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IntroductIoo 

IItlUe driving aloog the Colorado River on Hiq..,ay 128 u; • .:1." on anothef' 
project, I SillII tlIIo "riller otte rs sui;Jl'ni,l" UjJ .. tream beside the rapids at riller­
mile 76. Thereafter, for an indefinita period I ~s to: 

(1) When possible, monitor otter activity during any morning active period 

(2) Collect accessible food remains & scat samples 

(3) Search for otter signs along other parts of the river 

Since little is I<r1odl ebout ottar presence in Utah, iocluding 00 the Colo­
rado River blhere there has been no documentetion of ottar presence for a felll 
decades, the overell objective was to obtain any information that mioht be 
useful to future s tudies of Utah otters . Due to this lack of basic informa_ 
tion. I collected details on such things as scat and track identi fication. 

The uoclosoo maps shOll variOll5 river-8111e points as circl ed runben. A­
long HIlly 128, Which follDlils tha river along the stretch of interest . the map 
shOllls polnh ill respect to the ltighway mileage markers by nunbers in paren_ 
theses. In the text, river .. lhs ",ill be preceded by "RI'I", and hl~y mile 
marker points by "IIV'I". 

Also. a number preceded by "A". e.g. Al, refers to en area of cencen­
trated otter activity . When this is followed by "L". e.g. ~. it refers to 
a latrine site. 



Otter Sighting' . ~e.ent & Behavior 2. 

otter siQhtings llen.cla 00 10 of 16 rield searches diring Feb,· 2·24, 
U_lly bfa ott.n Wllre ~ IIOd it bec_ claar that they lllere the tnly bfa 
pre,ent. Feb. 24 was the lut day en otter we. saen, but their' lcx:ation, 
.... re .till cx:calionally revealed by liQl'l thru ~rch 16 . Thereafter , no ,igo 
wa, fOWld at A81, A5L & A1l lIhm. checked on lIIarch 22 , April 20, nor at A8L 
whe" checked oro J ...... 9 . No otter dgo we, fOt.nd et I'II.ft8ro1JS otn.r area, 
checked from fish Ford (RtII105 .7 ) dowrI to the Potash landi"O (RI'I4?J). 

The 16 rield learches smted daily arCl.V'ld 0700 to 07J0 .-ld v,IJ8Uy 
ended arou-od HXlI to 1100, but." all-day ..,.,itot- was dcrte on feb. 15 fro:a 
0730 to 1800, ...,., it bee .. too dark to .... The hour with the _t otter 
dghtil'l9S was 080()..0900, but tlOO8 of the ou.rs fror. 0700· 1100 lllllra covered 
lIS often, plus dJrl"O those Qther hours I we, -ore oft." _ing by either 
arriving. , l 88vioo . o r valking the shoreline looking for t racks or scat . 

Othe~i,e . th.re wa, no predictabla pettarn of morning Ictivity. How 
much my presence 1liiy heva caused inactivity is hard t o say. At laut onea 
(& probably other ti_.) tna otters se...ad to be _ r . of .. up on the clirf 
at 20) yard. or -ora. evan OI'Ie or t.o hours after I had arri ved 'at daI.n . 
Other times at n.x:h closer r ar"1Q8s , they 'M.time, fled and SOfIat ..... CBIE 
c loser . The tIIIQ dirf.rent seq..-.:es of otter photo • ...-.:::losed _re both taken 
at about 100 yard, on calli days. OurinQ the rint occasiCll"t they dictl 't flee 
.ven thwgh I wa. stand1nQ up ill the opeI1 (but lIIO\Iing alOlllly); but during the 
second time tn. ottar flld when it heard the shutter clIck , aven t.I"lo.ql I IOI.S 
cD'IIPletaly hidden behind a boulder . JIIy l est sighting ilia, of an Upstream ottar 
that saw _ from 40 yard, l!Ihile swlnrnimil downstrea'J\ tor.ercll ~ po$ition. 1J,he" 
at 30 ya.i:-d", it dove , but to my surprise I followed its bubbla, to 1IIhere it 
POPP.d up ,even het before IIIEI and lookillQ riQht at m. (it inmediataly dove 
and went on doI!Instr_) . There "lIBra hint!! that the,a dirfarant !"1iI8ctions lIIera 
tha reSIJlts of t.o diffar.,t otter penonelitias. 

