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ABSTRACT: Devices to collect hairs from Eurasian otters were tested in captivity. Two 
designs of hair traps (a wooden box and a set of 7 sticks stuck into the ground) were set in 
an enclosure and each was tested with two different materials to capture hairs: double-
sided adhesive tape and the hook side of velcro brand fastener. Three types of lures were 
used to entice the otters into the box: food, foreign spraints and cod liver oil. All the hair 
trap configurations tested were successful in capturing hairs, and up to 52 hairs/24 hours 
were found glued on the adhesive tape that was fastened to the lid of the box. The set of 
sticks with velcro strips was the less effective device with only 5 hairs captured in 4 days.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Hair traps are used to collect hairs from wild animals for species identification 
using hair structure, DNA-based analysis or toxicology studies (e.g. Baker et al., 
2003; Foran et al., 1997; Woods et al., 1999). Hair sampling devices have the 
advantages of being non-invasive and do not need to be visited routinely as necessary 
for traps. Various designs using different materials to snag hairs (glue, tape, wire, 
brushes etc.) have been presented and used in previous studies (e.g. Suckling, 1978; 
Baker, 1980; Major, 1991; Pasitschniak-Arts and Messier, 1995; Mowat and 
Strobeck, 2000; Mills et al., 2002; Mowat and Paetkau, 2002). The animals are 
generally attracted to the trap using lures, for example food or odorous substances like 
faeces, urine or beaver castoreum (e.g. Nelson, 1979; Mc Daniel et al., 2000).  

Only few researchers have tried to capture hairs from otters using hair traps 
(Busserolles and Mercier, 2004; Depue and Ben-David, 2007). The semi-aquatic way 
of life of these species makes such experiments particularly difficult. In this study, the 
efficiency of four hair trap configurations (two designs, each with two different 
materials to capture hairs) was tested on Eurasian otters, Lutra lutra (Linnaeus, 1758) 
in captivity.  
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MATERIALS AND METHODS 
 

The hair traps were tested during summer in an exhibit enclosure with 3 adult 
males at the Otter-Centre (OTTER-ZENTRUM) in Hankensbüttel (Germany).  

The first hair-sampling device tested was a wooden box (20x20x100 cm; 
Figure 1). The box had one entrance (20x20 cm) on the side (in previous trials with a 
box opened at both ends, forming a sort of tube, the otters used to put their head into 
the box but did not go through it). The material to capture hairs was attached to a 
removable board (60x15 cm) that was fastened to the lid of the box (74 cm). In one 
configuration double-sided adhesive tape was used and in the other one the material to 
capture hairs was the hook side of velcro brand fastener. A wooden block (6x8 cm) 
was screwed on the bottom of the box, in order to make the otters arch their back and 
brush against the adhesive tape/velcro when reaching the back of the box (previous 
trials without the wooden block had shown that the otters went into the box but did 
not touch the sticky surface with their back). 

Figure 1. Wooden box with double sided adhesive tape on a removable board 
 

Testing of the box with adhesive tape was conducted during 6 days. The otters 
were attracted to the trap using three different lures, each during 48 hours: 1. food 
(chicks), 2. spraints from two males living in other enclosures, 3. cod liver oil. The 
box was checked and the board replaced by a new one daily (food was renewed in 
trial 1). The box with velcro strips fastened on the removable board was tested during 
24 hours, baited with chicks.  

In another trial, 7 wooden sticks were set along the trail between one of the 
sleeping boxes and the water (Figure 2). The sticks were from 15 to 25 cm high 
(distance above the ground). The distance between the sticks was from 20 to 40 cm, 
and the distance between the first and the last stick was 110 cm. In one configuration 



IUCN Otter Spec. Group Bull. 27(2) 2010 
 

 - 100 - 

 

double-sided adhesive tape was wrapped around the stick. A modification of the trap 
was to fasten velcro strips to the sticks (Figure 3). These hair catchers were controlled 
after 4 days and then again a week later. 

 

  
Figure 2. Sticks with adhesive tape   Figure 3. Stick with a velcro strip 
 
RESULTS 
 

All the hair trap configurations were successful in collecting hairs, mainly 
guard (primary) hairs. Up to 52 guard hairs/24 h could be collected using the wooden 
box with adhesive tape (Figure 4). Table 1 shows the number of guard hairs collected 
with the different lures. The hairs could be removed easily with forceps. The box with 
velcro strips enabled us to catch 22 guard hairs per 24 hours. 

 
Table 1. Number of guard hairs collected with adhesive tape fastened to the lid of the wooden box for 
each lure 
 Food Spraints Cod liver oil 
Day 1 52 24 8 
Day 2 44 0 0 
 

The sticky sticks enabled us to collect 50 guard hairs (on 3 sticks) in 4 days 
(Figure 5). One week later, only two more guard hairs were glued on one of the sticks. 
The tape had lost almost all its adhesion. Only 5 guard hairs (all on one stick) could 
be collected by the velcro strips (all during the first 4 days). The sticks were quite 
dirty and marked with spraints at the end of the trial, showing that the otters visited 
the trap but had not left many hairs. 
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Figure 4. Otter approaching the box 
 

 
Figure 5. Sticky stick with captured hairs 
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
 

In previous studies, Busserolles and Mercier (2004) could collect hairs from 
Lutra lutra in captivity using pieces of coco doormats set along trails or rolling 
places. Depue and Ben-David (2007) captured hairs from Lontra canadensis in the 
wild with 2 traps, a modified body-snare and a modified foot-hold trap, set on river 
banks, along the coast of otter latrine sites, crossover points and trails. 

