 sites 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Pic 4. Otter deterrents used by prawn farmers  

 

Pic 5. Reports and observations of otter sightings along the 30-km stretch of the 
Kali River surveyed.  



 

 

Pic 5: Rahul at work! 

 


