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Abstract: Signs of otters have been found on three occasions in recent years - in 1986, 
2000 and 2006. This probably indicates sporadic transient otters from the Lebanese 
coast, and may represent an important source of genetic variability for the largely 
isolated Israeli otter population.  

 
 
Up until the middle of the 20th century, Eurasian otters (Lutra lutra) were abundant in Israel in all 
coastal rivers extending from the Lebanese border to the Tel-Aviv region, as well as along the Jordan 
River from its source to the Dead Sea. Only these two water systems, the Jordan River basin in the East 
and the coastal plain in the West, can support otters. A connecting corridor between these regions 
exists in the Harod valley and the Yizrael Valley. However, during the 1960s the otter population 
underwent a dramatic decline due to illegal hunting, water pollution, and the drainage of water sources 
(MENDELSSOHN and YOM-TOV, 1999), and the coastal plain population was considered extinct 
(SHALMON, 1994). 
 
An initial field survey for signs of the Eurasian otter, in accordance with the 'Standard Method', was 
carried out in 2000 (REUTHER and DOLEV, 2000). Since then, we have been conducting annual 
surveys at 94 permanent sprainting sites along the Jordan River basin and the coastal plain (DOLEV et 
al., 2006). Whilst otter signs (spraints, footprints) were found regularly along the Jordan valley, and the 
percentage of positive sites there is relatively constant, otter signs were very rare in the western region. 
In fact, signs were found along the Mediterranean shore only three times: in March 1986, spraints were 
found in a small river in the northern coastal plain near Akko (Acre) (MACDONALD et al., 1986); in 
October 2000, spraints and footprints were found in two streams in the central coastal plain 
(REUTHER and DOLEV, 2000); and finally in a recent survey carried out in March 2006, spraints 
were found again in a river outlet near Akko (Figure 1). Direct observations of otters along the coastal 
plain are even more unusual: the last records of sightings of individuals along the coastal plain were in 
1967 (south to Haifa) and in 1988 (along the northern coastal plain) (GUTER, 2004). Two recent but 
unconfirmed observations of otters from the central coastal plain are dated to November 2000. 
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Figure 1. Otter records from Israel's Coastal Plain from 1967 to 2006. The terms 'Central' and 'Northern' coastal 
plain mentioned in the text are southern and northern with respect to Haifa . Circles represent direct observations 

while triangles represent otter signs (spraints, footprints). Year of finding is indicated next to each record. 
 

Since field surveys have been carried out using the same method by the same surveyors for the last six 
years, we believe that the sporadic records of spraints found in 2000, and then later in 2006, in the 
coastal plain cannot indicate a stable population. It seems more likely that these signs belong to migrant 
otters coming from the Mediterranean Sea, presumably from the Lebanese coast (40 to 80 km away). 
These visits are uncommon but may indicate a pattern repeated once in a few years. The Israel otter 
population forms the south-eastern border of the Mediterranean-Arab range of this species. It is unclear 
whether the Israeli otter population is connected to its counterparts in Syria and in Lebanon and 
whether they still exist there at all. Therefore, the otter population in Israel might be isolated. Hence, 
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this phenomenon is of great importance to the Israeli otter population as it may be one of the few 
sources of genetic variability.  
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