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Introduction:  


The last confirmed otter in New Mexico was trapped in the Gila River near Cliff, NM in 1953.  Although there have been several reported sightings since then, none have been confirmed and the species is presumed extinct within the state.  In the fall of 2008, the river otter will be reintroduced to the northern Rio Grande watershed.  Once the species has been returned, it is necessary to monitor its survival and possible growth.

Objectives:  


The objectives of presence/absence surveys are to effectively search for evidence of otter, properly document the evidence, and preserve evidence such that it will be useful to biologist in determining the outcome of reintroduction efforts of this species in New Mexico.

Survey conditions:

Ideally, surveys will be conducted not following a recent high water event.  This is to maximize accumulation of scat and other evidence.  The preferred sampling period is in April and May (during the breeding season) when scent marking is at a maximum, although surveys can be done throughout the year.

Survey routing and intensity:

Surveys should be as thorough as possible given constraints of river condition, land ownership and resources available.  Routing of surveys, generally in order of decreasing thoroughness are listed below:


a) Travel on the bank: walking (preferred) or horseback riding 


b) Floating: watercraft allowing slow maneuvering along shore (e.g. kayak or canoe).


c) Walking in the water: down the stream/river, or near the shore of the lake.


d) Spot surveys: at access points to stream/river such as road or trail crossings.

Evidence - Documentation and preservation:

Evidence must be well documented and properly preserved if it is going to be useful.  Data always needs to include at least: a list of all observers/collectors names and contact information, date and location.  Location needs to be as accurate and precise as possible so that a researcher can return to the location.  A general description is always needed, and if possible, coordinates.  GPS is preferred, but if not available, coordinates or township/range/section/quarter section (TRS) taken from a map will be useful. GPS units are relatively cheap now and provide much more useful and accurate information than from maps.  These should be used on every survey.  Evidence needs to be preserved with photographs and specimens to the extent possible.  Close-up photographs should have something in the photo for scale (a 6" ruler works well).  Data needs to accompany or be associated with specimens and photographs (written on photo; on piece of paper in bag; written on plaster track casts).  Sometimes it works to write data on a piece of paper and include it in the photograph.  Photographing the GPS unit so coordinates are readable also works.  A suggested data sheet for specimen and photographic data is attached.  Specifics are listed below:


Sighting of otters:  Photograph and describe in as much detail as possible.  


Scat:  Photograph general site and close-up (e.g., showing rock or log scat is on).  Collect scat in plastic bag and place data with specimen.  If specimen is wet, use pencil or waterproof ink, or number bag and keep notes separate.  Scat from different locations needs to be in separate bags. If scat is fresh, do not touch with hands.  Use a separate stick for each sample, put it in a whirlpak, throw the stick as far away as possible to avoid using again, and add ethanol (200 proof) to the sample.  Put each whirlpak into a separate ziplock bag to reduce cross contamination.  Samples from the same site can be put into one large ziplock together.  Use rite-in-rain paper (using a pencil) to label the samples.  (These techniques ensure that scat can be used for DNA or diet analyses.)


Tracks:  Photograph and make plaster-of-paris cast if possible. Write data on cast.  


Other evidence:   Other potential signs such as otter slides should be photographed, described, and thoroughly investigated and documented. The area should be thoroughly searched for additional otter sign such as scat.  Possible otter slides should be followed into the riparian area to determine if they are sites where beaver have entered the water. 

Habitat Assessment and related species:  

A general qualitative assessment of the habitat, both aquatic and riparian, is useful.  Photographs are very helpful.  Data needed with photos: name, date and location.  If the photo shows a particular feature, the type of feature should be included.  Information on pertinent species observed directly or evidence seen is also helpful.  Presence of fish, crayfish, frogs, beaver, etc. is useful information.  Species or types should be mentioned if known (i.e., trout, suckers, bull frogs, leopard frogs, etc.).  Items such as vegetation down to the water or heavily grazed, overhanging banks or impacted by livestock, good cover or sparse vegetation, abundance of rocks and logs in and along stream, etc. are useful in categorizing the quality of the habitat. 

Disinfection of equipment between aquatic systems:  

Equipment that contacts water or mud, including boots, should be sterilized between aquatic systems because of chytrid fungus concerns.  Chytrid fungus have been implicated in amphibian declines world-wide, including New Mexico.  Other aquatic surveys are following a standard protocol for sterilization of equipment.  Remove mud from boots and equipment, then use a 10% bleach or quaternary ammonia (Quat128) solution for sterilizing equipment (per Declining Amphibians Population Task Force, Fieldwork Code of Practice).

Report:  A brief report of the survey is needed, even if no evidence is found, to document that the segment has been surveyed.  Please send a copy of the report to:


NM Otter Working Group, ATT: Rachel Conn


c/o Amigos Bravos


P.O. Box 238


Taos, NM 87571


fax number: (575) 758-7345


phone number: (575) 758-3874


email: rconn@amigosbravos.org

A suggested report form is attached.  Whether or not evidence of otter presence is found, please submit your observations to one of the people listed in contacts below so that we have documentation that a portion of the habitat has been surveyed.  

Contacts:
Steve MacDonald,
P.O. Box 58




Gila, NM  88038




phone: (505) 535-2857




email: somacdonald@gilanet.com

Jon Klingel

47 Star Vista Rd.




Santa Fe, NM  87505




phone: (505) 986-1771




email: jklingel@prodigy.net

Melissa Savage

1477 ½ Canyon Rd.




Santa Fe, NM 87501




phone: (505) 983-8515




email:  forests@ucla.edu

Jim Staurt

New Mexico Dept. Game and Fish




1 Wildlife Way




Santa Fe, NM 87507

River otter survey

Potential Evidence, Habitat, and Photo Data Sheet

Observer(s) & Contact info: _______________________________________________________ ____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Date(s): ________________


Location ID: __________________

GPS Coordinates (if available): _______________

General Description: ____________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

Type of evidence/information (scat, track, photo, habitat information, other) and brief description: ___________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

Data accompanying evidence/information (data sheet, number to notes or photo frame and roll): _________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

Evidence attached?  Y / N

Comments on survey:


Survey conditions, last high water event (recent, days, weeks, etc.): ___________________

______________________________________________________________________________


Type of survey (walk in water, float, walk on shore, spot checks, etc.): _________________

______________________________________________________________________________

General comments/discussion/details:

Please forward copies to: NM Otter Working Group, c/o Amigos Bravos, PO Box 238, Taos, NM 87571

Fax number: (575)757-7345, Phone number: (575)758-3874
Email (for digital photos): rconn@amigosbravos.org
