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Abstract: The Asian small-clawed otter (Aonyx cinereus) is the smallest among 13 species
of otters. Very little information is available about the status and distribution of Asian small-
clawed otters in Chhattisgarh. The current study reports the presence of otters at 20 different
sites in 5 districts of Chhattisgarh. To confirm the presence of the otters in this region, we
used camera traps, sign surveys, and direct sightings. Threats like habitat destruction, sand
mining, and extensive fishing were identified. Systematic otter surveys are needed in this
region to make an accurate population assessment and to create an otter-specific conservation
plan.
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INTRODUCTION

Otters have obtained noticeably little interest for field-based studies throughout
Asia, regardless several species of otters occurring in the region (Foster-Turley, 1992).
As a result, scientific information on otters in Asia has generally been lacking (Nawab
and Gautam, 2008). Among the 13 species found across the world, three species of
otters: the Smooth-coated otter (Lutrogale perspicillata), the Asian Small-clawed Otter
(Aonyx cinereus), and the Eurasian Otter (Lutra lutra) have been reported from India
(Menon, 2014).

The Asian small-clawed otter is the smallest otter in the world (Harris, 1968;
Foster-Turley and Santiapillai, 1990). The IUCN Red List classifies the Asian or
Oriental Small-clawed Otter as Vulnerable, and it is protected under Schedule | of the
Wildlife (Protection) Act, 1972, and Appendix | of the Convention on International
Trade in Endangered Species (CITES). The Asian small-clawed otter primarily preys
on aquatic animals such as crabs, fish, frogs, arthropods, mammals, and snails (Kruuk
et al., 1994; Aadrean et al., 2010; Hon et al., 2010). Rivers, streams, peat swamps,
mangrove forests, rice fields, ditches, and fishponds are among the natural and human-
altered habitats used by small-clawed otters (Hussain et al., 2011). The destruction or
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degradation of important habitat as a result of shifting land-use patterns and other
development activities are potential threats to the survival of Asian small-clawed otters
throughout Asia (Wright et al., 2015). Loss of habitat from the cultivation of tea and
coffee plantations in higher altitudes, loss of mangroves in coastal areas due to
aquaculture and expanding human settlements, and siltation of smaller hill streams due
to deforestation are the main threats to these otters in India (Wright et al., 2015).

In the year 2000, the state of Chhattisgarh was created out of undivided Madhya
Pradesh. Chhattisgarh is one of India's most heavily forested states, with a total land
area of 135,198 square kilometers, of which 44 percent is forested. Biogeographically,
Chhattisgarh is straddled in between India's central highlands and the Eastern Ghats.
The state's northern and southern regions are hilly, while the center is a rich plain
(Chandrakar and Dhuria 2021) The Asian small-clawed otter was reported for the first
time from Chhattisgarh at the Udanti Sitanadi Tiger Reserve (Suraj et al., 2020).
However, there is little available information about their current distribution across the
entire state of Chhattisgarh. This study assessed the status, distribution, and potential
threats to Asian small-clawed otters in Chhattisgarh.

METHODOLOGY

During an extensive field survey for bird study in the Kanger Valley National
Park led by the first author, opportunistic data was collected based on a direct sighting
and indirect signs of Asian Small-clawed otters in 2017. Later on, otter-specific field
surveys were conducted on foot by the authors across various areas of Chhattisgarh to
collect evidence for the presence of otters. Between 2017 and 2020, fieldwork was
undertaken in the winter (November - February) and summer (March - May) months.
Information regarding otter sightings was collected from local villagers, fisherfolks,
forest department staff, etc. as a primary data. All the suggested location and nearby
potential sites were visited by the team to confirm the presence of otters in the area. As
per the primary data collection, random approach was followed to collect any sign of
otter’s presence (spraints and tracks) in the study sites. It included a spraint survey and
camera trapping across the otter's range, which provided a reliable picture of the otter's
distribution.

During monsoon, certain field sites were inaccessible, furthermore, the chances
of indirect signs such as spraint and tracks getting washed away in the rains were high
hence, the survey was avoided during monsoon season. We recorded geographic
coordinates of direct sightings, otter tracks, and spraint of otters, using hand-held
Garmin GPS eTrex10. Three Cuddeback X Change model camera trap with infrared
flash was used to collect photographic evidence at few sites. Species confirmation was
done with the help of available standard literature from Menon (2014).

