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Abstract: The Smooth-coated otter (Lutrogale perspicillata) is a vulnerable mustelid
which occurs in wetlands and in low-lying areas. The species was once common in the
floodplains of Assam, India, but it is now mostly restricted to protected areas in this
region. Here, we report the sighting of this species in Manas National Park (MNP),
Assam. The otter was found in the shallow waters of Beki River, with rocky substrate.
This note confirms the occurrence of the species in MNP with photographic evidence.
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The Smooth-coated otter Lutrogale perspicillata mostly occurs in protected
areas in South and Southeast Asia, inhabiting the wetlands and low-lying areas (de
Silva et al., 2015; Hussain et al., 2018). Once common, this species is currently
categorized as Vulnerable (de Silva et al., 2015), owing to an estimated population
decline by 30% in the last three decades (Pacifici et al., 2013). It is listed in CITES
Appendix Il.

The Smooth-coated otter population is comparatively secure in areas where it
geographically overlaps with the umbrella species such as Tigers Panthera tigris,
One-horned Rhinoceros Rhinoceros unicornis in India (Hussain et al., 2018). In
northeastern India, it occurs in all the eight states, including the northern part of West
Bengal, though the present distribution is patchy (Choudhury, 2013). Historically, this
otter was abundant in the Brahmaputra and Barak river valleys in Assam. However,
the species has become rare in the region, except in the Kaziranga National Park
(Choudhury, 2013) where it can still be seen in good numbers.

In Manas National Park (henceforth Manas), located in the northeastern state of
Assam in India (Fig. 1), the species has been reported to occur, but no photographic
evidence has been recorded in recent times (Lahkar et al., 2018). The Park was
subjected to a long period of armed conflict from the late 1980s till the early 2000s.
This resulted in the decline of many species, habitat degradation and destruction of
park infrastructure (UNESCO, 2005). Since the formation of Bodoland Territorial
Council (BTC) in 2003, peace and governance has been restored in the area, and on-
ground conservation action has resulted in the recovery of many species (Goswami
and Ganesh, 2014; Lahkar et al., 2018; Sinha et al., 2019). Currently, ecological
studies are being conducted on a number of species of conservation concern.
However, these studies focus mostly on large mammals, with comparatively little
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attention is paid to the small mammals of the park. In this short communication, the
authors present a sighting and photographic record of the Smooth-coated otter in
Manas.

LOCATION OF MANAS NATIONAL PARK

Bhutan

Map Prepared By : GIS UNIT
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Figure 1. Location of Manas National Park

On 23 January 2019, during a visit to the central range of the park (Bansbari), the
authors observed an animal’s presence on a rocky surface of the Beki River
(26°46'58.76"N, 90°57'26.09"E) that flows through the park. On careful observation
using Nikon Monarch 8 X 42 binoculars, we identified the species as an adult
Smooth-coated otter (Fig. 2). The animal was identified on the basis of its size and
from its sleek grey-brown coat with paler grey underside (Menon, 2014). It was
observed at 1456 h, for a duration of approximately four minutes. Since this species
is known to live and hunt in groups (Hussain and Choudhury, 1997), we scanned
carefully for other individuals, but did not find any. The otter was swimming
underwater against a strong current, slowly moving upstream. Every 10 seconds or so,
the otter would breach the water’s surface in the direction of travel before diving back
underwater. During each leap, much of the otter’s body cleared the water. After a few
dives, the animal caught a fish, brought it to the surface and was seen feeding on it on
a rock. It was still feeding, when the observation ended.

Where the otter was sighted, the Beki River is a high gradient stream with a
rocky bottom and a channel width of approximately 150 meters. The banks of the
river were rocky with grassland vegetation. The left bank was a forested hillside, from
which the observations were made. The right bank was a sandy floodplain covered
with grassland and woodland dominated by red silk-cotton trees Bombax ceiba. The
altitude was 95 meters above sea level. The otter’s location was less than half a
kilometer from the border with Bhutan.
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Figure 2. Picture of the Smooth-coated otter in Manas

Previous sightings of the Smooth-coated otter in Manas have all been anecdotal.
During a major camera-trap survey in 2016-17, no otter species were detected (Lahkar
et al., 2018). Goswami and Ganesh (2014) mentioned a direct sighting of the Smooth-
coated otter in Manas during their survey in 2008, but did not provide any further
details such as group size, location and time of sighting. One of the authors (AS) has
been working in the park for several years and has sighted the species only thrice
(including the present sighting). The author has seen a group comprising of three
individuals in a small river in the eastern range of the park (Bhuyanpara,
26°44'3.98"N, 91° 4'51.08"E) on 17 February 2016. When observed, the group was
seen hunting but fled away on seeing her. On another occasion, ND has sighted a
small group of the otter in a river (26°41'45.80"N, 91° 0'36.11"E) in the central range
in February, 2018. AS has also seen the otters in this area of the park in 2017. During
opportunistic discussion with the forest guards, and other researchers, they mentioned
about the presence of otters in the park. They described that they had seen otters
occurring in the wetlands in small groups (3-4), but could not confirm the species.
Reportedly, an Asian small clawed otter Aonyx cinerea was rescued from a fishing net
downstream of the Beki River, outside the boundary of Manas by a team of forest
department and IFAW-WTI. This note presents the photographic evidence of the
occurrence of Smooth-coated otters in the park. Further ecological studies can
establish the current distribution status of the species in the park and its conservation
needs.
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RESUME

OBSERVATION DE LA LOUTRE A PELAGE LISSE, Lutrogale perspicillata,
DANS LE PARC NATIONAL DE MANAS, ASSAM, EN INDE

La loutre a pelage lisse (Lutrogale perspicillata) est un mustélidé vulnérable qui est
présent dans les zones humides et les zones de basse altitude. L'espéece était autrefois
commune dans les plaines inondables de I'Assam, en Inde, mais elle est, actuellement,
limitée principalement aux zones protégées de cette région. Nous rapportons, ici,
l'observation de cette espece dans le Parc National de Manas (MNP) de I’ Assam. La
loutre a été trouvée dans les eaux peu profondes de la riviere Beki au substrat
rocheux. Cette note confirme la présence de I'espéce dans le MNP avec des photos
preuves a I’appui.

RESUMEN

AVISTAJE DE UNA NUTRIA LISA Lutrogale perspicillata EN EL PARQUE
NACIONAL MANAS, ASSAM, INDIA

La nutria lisa (Lutrogale perspicillata) es un mustélido vulnerable que vive en
humedales y areas bajas. La especie era antes comun en las planicies de inundacion de
Assam, India, pero ahora estd mayormente restringida a las areas protegidas de esta
region. Aqui, informamos el avistaje de esta especie en el Parque Nacional Manas
(MNP), Assam. Encontramos a la nutria en aguas someras del Rio Beki, con sustrato
rocoso. Esta nota confirma la ocurrencia de la especie en MNP, con evidencia
fotogréfica.
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