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Abstract: There have been historic records of Eurasian otters from the Western Ghats
biodiversity hotspot, but no evidence in the intervening seven decades. This had led to
some doubt regarding the veracity of earlier records or attributed them to mislabelling of
specimens. However, with the recent discovery of a roadkill of a Eurasian otter and
following confirmation of identity of species from both photographs and molecular
analysis, the occurrence of the species in the Anamalai hills of southern Western Ghats is
confirmed. In this note, we present data from this first photographic and molecular
evidence of the Eurasian otter from the southern Western Ghats. Morphometric
measurements recorded helped identify the species and tissue sample analyzed showed
97-100% identity with Lutra lutra sequences available in the GenBank database. Records
based on sightings or signs without photographic or molecular evidence should be treated
with caution given the difficulty in identifying otters in field.
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South Asia is home to three species of otters namely Smooth-coated otter
Lutrogale perspicillata, Eurasian otter Lutra lutra, and Oriental small-clawed otter
Aonyx cinereus (Hussain, 1999). In the Western Ghats mountain range along the west
coast of southern India, there have been a number of recent sighting records and
observations of smooth-coated and small-clawed otters but no record, validated by
photographs or genetic studies, of the Eurasian otter. Eurasian otters have been
historically reported from the hills of Coorg in Karnataka state, and the Nilgiris and
Palni hills of Tamil Nadu state in the Western Ghats (Pocock, 1941; Prater 1980), but
there have been no records for over seven decades in this region, validated by either
photographs or genetic material. Based on specimens collected during the mammal
survey of India (1911 — 1923), Pocock (1941) noted that the species occurs along the
Himalaya from Kashmir to Sikkim extending into the Gangetic region, with no
confirmed records in the intervening region till southern India. However, recent
records of Eurasian otters have emerged from camera trap images in forests of central
India (Joshi et al., 2016, Vaibhav Chaturvedi, pers comm). Additionally, there have
also been recent images of Eurasian otters caught on camera traps in the trans-
Himlayan region of Ladakh (Melissa Savage, pers. comm) and the Sikkim Himalayas
(Sunita Khatiwara, pers. comm). Here, we report a record of Eurasian otter found as a
road-kill in 2016 in the Anamalai hills, Tamil Nadu, Western Ghats.

-47 -



IUCN Otter Spec. Group Bull. 35(1) 2018

Smooth-coated otters have been often seen in reservoirs and large rivers, while
the small-clawed otters have been observed mostly in hill streams in altitudes above
500 m. The Eurasian otter is also expected to occur in hill streams (Pocock, 1941).
Surveys by Raha and Hussain (2015) in five protected areas in the southern Western
Ghats assessed habitat use of all the three species largely based on spraints and tracks.
They have reported only the small-clawed otter for the Anamalai and Parambikulam
Tiger Reserves. The Eurasian otter is reported from Periyar Tiger Reserve based on
track signs. It can be very difficult to reliably identify smooth-coated otter and
Eurasian otter solely using tracks, without confirmation using camera trap pictures. A
few earlier studies have wrongly identified smooth-coated otters as Eurasian otters in
the coastal plains (Umapathy and Durairaj, 1995; Umapathy, 2000) thereby giving an
erroneous distribution of Eurasian otters in peninsular India. Past records of Eurasian
otters in the subcontinent based on indirect signs or unconfirmed sightings (Conroy et
al., 1998) may need a re-look in the light of this. Although camera trapping has been
extensively carried out in these regions, otters have been rarely photographed. This
could be because the camera trap exercise was not designed to record otters. It is very
easy for an elusive species to go undetected for decades despite being in a landscape
that has seen extensive ecological research. This is a first direct evidence of the
Eurasian otter in the Western Ghats in over seven decades.

In the Valparai plateau in the Anamalai hills, Tamil Nadu, otters have been
sighted occasionally. Direct sightings are few and it is difficult to identify otters in
field from brief sightings. There have been concerns of local extinctions of otter
populations due to illegal poaching (Meena, 2002). A study carried out in the
Anamalai hills between 2010 and 2011 reported most of the streams to have otter
presence (Prakash et al., 2012), and a few targeted camera-trapping surveys resulted
in photo-trapping only small-clawed otter (Fig. 1).
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Figure 1. Asian small-clawed otter photographed by a camera-trap set along a stream in Valparai,
Western Ghats in 2010. (Photo: Kalyan Varma)

