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BRINK
Back from the 

Once largely confined to coastal areas of Scotland, 
otters have made a welcome return to inland river 
systems over the past 50 years – a remarkable 
recovery that represents a real conservation 
success story, writes Richard Rowe.

Almost everyone remembers the first 
time they spotted an otter. It’s that 
kind of animal: sleek, sinuous and 

secretive – a true symbol of the wild. My 
first sighting was at a pier in Broadford 
on Skye. A large dog otter was swimming 
back and forth in the harbour, diving 
every now and again. Unexpectedly, he 
emerged from the water and hopped onto 
the quayside to investigate a stack of 
creels. Finding nothing of note, he loped 
off with that awkward, arched-back gait 
that otters have, and slipped back into  
the water. 

It was a magical encounter – and one 

that many more people are now also 
likely to experience. Having been on the 
brink of extinction across much of 
Britain, the otter has returned to every 
river system across Scotland, England 
and Wales.  

It’s quite a reversal of fortune for an 
animal that knows all about hard times. 
Having suffered decades of persecution 
through hunting and then been further 
decimated by agricultural and industrial 
pollution in rivers, numbers declined so 
dramatically in the post-war period that 
otters became largely confined to remote 
waterways and coastal areas of west 
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Scotland. Outside such areas, otter 
sightings became very rare indeed. 

Much has changed in the 50 years 
since the Trust was founded. Since its 
earliest days, the Scottish Wildlife Trust 
has led the fight to protect this much-
loved species. 

“I looked at the minutes of a Council 
meeting from 1968 and noticed there  
was still a 10-shilling bounty on otters,” 
comments Chief Executive, Simon Milne. 
“That really kick-started our campaign 
 to end persecution. Something had  
to change.”

From those very early days, the Trust 

pushed for greater protection of otters,  
as revealed in excerpts from Council 
minutes at the time. They include 
discussions (in 1972) around “areas that 
might be secured to safeguard otters”, 
with Mull mooted as a possible site for  
an otter sanctuary. Later, in 1976, further 
minutes noted how there has been “a 
move ... to get the otter declared a 
protected animal in England only, but 
this was turned down by those in Wales 
and Scotland who wished an overall 
policy to be adopted.”  

When it eventually came – in 1979  
for England and Wales, 1982 for  

Scotland – the ban on otter hunting was 
hugely significant, as was the withdrawal 
of various toxic pesticides that were 
responsible for the poisoning of many 
top-of-the-food-chain species. Today, 
having further benefited from extensive 
habitat improvement efforts, plus 
re-introductions in some areas of the  
UK, otters now swim freely even in  
once heavily polluted rivers such as  
the Clyde, Tyne and Thames. Fully 
protected across Europe, the biggest 
non-natural threat to otters now 
comes from road mortality. 

While the animal’s short 

OTTER FACTS
Age: An otter’s 
average lifespan is 
around five years.  
This can increase  
in captivity.

AQUATICS: Otters 
use their webbed feet 
to swim and can dive 
up to 300ft when 
searching for food.

SKILLS: Otters can 
remain under water  
for up to four minutes.

COAT: Otters’ fur  
is the densest of any 
mammal, with more 
than 1,000,000 hairs  
per square inch.
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reproductive window – otters only live 
for around five years and do not breed 
until aged two – has meant a relatively 
slow recovery, the return of this 
charismatic species nonetheless 
demonstrates what can be achieved 
through collective will and concerted 
action between conservation bodies, 
governments and individuals. “We 
[conservationists] simply cannot work  
in isolation,” comments Milne. 

Otters in Scotland  
A member of the mustelid family  
(which includes the badger, pine marten 
and stoat), the otter is at the very top of  
the river food chain and, as such, is  
an excellent indicator of the wider 
ecological health of waterways and 
associated habitat. 

While otters have returned across 
Britain, Scotland remains the hotspot 
with an internationally important 

population. Unusually, around half of all 
otters found in Scotland are coastal 
dwellers that feed almost exclusively at 
sea. Unlike their inland counterparts, 
coastal otters happily feed during the day, 
with the sheer abundance of fish and 
crustacean prey ensuring that they need 
relatively small home ranges (as little as 
five kilometres of coastline). 

By comparison, those living in 
freshwater are largely nocturnal, occupy 
far larger home ranges and have a much 
broader diet. They typically feed on fish, 
eels and crayfish, while spawning frogs 
and toads become an important part of 
their diet in spring time. 

Although still secretive, otters are a 
regular sight at the Trust’s Falls of Clyde 
reserve at New Lanark – much to the 
delight of Steve Blow, Reserve Manager 
for the South of Scotland. 

“Pollution in the Clyde saw a massive 
crash in fish numbers and so otters also 
fell away,” he explains. 

“Improvements in water quality  
and agricultural practices have allowed 
rivers to regenerate and top predators  
to return.”

At the Falls of Clyde, as with so  
many sites around the country, otters 
have benefited from a healthy mix of 
natural habitat, including tree-lined 
sections of water perfect for otter holts. 
They also benefit from the availability  
of a range of prey species and lack  
of disturbance. 

As Blow explains, the nature of the 
gorge at Falls of Clyde is such that otters 
can be seen quite easily in winter when 
there is less foliage – even from the 
Visitor Centre. 

“We have a family group within the 
reserve and regularly see cubs being put 
on shelves of rock, while the mother 
teaches them how to hunt,” he says. 

The return of the otter to the British 
landscape is a wonderful story, and one 
that breeds hope for the species long into 
the future – particularly as conservation 
bodies and governments continue to 
embrace more of a landscape-scale 
approach to renewing the ecological 
health of our natural environment. 

Richard Rowe is a freelance outdoors writer and 
contributing editor for Scotland Outdoors magazine.
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