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Abstract: There have been no detailed studies on distribution and status of Smooth-
coated Otter Lutrogale perspicillata from the Krishna river delta in coastal Andhra
Pradesh of South India, although the area holds a population potentially important for the
Species’ conservation. Some interactions between local fishing communities and Smooth-
coated Otters in the region have led to retaliatory killings. This negative situation beckons
for conservation attention. Smooth-coated otters were observed in a few locations along
the river banks and mangrove areas of Krishna Estuary. The potential threats for its
survival highlight the need to prioritize this region as an important conservation area
through further intensive surveys.
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The eastern coastal plain of the state of Andhra Pradesh in South India is vast
with highly fertile deltas of the Godavari and Krishna rivers flowing through the
Eastern Ghats hill ranges. The Smooth-coated Otter is distributed throughout India
from Himalayas southwards and has been reported from the states of Karnataka,
Kerala, Andhra Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh, Maharastra, Gujarat, Punjab, Himachal
Pradesh, Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, West Bengal and Mizoram (Prater, 1971; Hussain and
Choudhary, 1988; Hussain, 1993; Foster-Turley and Santiapillai, 1990). It is seen to
inhabit large rivers and their associated tributaries, estuaries and coastal mangrove
swamps, and requires undisturbed forest or scrub adjacent to the water (Mason,
1990).However, all three species of otters found in India are becoming increasingly
rare outside protected areas and are threatened in many locations by a reduction in
prey biomass, poaching and loss of habitat (Foster-Turley et al., 1990; Hussain,

- 58 -



mailto:klnmurthy25@gmail.com

IUCN Otter Spec. Group Bull. 34(1) 2017

2002). There is also lack of information on the status of otter populations in India
(Hussain, 1993). We present a few incidental sightings, camera trap images and
indirect evidences (tracks, spraints and den sites) of Smooth-coated Otter along the
Krishna River Delta which came out as ancillary observations during a species
targeted survey for the fishing cat (Table 1).

Table 1: Details of smooth-coated otter records from Krishna Delta in South India.

Latitude Longitude

Habitat

Observations

16°24'38.69"N 80°42'34.80"E

16°2424.54"N 80°42'32.19"E

16°25'5.87"N 80°42'24.13"E

16° 4'38.93"N

80°52'44.93"E

15° 80'56.36"N
15°51'36.50"N

80°86'39.04"E
80°53'18.86"E

Sandy river bank with
riparian vegetation

River Island with tall
grasses and shrubs

Concrete road with
paddy fields and
irrigation canals on
either side
River island  with
vegetation
Tidal forest
Estuarine back waters

Direct sightings of live
individuals, tracks and
spraint.

Direct sightings of live
individuals, tracks,
spraint and dens

Road kill

Camera trap photos,
tracks and spraint
Camera trap photo
Tracks and spraint.

The Krishna River originates from Mahabaleshwar in Western Ghats at height
of approximately 1337 meters above mean sea level and flows 1400 kilometres
eastwards through the Eastern Ghats to meet Bay of Bengal in Andhra Pradesh.
Tropical mangrove forests spread out over 250 Square kilometres that lay at the river
mouth along the east coast of Central Andhra Pradesh form the Krishna Wildlife
Sanctuary (Figure 1). The sandy banks with native riparian vegetation as well as the
tidal habitat towards the coast provide an ideal refuge for smooth-coated otters in the
area. We report the records from unprotected areas around the Krishna Wildlife

Sanctuary.
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Figure 1. view of the Krishna River along the east coast of South India.
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From April 2015 to October 2016, we directly sighted smooth-coated otters in
small family groups of 3-5 individuals at few locations along the river bed, on isolated
river islands and in the mangrove creeks outside the protected areas. Indirect
evidences like den sites, spraints and tracks were also recorded at some locations
along the river banks. Smooth-coated otters are social carnivores that forage in groups
and use communal sites for defecation (Hussain, 1996; Hussain and Choudhury,
1997a). A video of an otter family returning to the same latrine site regularly to
defecate was recorded on a LED flash camera trap which was originally installed to
capture small wild cats. ) ) N -
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Figure 2. A Smooth-coated Otter rests on a sady river bank near Krishna Wildlife Sanctuary in South
India.
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Figre 3. Camera trap photo of Smooth-coated Otter on a river island in Krishna River
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Figure 4. Smooth-coated otter family in the tidal mangrove forest outside Krishna Wildlife Sanctuary

Smooth-coated Otters play a key role in the freshwater ecosystem as top
carnivores that help control the populations of species they prey on and therefore,
contribute to the overall health and functioning of the ecosystem over a period of time
(Khan et al., 2014).The species is listed as Vulnerable (VU) by the International
Union for the Conservation of Nature (de Silva et al, 2015) and Natural Resources and

-61 -



IUCN Otter Spec. Group Bull. 34(1) 2017

is on appendix Il of the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species.
However, informal interactions with our local informants revealed that as many as 40
otters were killed by fish farmers near Rajula Cheruvu and Lankavani Dibba areas in
the past two years due to perceived threat to their economy since otters predate on
commercial fish stocks in aquaculture ponds and their meat was also consumed by the
locals We also documented otter road kills on the Krishna River left flood bank road
which runs parallel to the main stream river from Vijayawada city to Puligedda town.
Indiscriminate sand mining from the river bed has also been observed. Furthermore,
the local villagers confirmed poaching of otters in the region by organized gangs who
are nomadic and operate seasonally. Therefore, we propose immediate conservation
measures to address predation conflict in the area and initiation of otter population
distribution surveys coupled with awareness generation activities among all the
stakeholders in the region.
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RESUME

ENREGISTREMENTS DE LOUTRES A PELAGE LISSE Lutrogale
perspicillata (GEOFFROY, 1826) PROVENANT DU DELTA DE LA RIVIERE
KRISHNA DU SUD DE L’INDE

Il n’existe pas d’études détaillées sur la distribution et le statut des loutres a pelage
lisse concernant le delta de la riviére Krishna dans la zone cotiére Andhra Pradesh du
sud de I’Inde, méme si cette zone accueil une population potentiellement importante
pour la conservation de I’espece. Quelques interactions entre les communautés locales
de pécheurs et les loutres a pelage lisse ont mené a des tueries de représailles. Cette
situation négative attire 1’attention a la conservation. Les loutres a pelage lisse ont été
observes au niveau de quelques emplacements le long des berges de la riviére et des
zones de mangrove du delta de la riviere Krishna. Les potentielles menaces pour la
survie de ces loutres soulignent le besoin de faire de cette région une zone prioritaire
quant a la conservation au travers de nombreuses veilles.

RESUMEN

REGISTROS DE LA NUTRIA LISA Lutrogale perspicillata (GEOFFRQOY, 1826)
DEL DELTA DEL RIO KRISHNA, INDIA DEL SUR

No ha habido estudios detallados sobre la distribucion y status de la nutria lisa
Lutrogale perspicillata del delta del rio Krishna, en la parte costera de Andhra
Pradesh, Sur de la India, aunque el area alberga una poblacion potencialmente
importante para la conservacion de la especie. Algunas interacciones entre las
comunidades locales de pescadores y las nutrias lisas en la region, han conducido a
matanzas retaliatorias. Esta situacion negativa requiere atencion desde la
conservacioén. Las nutrias lisas fueron observadas en unas pocas localizaciones a lo
largo de las barrancas del rio y areas de manglar en el Estuario Krishna. Las amenazas
potenciales para su supervivencia refuerzan la necesidad de priorizar esta region como
un area importante para la conservacion, a través de ulteriores relevamientos
intensivos.
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