The Anamalai hills in the southern Western Ghats is one of the key biodiversity
hotspots in India (Kumar et al., 2004). It spans an elevation range from about 300 m
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to 2700 m and supports a range of vegetation types from savannah-woodlands to
montane shola-grasslands. Anamalai and Parambikulam Tiger Reserves, Vazhachal
and Nelliampathy reserved forests and Eravikulam and Grass Hills National Parks are
protected forests spanning a large part of these hill ranges. It is the main catchment
area of the rivers Sholayar-Chalakudi, Nirar, Aliyar, and Amaravathy. The hills are
criss-crossed by numerous streams and rivers, both seasonal and perennial. There are
also many hydel-power and irrigation projects with dams and reservoirs. Located in
the Anamalai hills is the 220 km? Valparai plateau, a tea and coffee plantation
dominated landscape in the mid-elevational tropical wet evergreen forest zone of the
Cullenia exarillata — Mesua ferrea — Palaquium ellipticum forest type (Pascal 1988)
adjoining the Anamalai Tiger Reserve. The landscape is peppered with over 40
rainforest fragments (Mudappa and Raman 2007; Fig. 2) and has been the focus of
many research projects including Sridhar et al., 2008.
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Figure 2. Map of the Valparai plateau and the surrounding protected forests.

On 25 March 2016, at about 0610 h, a fresh (blood had not coagulated) road-kill
of an otter was found by KS and PP near a forest fragment, Selaliparai 1 (10.337032
N, 76.934723 E, 1075 m asl), in the Valparai Plateau. The animal was killed on the
main road passing through the adjoining tea plantation, at a spot that forms the
shortest distance between two swamps. The stream closest to this spot flows through
the 4 ha rainforest fragment, Selaliparai 1 (Fig. 3). Photographs were taken on-site
(Fig. 4, 5, 6, 7), examined by DM, and shared with experts A. Kumar, W. Duckworth
and R. Timmins who confirmed its identification as an otter that was neither smooth-
coated nor small-clawed otter. A small piece of tissue (tip of the tail) was collected for
confirmation of species using molecular methods. Combining both the examination of
the specimen, pictures and analysis of the tissue sample of the specimen, it was with a
high certainty identified to be a Eurasian otter Lutra lutra, a first record with evidence
for this region.

Description: The pelage was brown on the dorsal side and paler off-white on the
ventral side. The chin up to the neck was white and there was a small patch of white
on the muzzle. The zig-zag pattern of the posterior edge of the rhinarium as described
by Pocock (1941) is visible in the image (Fig. 7). It was a young male. The following
morphometric measurements were taken: head-body length — 67 cm (along the dorsal
contour); tail length — 37 cm; head length — 20 cm (tip of nostril to nape); neck
circumference — 31 cm. The otter had long, prominent claws and 3/4ths webbing on
both hind- and fore-feet (Fig. 6). The claws and webbing and the cylindrical,
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gradually tapering tail clearly ruled out the small-clawed otter. The shape of the head
(pronounced muzzle, characteristic of Eurasian otter) and the smaller body size
precluded it from being a smooth-coated otter.

4 "
Figure 3. An aerial shot of the fragment (Selaliparai 1) surrounded by tea estates and eucalyptus

plantation, close to the spot of the road-kill on the Valparai plateau, Western Ghats. (Photo: Kalyan
Varma)
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Fiure 4. Head and neck of the road kill Eurasian otter found in Anamalai hills, India.
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Figure 5. The whole body of the road kill Eurasian otter found in Anamalai hills, India (tape measure
in centimetres). Note the cylindrical and gradually tapering tail.
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F igure 6. The claws and webbing of the road kill Eurasian otter found in Anamalai hills, India.
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Figure 7. The zig-zag pattern of the rhinarium on the posterior edge.

Genetic analysis: A fresh sample (about a cm of the tail tip) was collected using
sterile surgical blade and stored in ethanol. This was sent to the Laboratory for
Conservation of Endangered Species (LaCONES) at the Centre for Cellular and
Molecular Biology (CCMB), Hyderabad, and analysed immediately. Mitochondrial
DNA is commonly used to identify sample tissues to species level (Vergara et al.,
2014; Effenberger and Suchentrunk, 1999; Fernandes et al., 2008). DNA was
extracted and a universal vertebrate mitochondrial cytochrome b marker (Verma and
Singh, 2003) was used to identify species. Sequencing was done in triplicates in both
the forward and reverse directions using ABI 3730x1. 329 bases of the cytochrome b
sequence were generated from the otter sample (GenBank accession no. MF135247).
This sequence showed 100-97% identity (100% coverage) with Lutra lutra (Eurasian
otter) sequences already available in the GenBank database. The second and third
closest matches were also members of Genus Lutra (Lutra nippon: 97% identity and
Lutra sumatrana: 92% identity). Meanwhile, Lutrogale perspicillata showed 91-90%
identity and Aonyx cinereus showed 89% identity to the sample sequence.
Furthermore, a neighbour-joining tree, reconstructed using MEGA v5.05 with the
above sequences showed that the sample was nested within the Lutra lutra clade (Fig.
8), confirming that the sample belonged to Eurasian otter.

