
 

 
 

The North East Otter Network  
Otter Spotters’ Guide 

 

This short document contains important information for Otter Spotters – or 

more accurately Otter Sign Spotters as the truth is you are unlikely to see an 

actual otter!  
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Introduction  

Thank you for volunteering to help with the North East Otter Network 2020 Spring Otter Survey. 

Your contribution to this survey is crucial and we want to help you get the most out of it and ensure 

that you are confident about what you are looking for.  

This document provides some guidance on how to identify otter signs in the wild and where to look 

for them. There is also important information on safety when working near watercourses. It is 

recommended that you always take someone with you when you are surveying for otters, but if you 

do need to go out alone please follow the guidelines on lone working at the end of this document. 

 

Survey Methodology 

There are three critical elements to the survey methodology we use.  

First – everyone must survey on the same days (the designated survey weekend). This is so 

that we can ‘freeze’ the activity of all the otters we find on the Saturday night. This is the 

only way we can estimate the number of active territories. 

Second – on Day 2 you should only record signs that you definitely did not see on Day 1. 

Third – everyone must fill out a recording form regardless of whether you find otter signs. 

The only exception is if you are using the smartphone app. 

 

In the next few weeks all volunteers will be allocated a patch of river or watercourse - please 

familiarise yourself with it and identify around six separate sites within the patch that you can easily 

visit in a morning to check for otter signs. These should be chosen using the guidance in this 

document or based on your own local knowledge of otter movements and activity.  

We are introducing a new smart phone app-based data recording system this year called Epicollect5 

for those that wish to use it. Details on how to access it will be sent out nearer to the survey dates. 

There will also be the opportunity for volunteers to enter their data directly into Google Sheets if 

they wish. Details to follow. 

Other Otter Survey surveyor requirements: 

1. Please record the grid reference or coordinates of each site using an Ordnance Survey map, 

a GPS, a smart phone app such as GB Grid Ref Compass or OS Locate or use Google Maps. 

You should use either British National Grid (BNG) coordinates or Decimal Degrees which you 

can get from Google Maps. For example, the location of Durham Cathedral in BNG 

coordinates is NZ 27348 42153 (this is a ten-digit reference, but you can use a six-digit 

reference if you prefer i.e. NZ 273 421) or the same location in Decimal Degrees is 

54.773562, -1.576417. 
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2. Please do not choose sites that are too close together, if there are several sprainting rocks in 

a small area count them as one site. You can change your sites right up to the survey 

weekend if you find that the otters are using different areas to spraint or mark, but the most 

important thing is that you must check the same sites on both Saturday and Sunday. If you 

find spraint or tracks at a site on Sunday that you didn’t check on Saturday it cannot be 

included in the survey as we are trying to identify otter activity on the Saturday night, and if 

you didn’t check the site on the Saturday we can’t be sure it is fresh. So only fresh signs at a 

site checked the previous day count! You will also be sent an Otter Survey Recording Form 

before the survey weekend which you should use to record your findings. You must fill in 

and return a Recording Form even if you don’t find anything. I need to map and record the 

sites that were negative as well as those that were positive. Negative findings are just as 

important as positive ones! 

3. On the morning of Saturday 25th April, you should check your sites for spraint/tracks. Please 

record whatever you find (even if that is nothing) at all the sites you check making a note of 

the grid reference or coordinates.  

4. If you do find spraint/tracks mark them in some way, either by throwing some sand/earth on 

top of them, scuff them up with a stick or take a photograph. Anything so long as you will be 

able to recognise it the next day and be confident that it has or has not changed. Then on 

the morning of Sunday 26th April check the same sites again and record any new signs that 

have been left since the day before. Please don’t record the signs that were there on 

Saturday again!! 

Please don’t worry or be disappointed if you don’t find anything, as I said previously - negative 

findings are just as important as positive ones!  

There is also space on the recording form to record other wildlife you might see during your survey. 

