
 

The main objective of this study 

is to characterize the extent of 

contaminant exposure in river 

otters from southern Vancouver 

Island .  

We will begin to define habitat 

use, movement patterns and 

home ranges of individual otters 

from the study area which  

includes the coastline from 10 

Mile Point to Parry Bay in 

Metchosin.   

Anyone from the Victoria area 

has most likely had a river  

otter encounter in one way or 

another. Whether its their 

playful nature, their curious 

personality, their voracious 

appetite or that unmistakable 

smell, it is clear that the otter 

plays a significant role in our 

urban ecosystem.  

There is however limited 

knowledge of river otter  

ecology in this region,  

particularly the ecology of river 

otters foraging in the marine 

environment.  

Where do they go?  How do 

they use these habitats? How 

have they adapted to this urban  

landscape?  

These are some of the  

questions that we will try to 

tackle through our research. 

 

Due to a long history of  

industrial activities in Victoria 

and Esquimalt Harbors  

persistent organic pollutants 

have accumulated in the marine 

environment.   

We know that otters are being 

exposed to these toxins 

through their diet but the  

impacts are not yet  

understood. 

This project would not be  

possible without the incredible 

support and expertise of our 

wonderful crew. 

Thank you to Helen Schwantje, 

our very own Rock Star Vet, for 

being there through all of the  
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capture work to ensure that 

our animals endured minimal 

stress or injury and were 

healthy upon release. 

Thank you to Shawn Dalman, a 

government licensed trapper, 

for sharing his knowledge and  

techniques that led to the safe 

capture of our study animals. 

Thank you to Caeley òthe 

trackeró Thacker for her  

infectious positive attitude and 

dedication to this project.  
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òOur goal is to 

advance the use of  

non-invasive 

techniques in river 

otter research and 

conservationó 

Otters Do Poop 

Meet the Otters 
The first objective of the 

study is to radio-track marine 

foraging river otters for a  

period of one year to  

determine home ranges and 

movement patterns.  

The goal was to capture and 

radio-tag 12 adult otters. 

With a huge amount of  

support from the community 

and cooperation from our 

extended team we were able 

to achieve this goal.  

As of February 26th we have  

5 females and 7 males online.   

 

A 13th otter was captured 

and tagged in early December 

but has since vanished. Maybe 

lunch for a passing Orca, 

maybe not. We are still  

hopeful that he will turn up.  

A sample size of 12 was  

chosen based on logistics. 

We wanted to make sure 

that an adequate amount of 

data could be collected for 

each individual. We also tried 

to include an even number of 

males and females as we  

expect their distribution and 

movement to vary seasonally.  

Otters were selected from 

across the study area. Two 

males and 2 females have been 

tagged in Cadboro Bay and Oak 

Bay, respectively.  Three Males 

and one female from Victoria  

harbor and one female from the 

Gorge Waterway. One male 

from Esquimalt Lagoon and one 

male and one female from  

Albert Head DND property.  

All are healthy and active. We 

have been able to locate each of 

them almost daily and have  

observed some fascinating  

behaviors. 

build contaminant and  

hormone profiles for individual 

otters over space and time and 

track their movement.  

Our goal is to advance the use 

of these non-invasive tech-

niques in river otter research 

and conservation. The teleme-

try data and samples collected 

from our study animals will be 

used to validate the results 

derived from the fecal survey.    

The image below depicts the  

Cadboro Bay Group (2 of which 

are tagged) at one of their latrine 

sites.  

How many otters can you see?   

Yes, there will be poop  

involved!  

The second objective of this 

study is to collect fresh scat 

from communal latrines along 

the coastline of the study area. 

From the scat we will investi-

gate contaminant levels (of the 

prey), potential indicators of 

physiological stress, and sex 

hormones. Using fecal DNA 

genotyping we will be able to 
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No official results to report just yet but we have 

made some exciting discoveries... 

Because river otters have no neck, radio collaring 

was not an option. In order to tag the animals we 

had to surgically implant a small VHF radio transmit-

ters into the peritoneal cavity of the abdomen. This 

of course involved anesthetic, which can be  

dangerous in an animal with a dive response.   

We developed an anesthetic protocol similar to that 

used on the Vancouver Island Marmot Project 

(Thanks Malcolm!). After the initial induction  

anesthesia was maintained with a chemical inhalant. 

This system allowed us to manually adjust the 

amount of drug administered and deliver oxygen 

throughout the anesthetic and in early recovery. 

Physiology was carefully monitored and in all cases 

the otters remained stable. Handling time was  

usually under an hour.  

We found these methods to be very effective and 

safe for the animals and their handlers. It took 30 

minutes to an hour for the drugs to wear off at 

which point the animals were released back at the 

capture site.  

Following release the otters were located and  

observed every day for 10 days to monitor  

recovery. All of the otters seemed to return to  

normal social and foraging behavior within a day or 

two. One otter was recaptured in Victoria Harbor  

approximately one month post surgery. The incision 

was hidden under fur but from what we could tell it 

had completely healed.   

We had tried to come up with a way to mark the 

otters externally. Their ears are too small and  

delicate for an ear tag so we attempted to dye a 

patch of hair with blond hair dye (a technique 

also used with the marmots).  When we re-

captured the otter in the harbor we realized that 

the dye was not effective and had completely 

washed off. I guess for now, weõll have to rely on 

otters that beep.  

At the release site the transmitter for each otter 

was field tested.  As expected, the signal is lost 

when the otter dives under water.  Fortunately, 

dive times range from only a couple seconds to a 

few minutes.  Loss of the signal under water has 

actually come in handy in interpreting the animals 

activity when we do not have a visual. An  

intermittent signal tells us that the animal is in the 

water, likely foraging, rather than on land.  

The acoustic range  was found to be between 

400m and 800m with a clear line of sight.  

Topographical blocks such as concrete structures 

and buildings did impede the strength of the signal 

but did not totally block it.  

The proposed capture work presented some interesting 

challenges in our planning. What will we do when we capture 

an animal? Then how will we transport? How will we  

immobilize? And after the procedures, how will we release 

them safely?  So we elicited some advice from the experts, 

put our heads together and came up with the òSchwantje 

Boxó. This multi purpose handling box facilitated the humane 

and efficient handling of our capture animals. I have to say, 

we are quite proud of it.   

The Schwantje Box 

Jared Hobbs 

òWe  

developed  

an anesthetic 

protocol  

similar to 

that used  

on the  

Vancouver 

Island  

Marmot  

Project.ó 