RESULTS

Otter tracks (n = 16), spraints (n = 48), dens (n = 13), and direct sightings (n = 1)
were reported from 20 different sites between March 2017 and November 2020; among
5 out of 27 districts of Chhattisgarh (Fig. 1). The study showed distribution of Asian
small-clawed otters mainly near freshwater streams in hilly terrain (Fig. 2). Seventeen
sites with tracks (Fig. 3) and spraints (Fig. 4) of otters were rock or sand bank while the
remaining three sites were paddy fields. Cavities in the rocky banks were utilized as a
den by the otters (Fig. 5). Spraint was the most common indirect sign of otter presence
reported at all 20 sites. During the survey, informal social interviews were conducted
to collect information about otters in their respected areas. Respondents were shown
photographs of otters to confirm their identification. The social survey showed frequent
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interactions between otters and fishermen while fishing in the water streams. Otters
were also reported to damage the fishing nets of fishermen. As per one of the
respondents, two otters were Killed by the fishermen in the past for damaging their
fishing nets while predating on fishes. It was also reported that in certain sites, traps
were laid to catch otters. We assume the traps were laid to eliminate otters from the
area or for poaching them. Otter presence was also documented at three sites through
camera traps installed based on indirect signs (Fig. 6). See Table 1.

‘ Known Localities : SR g

’ New Localities

/

Figure 1. Locations in which Asian small-clwed otter presence was identified in Chhattisgarh.
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Figure 3. Tracks of Asian small-clawed otters at one of the study sites.
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Figure 4. Freshvspra‘int of Asian small-clawed otters.

Figure 5. Rock caities se as dens by Asian small-clawed otters.
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Figure 6. Camera trap photo of Asian small-clawed otter at one of study sites.

It is vital to acknowledge the survey’s limitations, since the study locations were
dynamic systems and thus the species occurrence and detection were confined by
seasonality and time of day due to variation in activity levels and behavior of the study
species. Since otters are particularly sensitive to disturbance, including the presence of
surveyors, they may have been under-recorded.

Table 1. New localities of Asian small-clawed otters reported during the study.

Sr.

No. Location

Coordinates

Evidence for otter
presence

Remarks

Kanger Valley

2 otters were observed

1 National Park 18049,55'5,,'\] Direct sighting of swimming in fresh water
. 82°00'04.8"E otters :
(Kanger River) stream during pre-monsoon.
18°48'51.6"N . Camera trapping was done but
2 Koleng 82°03'02.0"E Spraintand tracks no photographs were captured.
3 Pulcha 18°47'00.1"N Otter spraint Traps laid in the area to
(Bhainsadhara)  82°06'39.8"E P capture otters.
Tirathgarh 18°54'41.3"N . Villagers attempted to capture
4 waterfall 81°52'14.8"E Spraint and tracks otters using fishing nets.
. 18°46'34.7"N .
5 Kasirrash 82°05'13 6"E Spraint and tracks -
18°45'28.0"N Photographed in . Observed by the fishermen in
6 Mundagarh oMo 1 camera trap and spraint . N
82°03'09.1"E night while fishing.
and tracks found
18°52'42.5"N .
7 Darbha 81°52'42 2" Spraint and tracks -
. 18°53'57.6"N .
8 Midkulnar 81°1345 1"E Spraint and tracks -
. 18°56'45.8"N .
9  Jhodiyawadam 81°20'15.8"E Spraint and tracks -
. 18°52'31.3"N .
10 Mirtur 81°10'28 8"E Spraint and tracks -
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. 18°50'36.8"N .
11 Cherli 81°09'55 3"E Spraint and tracks -
19°01'08.7"N .
12 Benchram 80°52'11 3"E Spraint and tracks -
18°30'42.5"N . Villagers have seen it yearlong
13 Usur 80°53'02.7"E Spraintand tracks during fish hunting at night.
o w0 -
Waterfall 80°4514.3"E P and sp
and tracks found
Indravati 19°13'32.0"N . Camera trapping was done but
15 National Park 81°05'00.6"E Spraintand tracks no photographs were captured.
19°32'26.5"N . Camera trapping was done but
16 Bedma 81°14'00.3"E Spraintand tracks no photographs were captured.
While fish hunting some
Makarbhaja 23°13'26.5"N villagers have seen this otter
17 Waterfall 83°38'04I7"E Spraint and tracks hunting side by side with then
(Manoharpur) ' as if he has adapted humans
and their activities.
93°09'13.6"N Photographed in Due to loss and damage of
18 Dangari 83°3 4,37' qng  camera trap and spraint fishing net, 2 otters were
' and tracks found Killed by the villagers.
[ Villagers have been sighting it
22°54'33.7"N . .
19 Gullu 83°56'50 5"E Spraint and tracks for past 5 years, also their den
locations.
22°48'21.7"N . Villagers have seen it yearlong
20 Hatkalata 84°11'15.2"E Spraint and tracks during fish hunting at night.
DISCUSSION

