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Neotropical river otters (Lontra longicaudis) have an historical distribution 

from northern Mexico down to South America (LARIVIERE, 1999). This species has 
been recorded as associated with many vegetation types, and has been located at 
elevations between 300 to 1500 m (LARIVIERE, 1999). The quality of such habitats 
is characterized by sites with large amounts of riparian vegetation, which favors the 
abundance of den sites. The neotropical river otter has a low tolerance to 
environmental change, tending to occupy areas where water flow is constant and 
extensive, with low amounts of chemical and organic pollutants (LARIVIERE, 1999). 
The species is currently threatened along its distribution area, the main causes of 
population extinction being habitat fragmentation and poaching for fur (NOWAK, 
1999). In Mexico, industrial waste spills into rivers have increased the amount of 
heavy metals, with a consequent increase in deaths of neotropical river otters 
(GALLO-REYNOSO, 1997). 

New neotropical otter records were obtained opportunistically whilst carrying 
out a field survey between August 2002 and April 2003. The study area was located in 
the southwestern portion of the Mexican State of Guerrero, encompasses an area of 
11,594 km2, and includes the municipalities (local government entities) of Coyuca de 
Benítez, Atoyac de Álvarez, San Jerónimo de Juárez, Tecpan, Petatlán, Zihuatanejo 
and La Unión. These municipalities constitute the region known as Costa Grande, 
located between 17°00’-17°58’ N latitude and 100°00’-101°45’ W longitude (Fig. 1). 
The presence of neotropical otters was confirmed through interviews with ranchers, 
hunters and tanneries (LÓPEZ-GONZÁLEZ and BROWN, 2002; McNAB and 
POLISAR, 2002). Physical records (skins, skulls, and captive individuals) were 
documented through photographs. The records were plotted on a 1:250,000 map using 
ArcView 3.2a (ESRI 1999), creating a geographic information system that included 
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vegetation (PALACIO-PRIETO et al., 2000), elevation and human settlement layers 
(CONABIO, 2003).  
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Figure 1. Geographic location of Mexico, the study area (shaded) within the State of Guerrero and sites of 
Neotropical river otter records for this study and those of GALLO (1997). 

 
We obtained a total of 12 new records for neotropical river otters in the study 

area. These records represent the period from 2001-2003 (Table 1). Although 
neotropical river otters have been protected by the Mexican government since at least 
1965 (SAG, 1965) the capture of five individuals for sale reflects an extant poaching 
problem within the region. Tanneries obtain a $40 dollar profit per skin processed, 
which usually means a 10-fold profit for the merchant (pers. obs.). Of the records, four 
were female, three male, and the rest were classified as unknown given that we were 
not able to verify either sex due to the poor condition of the specimen or lack of 
sufficient data provided by the informant. The records represented otters from four of 
the six municipalities surveyed, six for Atoyac, three for Zihuatanejo, two for San 
Jerónimo and one for Tecpan (Table 1). All records presented here are new localities 
when compared to the results of GALLO-REYNOSO (1997), reflecting possible 
range extension. Neotropical river otters were associated with six different vegetation 
types, from wetlands (popal-tular) to pine forest (Table 1), two records were detected 
in human influenced grasslands, probably reflecting transient individuals. Using GIS, 
we determined that otters were present in areas with 50.48 ± 116.62 humans/km2, and 
a settlement density of 0.14 ± 0.03 towns/km2. The average distance between records 
is 52.17 ± 39.87 km, the average distance from our records to Gallo-Reynoso is 22.09 
± 7.02 km. These measurements probably reflect the presence of several distinct 
populations within the study area. The sites around the town of Atoyac and La Zuzuca 
(San Jeronimo), however, probably represent a single subpopulation as they are 14.1 
km apart, a linear distance that is easy to travel for otters. 

 
Table 1. Neotreopical river otters records from the Costa Grande region, Guerrero, between 2001-2003. 
a. Male (M), female (f), unknown (U). b. Vegetation type taken from PALACIO-PRIETO et al. (2000) 
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Year Record Sexa Locality/Municipality Elevation Vegetation 
typeb

2003 Skin M Atoyac 100 Grasslands 

2003 Skin F Atoyac 100 Grasslands 

2002 Skin F El paraíso/Atoyac 1000 Cloud forest 

2001 Skin M Sto. Domingo/Atoyac 1500 Cloud forest 

2003 Observed U El paraíso/Atoyac 1000 Pine forest 

2002 Observed U El paraíso/Atoyac 1000 Pine forest 

2001 Skin F La sombra/Tecpan 500 Oak forest 

2003 Observed/ 
fisherman M La zuzuca/San Jerónimo 0 Wetland 

2003 Observed/ 
fisherman U La zuzuca/San Jerónimo 0 Wetland 

2003 Observed/ 
fisherman U El Higo/Zihuatanejo 400 Tropical dry 

forest 

2003 Observed/ 
rancher U El Higo/Zihuatanejo 400 Tropical dry 

forest 

2003 Observed/ 
rancher F El Higo/Zihuatanejo 400 Tropical dry 

forest 

Although neotropical river otters remain a protected species in Mexico, their 
poaching and commercial use continuous to be detrimental for the extant populations. 
A special effort should be carried out to create a protected area in the Atoyac-San 
Jeronimo area that would shelter otters from further prosecution.  
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