This is the first photographic and molecular evidence of the Eurasian otter from
the Western Ghats. Recently, the species was camera-trapped in the Satpura Tiger
Reserve in Central India, a first for that region (Joshi et al., 2016). This species has
been expected to occur in the southern Western Ghats, according to historic records.
However, there has been no prior direct evidence for it apart from skins in museums
where there is a chance of mislabelling the origin of the skin. The species is fairly
widely distributed in the Himalayan region with recent camera trap records in Ladakh
and Sikkim (Melissa Savage and Sunita Khatiwara, pers. comm) and the east coast of
India (Conroy et al., 1998) and also in Sri Lanka (Prater, 1980). Records of Eurasian

-53 -



IUCN Otter Spec. Group Bull. 35(1) 2018

otters without evidence in the form of photographs and DNA should be treated with
caution as it is extremely difficult to reliably identify sympatric species of otters from
just indirect evidence.
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Figure 8. A neighbour-joining tree reconstructed from 329 bases of mitochondrial cytochrome b
sequences of the sample (Otter Anamalai), and Lutra lutra, Lutogale perspicillata and Aonyx cinereus
from GenBank database (accession numbers in parentheses). The tree was rooted using the stoat
Mustela erminae as the outgroup. The bootstrap values for each clade after 10,000 replicates are given
above the branches. The evolutionary distances were computed using the number of differences method
and are in the units of the number of base differences per sequence.
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RESUME

PREMIERES OBSERVATIONS DE LA LOUTRE EURASIENNE, LUTRA
lutra, DANS LES COLLINES D’ANAMALAI, DANS LES GHATS DU SUD-
OUEST, EN INDE

Il existe des données historiques sur la loutre eurasienne dans le pic de biodiversité
des Ghats de I’ouest, mais pas preuve durant ces 70 dernieres années. Ceci a induit
certains doutes concernant la fiabilité des données antérieures ou I’étiquetage erroné
des individus. Cependant, depuis la découverte récente d’un accident de la route d’une
loutre eurasienne et la confirmation de I’identité¢ de 1’espece par des photos et des
analyses moléculaires, la présence de 1’espece dans les collines d’ Anamalia des Ghats
du sud-ouest a été confirmée.

Dans cette note, nous présentons les premieres données photographiques et
moléculaires évidentes concernant la loutre eurasienne dans les Ghats du sud-ouest.
Les mesures morphométriques enregistrées constituent une aide a 1’identification de
I’espece et les échantillons de tissus analysés montrent une correspondance de 97 a
100 % avec les séquences de Lutra lutra disponibles dans la base de données
GenBank. Les enregistrements basés sur des observations ou des indices sans preuve
photographique ou moléculaire doivent étre examinés avec prudence vu la difficulté
d’identifier les loutres sur le terrain.

RESUMEN

PRIMER REGISTRO DE LA NUTRIA EURASIATICA Lutra lutra EN LAS
COLINAS ANAMALAI, GHATS SUDOCCIDENTALES, INDIA

Ha habido registros historicos de nutria eurasiatica en el hotspot de biodiversidad de
los Ghats Sudoccidentales, pero no durante las siete décadas desde entonces. Esto ha
llevado a tener dudas sobre la veracidad de aquellos registros anteriores, 6 atribuirlos
a un error en el etiquetado de especimenes. Sin embargo, con el reciente
descubrimiento de una nutria eurasidtica muerta en una ruta y la subsiguiente
confirmacion de la identidad de la especie, tanto a partir de fotografias como de
analisis molecular, la ocurrencia de esta especie en las colinas Anamalai, de los Ghats
Sudoccidentales, estd confirmada. En esta nota, presentamos datos de esta primera
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evidencia fotografica y molecular. Las mediciones morfométricas registradas ayudan
a identificar a la especie, y la muestra de tejido analizada mostr6 una identida de 97-
100% con secuencias de Lutra lutra disponibles en la base de datos GenBank. Los
registros basados en avistajes 0 signos sin evidencia fotografica 6 molecular deberian
ser tratados con precaucion, dada la dificultad de identificar a las nutrias en el campo.
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