The r.-rou, .orrdnQ s i QhUngs clearly show RJCh (but sporadic ) loIi1lter 
daytime activity et l a.,t to 11 00. Inltlljl tt. opt.uu. _thad or vilNing a 
knooor"l otter location fron a hio;to clif" vle101POi,,t . the r .... lnlng dayliQht 
hours "o/IIre coverltd only on the all·dey nonitor of feb. 1S . FroIII 0730 to 1800, 
.ctivity occurred at tha t imes be l ow. A single time means activity lested 1 
min. or less . Number of otter s visible is in parenthese • • 

These short periods onay be clJe to a developed ..ad ..... ss. Tha best day 
lola. the first diIoy I IUII!I U-, Feb . 2. In 1! hours (07J5..00SO) I IIBI!I &W'I8 or 
both otters for 1hr & Srain ... at which tiq 11eft whUe they IoI8te still in 
siQht . 



Otter Slghtings , ~uement & 8ehauior J. 

The relationship betwes'1 the t...a ottars is ..n<:rmn. Thay both appeared 
to be full-gtOliJn or I:lose t o it , but DOlI iJPIlearBd to be sl191tly shorter In 
lsngth and leaner. No ear tags were ulsible, but weather and distance may 
haue hindered tags being uisible. They did almost euerything together or 
with one eloseby In a den , end weN neuer ulsibly antagonistil: tokJard laen 
other. Onea they 0100 ad each other dmultaneously with ~ and hoth for 
one rainuta. lIhenever one ottar i nitlatod play or travel , or IIIiIS notlc:eably 
IIIOre livaly , it usually sftl'led to be tile smaller of the t...a. 

A January l:oldsn8p eoverod much of thl r ivor with il:e (see ~p 1) . Ap_ 
parsntly just befor e this the otter s were r esiding around R~59 . 6 , indiceted by 
A8L I:DI1talnll1Q abo."t 30 old scats . Ouring the freezaup they moued upstrelllll 
and ~re first seen on Fib. 2 at At (RP176 . 1S) . Though thEly were obviously us­
ing unde~ter entrantls to beaver holes there, their primary daytlne den 
seemed to ba at A2 (RI'f1S. 7) , ""'ere they were usually last seen many mornings; 
but by Feb. I I " they llay have been spendinQ .:1st or all days. at 8<l A4 bank den. 
At this t ime A2, ill 1:5Uity on the ground lRSer an ice slab, may halle bean deter­
iorating from the warmer dar hours (exl:ept for A2, Al-A7 all contained baaller 
dens whil:h the otters used A7 was assumed to be used]). 

lLhile I 11185 absent during Feb. 5-8, the otters took e loo-og excuuion , 90-
irog about 1~ .. U es both I4lStraam and downs t rean frono A2. llhether or not this 
.. as due t o a desire to lI0II11 elsewhere, they steadily mol/ed downstre .... as the 
ice COlIer below A2/4 I18lted and broke up. They were at A5 (RI'I75 . 4) by Feb. 18 
and AS by Feb. 22. My last ott er sighting on Feb. 24 (RA75.0) was stIll only 
. 7 mile below A2 . iUithin four days " breakup Ul8S complete on the entire rll/er . 

After the Feb. 24 s i91tlng, no addltlOl"laI sIgn wall found abol/e A7, but 
signs .. ere later fo"'" dIlwnstreilll . Scats and tracks showed the otters to be 
e t A8L (Rfi'li9. S) and nearby (RfII69. 1 to 70.85) SCQetI.n. betwlen /liard"! 11 & 16 . 
The natura of the findings lndicated it IIMS possible that the otters _re 
fI'IOIIing back upstream. IioJIel/er , though additional seilrches wert! fIN and at 
limited l oeations , r'Kl othe.t sign has been fourd to datI. 



CO!pOsUion & Appear3t'lCe , 

Aiver Otter Scat 4. 

Though otten are rllportad to helle eaten birds and _Is, upecially 
sick flUskrats . such is the e)(ception. end no IllafJlllill or bird parts WElre fOlSld 
during eye exanination of 60 or 50 scats Ixanined at major l atrine sites. All 
scats containing aU fish parts (about 65) or a fistVcrayfhh coriJination 
(about 5) were considered otter scats. Any scat ~leh1y of c rayfish parts 
(about 7) we r e considerad as possibly frOG1 r acooon , the tracks or lilhich .. ere 
lIery COllfDCll . 

I'Iost scats .... re e dense lESS or fishbonas irod scales . but thdr firmness 
varied ffOll! a """tery ~latif'lOlJs flat spot to the stereotYPI cylindrical fotIJI , 
appar ently determined by the amount ar.:! denaity of oily liquid eccOIIIpaOyillQ 
the solids \.p:Jn dtIposition. Less (or denser) liquid .ant a IIIDr e cylindr ical 
shepe which ~ld ba firmer upon deposition but would often become brittle 
sooner with ege . The liquid medium t ended to glue ail but the firmest scats 
to rock , and also held the content:! tOlllether l onger" the ratio of medium in­
creased . 