We are particularly interested in mink sightings/signs so if you find these please note them down. 

We are collecting quite a large amount of data on birds and other mammals through this survey as 

well and all records are sent to ERIC North East. 

If you are able to do some practice surveying in the weeks leading up to the survey weekend please 

do so – the more you do it the better you will get at it. And anyway, it’s fun!!  

If you have any questions or you are not sure about something please ask. You can email me at any 

time otters.northeast@gmail.com  and I will do my best to get back to you within a day.  

mailto:otters.northeast@gmail.com
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What to Take With You 

Below is a list of items that will be of use when you are out looking for otter signs 

Check List  

Digital camera/smart phone – if you are not sure about what you have found a 

photograph can be a very useful aid to identification 

 

Binoculars – good for looking at rocks in the middle of the stream or on the 

opposite bank or under difficult to access bridges 

 

Small torch – for looking under bridges and in dark places for spraint 

 

 

Boots – either wellies or sturdy walking boots to ensure dry feet and good 

footing 

 

 

Walking stick – wood if you’ve got one – they float! But any stick is useful for 

checking water depth and walking up banks 

 

Clear ziplock bags – useful for putting field signs in if you want to take them 

home to identify them or to collect for analysis 

 

Marker pen - for marking the ziplock bag with the date and location of the field 

sign. 

 

Mobile phone – fully charged so that you can contact someone in an emergency 

 

 

Survey Form – don’t forget your survey form, a clipboard, a pencil and a plastic 

bag to keep them dry 

 

Water/Food – take water and some food with you in case you are out longer 

than you expected 

 

Antiseptic hand wipes or antibacterial gel - so that you can clean your hands  

 

 

An ordnance survey map of the area, smart phone with location app and/or 

GPS – for recording the location of your survey sites 

 

Backpack – to carry all of the above so you have two free hands 
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What to Look For and Where to Find It 

Sightings 

Should you be fortunate enough to encounter an otter while you are out you should first 

check that it really is an otter! Otters are often confused with American mink but, as the 

photographs below illustrate, they actually look quite different. The otter is a much larger 

animal with a chocolatey brown coat (although it looks darker when wet) and a creamy 

underside. Mink are very dark brown or black with a white patch under their chin – they are 

often seen in the daytime while otters are more likely to be active at dawn, dusk or at night. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Eurasian otter (Lutra lutra) American mink (Neovison vison) 
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Droppings, tracks and feeding signs 

What you are most likely to see as evidence that otters are around is their poo or ‘spraint’, 

their tracks and/or feeding remains such as dead fish or crayfish shells 

The drawing below illustrates where you are likely to find otter signs. Not all watercourses 

will have all of these features, but this gives a good all-round indication of where to look. 

Where to look for spraint and tracks 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(after RSPB, NRA & RSNC, 1994) 
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How to Identify What You Have Found 

Spraint/scat 

Otter spraint usually contains fish bones and scales or crayfish shell. It is generally black in colour – 

but if the otter has been eating a lot of crayfish it may be red! The smell of otter spraint has been 

variously described as musky, sweet and fishy, or similar to jasmine tea. When they are old otter 

spraints become dry and crumbly, but they retain their smell.  

Otters use their spraints to mark their territories and so generally deposit them in prominent places 

such as on boulders at the edge of, or in the middle of a river, on concrete ledges under bridges or 

on large tussocks of grass. 

 

Otters also deposit a clear jelly-like substance and sometimes a black tarry smear. These are also 

used for territory marking but are less obvious and more difficult to see. 

Otter anal jelly 

Fresh otter spraint Old otter spraint 

Otter tarry smear 
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Mink droppings or scats on the other hand have a strong pungent, unpleasant odour. They are 

generally sausage-like, twisted and end in a point. They may contain fur, bones or feathers and are 

also left in prominent places.  

   

If you find droppings and are not sure what they are – either take a photograph or take a small 

sample and put it in a plastic bag. Do not remove the whole spraint/scat as doing so will remove the 

territorial mark of the animal that has left it. Do not touch spraints or scat with your bare hands – 

use a plastic bag or a leaf. 