The Asian small-clawed otter was the only species of otter directly identified in
the study area. This study did not find any evidence for the presence the Eurasian or the
Smooth-coated otters. However, the absence of otter indicators in one place does not
necessarily imply that there are no otters in that area (Hussain & Choudhury, 1997).
This study indicates that the northern and southern region have higher otter populations
than the central region of Chhattisgarh because of the available hilly terrain and forest
habitat in the region. Our observations suggest that Chhattisgarh is a stronghold for
Asian Small-clawed Otter. However, there is a growing body of evidence that human-
otter conflict is increasing. Other potential threats such as habitat destruction, sand
mining, poaching, extensive fishing, etc. need to be addressed by the policymakers.
Being one of the top predators in the Chhattisgarh aquatic ecosystem, otters can be a
crucial keystone species for monitoring ecosystem health. Therefore, robust population
assessment of otters is strongly recommended for guiding their future conservation
effort and for monitoring the ecosystem health of the Chhattisgarh. Furthermore,
regular monitoring of existing otter habitats must be ensured by developing the
capacities of local community members to assist in the compilation of a database of
otter population status. The availability of this vital information to decision-makers in
prominent entities at the national and international levels would aid in the
implementation of an otter conservation efforts for Chhattisgarh and other similar
places. Efforts shall be made to develop a proper conservation strategy to save this
elusive and important animal species.
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RESUME: DISTRIBUTION DE LA LOUTRE CENDREE D’ASIE (Aonyx cinereus) AU
CHHATTISGARH, EN INDE

La loutre cendrée (Aonyx cinereus) est la plus petite des 13 espéces de loutres. Trés peu
d'informations sont disponibles sur le statut et la distribution des loutres cendrées dans le
Chhattisgarh. La présente étude rapporte la présence de loutres sur 20 sites différents dans 5
districts du Chhattisgarh. Pour confirmer la présence des loutres dans cette région, nous avons
utilisé des pieges photographiques, des indices de présence et des observations directes. Des
menaces telles que la destruction de I'habitat, I'extraction de sable et la péche intensive ont été
identifiées. Des relevés systématiques de loutres sont nécessaires dans cette région pour
effectuer une évaluation précise de la population et concevoir un plan de conservation
spécifique pour la loutre.

RESUMEN : DISTRIBUCION DE LA NUTRIA DE UNAS PEQUERNAS ASIATICA
(Aonyx cinereus) EN CHHATTISGARH, INDIA

La nutria de ufias pequefias asiatica (Aonyx cinereus) es la mas pequefia de las 13 especies de
nutria. Se cuenta con muy poca informacion sobre el status y distribucion de la nutria de ufias
pequefias asiatica en Chhattisgarh. Este estudio reporta la presencia de nutrias en 20 sitios
diferentes en 5 distritos de Chhattisgarh. Para confirmar la presencia de las nutrias en ésta
region, usamos cadmaras-trampa, relevamientos de signos, y avistajes directos. ldentificamos
amenazas como destruccion de habitats, mineria de arena, y pesca extensiva. Se necesitan
relevamientos sistematicos en ésta region para realizar una evaluacion poblacional confiable y
crear un plan de conservacion especifico para las nutrias.
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