The overall color of ,11 fresh scats was oUy black or close to it , 
probably pi \111ented by thv dark tissues of the fish . lllith .ar. medil.lll present, 
dark hues of gtltef'l eod bnM'l 1ol2t11 discel'Ollbie . The outer hard parts tet'lded t o 
t urn lIIhite sDDI'ler on the fit'ller scats , due to the tl\1mer layer of llledi~ 
wearIng away .ooner . The oranQe color of the crayfish ' s outer sheil was very 
vis ible even in scats blaached .. ith ege. 

Although fre$h scat on a rock may retain IIObtutl inside end on its bot_ 
tOOl for a f!!\oj days , softltnir19 llay be caused also by r ecent rlln . Soma fresh 
scats fOlSld on Feb . 18 had dried out .... ithl n a week, with cracks fomillg earl y 
on a thick puddl& of • liquid $Cl'lt (Photo 23) , txst after a tooeavy rain at mini­
_ 8QII of 12 days the cracks disappear ed and aU the scats had the fresh 
soft Ql!latinous appllrance and color of nllol scats . 

However, rain, and probably free~inQ/t~ing , does tet'ld to dugr ede the 
liquid- t ype scats in two ways. 

(1) The rnedhxn around the bones setUes or diseppears, making the bones 
fIOre sharply defined. 

(2) The edges of the hard liquid whare it contacts nx:k . IOhile sharply 
dafina:! ""en naw, beQin to dissolve and b~ vague. 

These effects are visible in the photo. taklWl of the _ scats IIhen close to 
n..., (Photos 21 . 23 & 25) and t.tlen about JS-39 days old (Photos 22, 24 & 26). 
With this affect of moisture and freeting on scat dec~dtion i n mind , it's 
possible hot and dr y weather !llay retard aging or caUlle it in other ways . 

The figure of 70 enabzed scats is a rtlUQh estilnata because: scats were 
at tLnes on top of eaen other: though boulders with a wide top surface 'llere 
_t often used , the surface still usually IllWlted and allOllB1l sc.ts to roll , 
especially old dry ones : scats could have been IIIOVed or broklJl1, especially at 
latrine sltl!5. Of the 70 scats. I roughly divided them into : 



River Dtter Scat 5. 

C~sition , Appaarance (cont'd) 

( 1) Solid Scat. - 4D (571) 
B. Includes all 5 (7S) ~/.ome cr ayfis h par t s ~~ad i n . 

(2) Watery Scats _ 3D (43S ) 
a. AU contained fish parts onl y. 

On Feb . 12 at A21. I observed one otter defecate i n ol d 1nOtiI , and 1* hour a 
l eter both otters defatated at the same spot . lUI three tillles thay were watery 
sc.ts . and aU Ilnt out of sight within hours. At the _ lItdne site, upon 
a rrivil19 on t.o previous IIIOrnings, thar e wre additional · spot.sw that Ilnt out 
of siQl'l t within ""'-'ra , ell'" frarn rroy cliff viewpoint. Thus, ~ to this natun 
of watl! ry scats . IMny could be rni.sld fro. I boat /lOre than a flllol feet a lllily, 
but a t least at latrine sites many tricks mi~ht ba vis ibla if r lcently in usa 
and ~ood t rack conditions e~ist. 

Scat Locations 

I defined. l atrine site as a sinc;JlI CO"\fir'led area of 5 or IIIOl"I! scats . 
This ~ld suggest that each otter defecated there a t lesst ~ice , and it 
~ld support the idlla that tha otten purposaly returned to that S8IIII! 9jJOt 
specifically to defecate and might do so 198in ~en passing by a t later intar_ 
vals. 

Four l at r ine lit •• loIer 8 found. Though aU lI,Iere in the open and at or 
near the ..at&r ' s 1IdQa , only t\rIO ~ld have been visibl e f rom a boat . Three 
wer e on the nat topa of boulders, and onl flll.S on SI"iOW-covered r iwr Ice. 

!!.b. - A sinc;Jle rock l' thick, top 2'x3' , l ewl, basa ..... at the IIa t er . 
Vlsibll froa the IIIiIte r . Usa period; f or unI<nI:Ml flI.IIt)er of days but 
probably r estricted to scnett.e attar the Januar y freez~ thru 
2- 27 . U a l ong section of thick willow barK. Photos 17 & to. 

