
WILDLIFE FACTFLIE: European Otter

The European Otter (Lutra lutra), also known as the Eurasian 
River Otter, Common Otter or Old World Otter, is one of the UK’s 
top predators. They feed primarily on fish, water birds, 
amphibians and crustaceans and can be found in river, wetland, 
costal and marine habitats. This semi-aquatic species has brown 
fur, often with a pale underside; long slender body; small ears on 
a broad head; and a long thick tail. Their webbed feet make 
them very proficient swimmers and they can be seen swimming 
very low in the water, with their head and back barely visible. 
Otters have their cubs in underground burrows known as holts, 
and the young are able to swim by just ten weeks old.

The European Otter was once widespread in the UK but by the 
1970s was restricted to mainly Scotland, western Wales, parts 
of East Anglia and the West Country. However, since organo-
chlorine pesticides were withdrawn from use, otters have 
spread back into may areas, including our very own River 
Ribble! Although still a rare sight, they may be visible all year 
round. 

Seeing the signs of an otter is much easier than seeing the 
animal. Look out for five-toes footprints (6-7cm long) and 
spraints (otter faeces). Spraints usually contain visible fish 
bones and have a distinctive and pleasant smell – not unlike 
jasmine tea! The European Otter is protected in the UK under 
the Wildlife and Countryside Act, 1981, and the species is 
listed as Near Threatened on the global IUCN Red List of 
Threatened Species. 

Otters require clean rivers with a good supply of food, and 
plenty of vegetation to hide their holts. At Ribble Rivers Trust, 
we work to improve the Ribble Catchment by improving water 
quality and helping ecosystems to thrive. The work we carry 
out benefits species like the European Otter by creating 
healthy habitats for them to live and breed in.

DID YOU KNOW?
While swimming, 
otters are able to close 
their ears and nose. 