The hair sampling devices tested in this study appeared to be effective in 
captivity. The hair-collecting box seems to be the easiest way to capture hairs because 
otters brush against the material to capture hairs (adhesive tape/velcro) each time they 
enter the box and again when they step back to leave the box. However, it is difficult 
to predict the efficacy of this device in the wild because it may be much more 
complicated to entice wild otters into the box. Food may not be an effective lure for 
otters in the wild and anyway the food would have to be enclosed within a wire mesh 
chamber or similar device, in order not to be eaten by the first “visitor” that would 
probably not be an otter. Only few hairs could be collected with cod liver oil, which 
means that this bait induced few visits by the otters living in the enclosure (maybe 
only one visit). Better results were obtained with spraints. Spraints are particularly 
interesting lures because they appear to be effective in attracting foreign otters 
(Rosoux pers. comm. in Libois et al. 1990; Kellermann 1998, this study), they 
decompose slowly and are normally not eaten or stolen. Traditional lures used by 
hunters like valerian and camphor are ineffective in attracting otters (Kellermann, 
1998). Depue and Ben-David (2007) did use a commercial otter lure at latrine sites 
but did not specify if this increased the efficacy of their traps. 

The sticks with double-sided adhesive tape also showed good capture 
efficiency and may be less repellent than the box for a wild otter. They could be set 
along trails or at sprainting sites. Further trials in captivity and in the wild may be 
useful to find out the optimum number and disposition of the sticks. The system could 
be improved by the use of lures (for example foreign spraints). The sticks with velcro 
strips did not show satisfactory results with only 5 guard hairs captured in 4 days. It 
would be worth to do further trials with some modifications (for example the velcro 
strips could be wrapped around the sticks).  

Generally, the double-sided adhesive tape appeared to be a better material to 
capture hairs than the velcro strips, especially if it is necessary to obtain the root. It is 
recommended to choose a tape with a strong adhesion, which stays sticky at least 
several days despite of humidity. Pocock and Jennings (2006) used the sticky 
substance Faunagoo, which lasts a lot longer than sticky tape. However, the velcro 
strips at the lid of the wooden box enabled us to collect 22 guard hairs within a day, 
which is a quite satisfying result. Velcro strips may be particularly interesting if the 
hairs have to be used for toxicology analyses, since in this case an interaction with 
chemical glue may bias the results. In regard of the fact that Eurasian otters moult 
gradually throughout the year (Kuhn, 2009; Kuhn et al., 2010), there is no season that 
is particularly advantageous for hair collection.  

In conclusion, the results of the tests in captivity were satisfying, but the hair-
sampling devices now have to be tested in the wild. 
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RÉSUMÉ 
NOTE SUR LES METHODES DE CAPTURE DE POILS DE LOUTRE 
D’EUROPE 
Des systèmes pour prélever des poils de loutres d’Europe furent testés en captivité. 
Deux modèles (une caisse en bois et une série de 7 bâtons plantés dans le sol) furent 
placés dans un enclos et chacun fut testé avec deux types de matériaux pour collecter 
les poils : du ruban adhésif double face et la couche crochet d’une bande auto-
agrippante velcro. Trois types d’appâts furent utilisés pour inciter les loutres à entrer 
dans la caisse : de la nourriture, des épreintes étrangères et de l’huile de foie de 
morue. Tous les pièges à poils testés furent efficaces et jusqu’à 52 poils/24 heures 
furent retrouvés collés sur le ruban adhésif fixé au couvercle de la caisse. La série de 
bâtons avec des bandes velcro fut le système le moins efficace, avec seulement 5 poils 
collectés en 4 jours. 
 
 
RESUMEN 
NOTA SOBRE LOS EQUIPOS PARA MUESTREO DE PELOS DE NUTRIA 
EURASIATICA 
Equipos para el muestreo de pelos de nutria euroasiatica fueron provados en 
captividad. Dos diseños de tranpas de pelos (una caja de madera y siete estacas 
plantadas en el suelo) fueron dispuestos entre un cerco; cada uno fue probado con dos 
materiales diferentes para capturar los pelos: cinta adhesiva de doble cara y  la 
superficie engancharte de una cinta de velcro. Se utilizaron tres tipos de señuelos para 
atraer las nutrias: alimento, excrementos y aceite de hígado de bacalado. Todas las 
trampas fueron exitosas en muestrear pelos, hasta 52 pelos / 24 horas fueron hallados 
en la cinta adhesiva adherida a la tapa de la caja de madera. Las estacas con velcro 
fueron menos efectivas con solamente 5 pelos en 4 días. 
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