A2l - On a small JW ri . a of snow on f l at river i ce Jyda in front of the 
- den aite called A2 (Photo 15) . The den entrance was near the shore­

line, , A2l. distance fI'Olll the open I:Urrent vsried from about 10yds 
at lIIIllt_lce to about 2yds IIhan las t I<rlobn tQ be used, 3 days before 
it broke off on ni!j'lt of Feb . 17/18. Not l'8CO!Inheble .s I l atrine 
site f ro- water lew!. Use period at leas t 2-8 thrtJ 2-15, no lahr 
~t probably earlier. Shonlina continJous talus . 

ASL - On 2 abutted flat_topped rocks equal ing a top or 6 ' ~4' ,& 1~'~3~ ' 
---- thick, bas. at l ca l aval, but 10yd. f~ open ~tar & not visible 

ffOll) it due to slight tilt t o more. Use period about 2-17 thnJ 
2- 22 . Shore is boulder field mb ad r.J/~ sandbanks & scattered oaks 
, ~ilIOlols. Photo 8. 

AlIl - On rock w/top 15'~15', 5' thick It back, flat but strongly tilted & 
at wa t e r at frOl'lt & very visible 'rom river. Used prbly I n Dec . , to 
fnte~et41 in Jan. I then between 3-11 & 3-1 5 . At. l ong s teep bin<. or 
dense w1110l0ls (~er many have bean cu t by beall8r). Photo 7. 



River otter Scat 5. 

Scat LocatIon!l (coot 'd) 

ather !!Cats fOU'ld: 

Jus t above A6 - Il'I 2- 29 I found 2 old !!Cats of ..,,-Known a~u 12yds frtD 
water in open lIIillOOl thicl<et on 980tle sand !llope f 1 on SR dia. 
dri f twood log on ground, , tne other on the sand " fl'O'll the first . 
No obviou!l trail to this spot, & there IIIOIJld be no clUIII!l to ettract 
one ' s attentIl7I from the river . 

15Qyds BeIOlll AS - On 2- 29, found 3-4 old scats of unknor.rI 898. 171 a bl o a 
_11 slanted rock 1~' h. 3yds ft'Oll the water 8IICI'l\j boulder talus. 
Not easily seeo (& I«lIUld probably bu mS!led) frern the rivsr. 

MM12.8 _ an 3-2 found 2 very old gray scats of unkn~ age on rock s lab 
top 2 ' x1~' & 3R h. (partially in ~ter) . Scats small a would psbly 
ba lIli!lsed 00 !Iil.ICh a SMoll llQI1-p~t rock. 

Over A4 - On 3-8 f ound 1 or 2 old dried-out watery- type scat s directly 
abow A4. on ban sand at top edge of 4'h. cutbank COl/urad ~/ brush, 
.. i110111. a oaks. Not visible from riller. 

fIII'J6.0S _ On 3-16 found scat (probably fresh) on boulder in water on far 
shore. U!la pariod probably bet ween 3-14 a 3-16. Visible frern river. 

fI1\'I1Q . 7 - On 3-16 fllU1d ubout 6 !!Cats on III , shore tri.oguler boulder w/top 
1Q' x1Q'x1Q' a 2

'
_4' h. 1 frO'll opp. shore hill . loolcMl liku 5 made dur­

inc;J the otters' l cnq excursion babteert 2-5 & 2- 8, a one arDUld date 
last attar we!l seen (2-24) . Along a rocky/9novaly shoreline .. /little 
vegetation. Not visible from rivar. 

A visit to the t rilJlloule r boulder et fIWII1 0 .7 _!I not -.de to verify thu 
source af the !lCllts . their ra..tJer . 8I"Id their 8Qe. ~lIar, it is probabla 
they are otter scat!l and filla ar mora are pre!lent . sa this boulder is here­
after ca lled "A9L". 



Other Ot ter Sign 7. 

Otter tracks were sel~ perfect due to the substrate conteininQ irregu. 
larities and being of varied firmness and t exture. The hind foot web usual ly 
was not visible ; often only four toes (pads) showed ; slippage in mud elongated 
the toe and ball pads, thus appearing like a raccoon print ; the ball pads were 
often indistinct : tracks lIOuld obliterate ea.c:h other; and 9IIits would be In­
complete . But usually there lI/OUld be at leas t one good print, or following a 
trail would give enough clues to spell Wotterw. 

When the otters ~selves ~fe not visible, finding qood prints was the 
most CDflJTlOl1 way of loc:atil"Q recent otter presence, that is 01'1 snObl that was 
fai r ly fresh and on soil surfaces thet wera wet and not hard . After the snow 
and ice completely _lted and the the surface dried out . i t was very difficult 
to see lIOy tracks. At the S<nB tima , at.ost every patch of beach sand of any 
size became heavily used by Ilunains; campfire cittles appeared everyiJlere Blten 
before all the snow patchss were gene . ~ny otter tracks were found at such 
beaches before then. bo.Jt not after. 