  

Mink scat 
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Tracks 

Otters are members of the mustelid family and tracks of these species are characterised by having 

five toes spread around a central pad as can be seen in the drawings and pictures below. Although 

confusingly, sometimes you might only see four depending on the softness of the ground and the 

way the animal was walking! The central pad has a rounded top. Otters also have webbed feet and 

their tracks are much larger than those of mink. 

  

 The Mammal Society 
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Foxes and dogs on the other hand have four toes in front of the main pad. The main pad of these 

animals comes to a point and is triangular in shape - unlike the rounded main pad of otters and 

mink.                                                                                    

Otter tracks Mink tracks 

(after The Mammal Society) 
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Feeding remains 

You may also find remains of dead fish or crayfish shells on the banks of the watercourse, or on top 

of rocks or gravelly shelves. A word of warning however, feeding remains on their own are not 

definitive evidence of the presence of an otter as they could have been left by another animal. So, if 

you find feeding remains look around for other signs such as tracks or spraint. 

 

 

 

 

 

Holts  

If the stretch of river you are surveying has large trees on the banks you may find evidence of otters 

using holes in the root system as a holt. Holts have two main uses. They are used as resting places 

during the day when the otter is not actively feeding, and female (bitch) otters use them to give 

birth to and raise cubs. If you find a holt that is being used please take a note of its location and 

withdraw as soon as you can. The otter is a protected species and it is illegal to disturb an otter in 

its holt. 

  

Riverside otter holts 

Fish remains 

American crayfish remains 
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Otter Network - Otter Survey Recording Form 

Name of surveyor:  
 

Date: 25th/26th April 2020 

Weather past 24 hours: 
 

Otter records 

Patch number  DAY 1  DAY 2 – N.B. Fresh signs only! 

Site no./ 
name 

Grid Ref or Lat/Long Visual Spraint Tracks Feeding 
remains 

Visual Spraint Tracks Feeding 
remains 

          

          

          

          

          

          

          

          

          

          

 
Other species records 
Date Species Grid Ref or 

Lat/Long 
Type of obs. 

(visual/scat/tracks etc) 
Comment 
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Date Species Grid Ref or 
Lat/Long 

Type of obs. 
(visual/scat/tracks etc) 

Comment 

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

     

Other comments: 
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Example of a completed Survey Recording Form 
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Survey etiquette: how to make sure your otter spotting does not harm otters 

– or anything else 

1. Do not completely remove field signs – if you are taking a sample for identification or 

analysis take a small amount and leave the rest or take a photograph. 

2. Do not disturb otters or other wildlife you encounter – keep a respectful distance if you see 

something. 

3. Please be careful not to disturb nesting birds when surveying in spring and summer. 

4. Please do not trespass on private land when conducting surveys – stick to public footpaths 

and rights of way unless you have permission from the landowner. 

5. Please do not give information on precise locations of otter signs/holts to people you do not 

know or trust. Unfortunately, there are still people who will persecute otters if they know 

where they are. 
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Stay Safe and Dry 

Surveying rivers and wetlands can present hazards – all of which can be avoided or minimised by the 

taking of sensible precautions and the use of common sense. 

N.B. You are responsible for your own safety while you are out surveying. 

Otter Network volunteers are covered by our insurance, but that does not 

give you licence for irresponsible behaviour. 

• Do not enter a river or watercourse – use binoculars to check hard to access areas 

• Take someone with you when surveying for otters – if you have to go out alone ensure that 

you tell someone where you are going and what time you expect to be back. Call and notify 

them of any change of plans. Use the lone working guide. 

• Be prepared – make sure you are properly equipped for work in the field – use the checklist; 

check the weather forecast as heavy rain many miles upstream can cause flash floods.  

• Do not survey if weather conditions are bad as it is dangerous and any otter signs will have 

been washed away anyway. 