Raccoon tracks, which were common, created the most problems i n identify­
ing the source of prints . Cn wet but firm mud and sand, t he long toes often 
registered as short pads like an otter ' s; and, with e ball pad that usually 
leaves a featlneless imprint by nature. the t rack can look Uke an indistinct 
otter track. Then a gait , tail dreg. sliding , or a fish head may give the en­
swer. 

The otters \llBre seen to use sliding as an integral part of travel on ice 
and hard snow. After 3w of new 51'l0III fell on hard snow, hillside slides lIIere 
abundant at some spots, especially at one area ~ere one ,lide was about ]0' 
long and another II1II5 about 20 ' 10/19. 

No s lides or paths on dirt embankments were positively identified as 
made or beil"Q used by otters . However, the abundant beaver paths may have re­
moved the need for the otters to make any. Otter tracks here would seldom be 
visible due to the heavy use by beavers , ~ich kept the paths hard-packed and 
~uld obliterate even their own l arge tracks with thei r wet fur . tail , and 
branch-dragging. 

I t was i~ssible to recognize any otter activity in the grassy areas 
$Ince the grIJsses wer e all dead and already eorrmonly matted down by !1110111 and 
time. Also, no scats were found , nor scent posts of grass tufts recognized, 
in such areas. 

I often observed the otters sating ill of a fishl but the head , \&Ihich 
~as always the last part they reached , would et times not be eaten and would 
be left on the ice . If I searched for otter sign at dawn, I could occasionally 
save ruch tiIMI by- finding 8 fish head. This 1OIOU1d shoolo me lUhere an otter was 
innsdiately, even if out of $Ight . because shortly after dawn ravens and beld 
eagles started patrolling t he river; they seemed t o r ealize that the otters 
were a potential fish head supplier . During the first turo or Wee hours of 
light , usual l y at l east one bi rd would cruise by each half hour. 



e. 

fllae 1 . Ice Condi tions at !'lax- i ce (late Jan./ea r l y Feb. ) 
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s. 
Map 2. Known Ottar Activi t y Areas thru Feb. 16 (early ice_malt) 
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fllap J . Known Ot ter Activity Areas Feb .11-24 & !'In. 11-16 
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Explanation of Photos 11. 

longest 

I"0oI age l\a.s it flak-
1009 tall lIusino & other 



Explan~tion of Photos (cont' d) 12. 

lIIOist, & the portion touching 
by a slimy medil.rn 



River Otter Scat Specimens Colleeted 1l. 

Of the foll_inQ HIIen specimens, five ari! fI'Olll All (photos 01' four are 
included 111 this report), DOe is frCIII ASl (photo in this report), end cna is 
frlM 150 yds bIIl_ AS alnlost diractly acrOIl!l from ASl (no photo in this re­
port). f or each is listed : collection date, location by rivar mila , ~ 12B 
IIUe markur. coordinates on t he Castle Uallay 15' quad • • 01 other location da_ 
tails ; photo & fila numbers ; & other partinant data . 

A1 (2) 

Al (3) 

AT (4) 

2-29- 88 : (RI'f16. 15: flfn2 .2; tellly . T24S. R22E . Sec .27 . _u fn. A1l ; 
Ptloto 18 (fU" 2C88) . 

2-29-88 1 (SAA) fro. Al l ; PIloto 18 (fHe' 2(88) . 

2- 29- 88 . (SAA) from All ; Photo 19 (File' J(88) . 

_ 2- 29- 88 , (SAA) (rOIl All; PIloto not included (File' 4(88) , a yell~ish 
scat In boD pieces initially, w/ the longest piaca 4Srmt (1 3/4"). 

AT (5) - 2-29- 88; (SAA) fro- All : PIloto 20 (fUel seaa). 

AS(1) 

AS(2) 

- 2-18- 88 . !R/II75 .4: NItIl . 5 : Call1y . T24S.R22E , Sec.JJ . neU 
Photo 27 File' 2Ill88} . 

2-29-88: (SAA) fren 150 yardti bIIlOlll AS same a ide: from li'h. rock 
3 yds fro.. IoHIIter 801()nIJ boulder talus; 3 or 4 old scats all ..nita 
(fram aoa) Ixcept for orange of crayfish parta which are the majority 
of the cont80ts {includirlQ aome mandibles} , but a fIN fish bones are 
also present; no photo taken. 