 

General Health and Safety precautions 

• Wear appropriate clothing (long trousers and long-sleeved tops) and footwear. 

• Take a first aid kit with you and if possible get some basic first aid training. 

• Make sure that any cuts or open wounds are covered with a waterproof plaster when 

working in or near water. Weil’s Disease (Leptospirosis) can be contracted from contact with 

rat’s urine. If you become ill with flu-like symptoms after doing a survey see your GP and tell 

them you have been working near water. Information can be found on the HSE website here 

http://www.hse.gov.uk/pubns/indg84.pdf. 

• Be aware of any local hazards such as poisonous plants or pollution.  

• Enter the number of an emergency contact in the address book of your mobile phone under 

ICE (In Case of Emergency). 

  

http://www.hse.gov.uk/pubns/indg84.pdf
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List of contacts and useful information sources 

If you should find a dead otter you should report it as soon as possible to the North East Otter 

Network otters.northeast@gmail.com and/or to the Environment Agency. Information on the 

location of dead otters helps to pinpoint the key places road casualties occur so that safe passage 

points can be provided where they will be most useful. The Otter Network works with Cardiff 

University Otter Project (CUOP) and sends otter carcasses to them for post mortem. Information is 

obtained about cause of death, pollution levels and on DNA variability of otter populations. Please 

contact us at the email address above or via our website www.theotternetwork.co.uk  if you see a 

dead otter and, if possible, we will collect it and send it to Cardiff.  

The Natural History Society of Northumbria 

The Natural History Society of Northumbria http://www.nhsn.ncl.ac.uk/ and the associated 

Northumbria Mammal Group provide information and training on all aspects of natural history in the 

north east and membership comes with lots of benefits. 

Wildlife Crime 

If you suspect, or have evidence of, persecution of wildlife you should report it immediately to your 

local police force using the 24-hour non-emergency number 101. If you witness a wildlife crime 

while it is taking place you can call 999. 

Information on otters 

Listed below are several websites where you can find information on otters: 

The Otter Network – Northumberland, Durham, Darlington www.theotternetwork.co.uk/  

The Wildlife Trusts www.wildlifetrusts.org/wildlife/species-explorer  

Cardiff University Otter Project (CUOP) www.otterproject.cf.ac.uk/about.html  

The Mammal Society www.mammal.org.uk/species_hub 

The International Otter Survival Fund www.otter.org/ 

The Otter Specialist Group of the IUCN www.otterspecialistgroup.org/ 

 

mailto:otters.northeast@gmail.com
http://www.theotternetwork.co.uk/
http://www.nhsn.ncl.ac.uk/
http://www.theotternetwork.co.uk/
http://www.wildlifetrusts.org/wildlife/species-explorer
http://www.otterproject.cf.ac.uk/about.html
http://www.mammal.org.uk/species_hub
http://www.otter.org/
http://www.otterspecialistgroup.org/
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Lone Working Guidelines for Otter Survey Volunteers 

If possible, please try and take someone with you when you are out surveying – it’s safer and more 

fun – but if you do go alone please follow the guidelines below: 

• Do not survey areas of high risk (e.g. steep river banks, deep water, cliffs etc.)  

• When lone working carry a fully charged mobile phone switched on at all times 

• Before surveying let a friend/relative know where you are going (grid references/maps) and 

when you expect to be back.  

• If several sites are to be visited during surveying then inform your lone worker contact of the 

locations and the times you expect to arrive/leave each site. 

• At the end of the day ensure that you speak directly with your lone worker contact to advise 

them when you will return home (do not leave phone messages) 

• Have an emergency contact entered in your mobile phone contacts under ‘ICE’ (In Case of 

Emergency). 

• If you have an accident/incident, inform your lone worker contacts as soon as possible.  

 

Always err on the side of caution – your safety is more important than a 

record of an otter!!! 

 

Finally – Good Luck and Good Otter Spotting! 

 


