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Abstract: : The river otter Lutra lutra has been protected in Hungary since 
1974 and became strictly protected in 1978. However, the first and so far only 
survey of its distribution was carried out by me in 1987-88. I now report the 
results of this survey and discuss the present status and conservation problems 
of otter in Hungary. Otters are most plentiful in the south west. Because of 
contamination of many water courses, otters are dependent on fish farms of 
various sizes. Until now, these were subsidised, but now they are in private 
hands, but no compensation for otter-related losses are available, owners on 
low incomes cannot afford expensive mitigation measures. They would 
welcome the live-trapping and removal of problem otters, but the government 
would need to sponsor suitable areas for release of these animals. 
Conservationists in Hungary are seeking support for such a scheme. We think 
that it would be in the interest of the conservationists of Europe to help to 
maintain Hungary as one of the strongholds of otter and we are inviting 
suggestions and ideas on how to achieve this. 

The river otter Lutra lutra has been protected in Hungary since 1974 and became strictly protected in 
1978. However, the first and so far only survey of its distribution was carried out by me in 1987-88. I 
now report the results of this survey and discuss the present status and conservation problems of otter 
in Hungary 

Methods 

The sampling method was the same as the one used for the British survey, described by Macdonald 
(1983). It was based on the 10 km square national grid, with 369 sites visited throughout Hungary. The 
sample points were scattered more or less evenly in places with suitable otter habitats. During the 
survey, data on the characteristics of different habitat types were also collected. 

Results 

The results of the survey are presented in Fig. 1. In areas shaded by + symbols signs of the presence of 
otter were found in each grid. In areas shaded by - symbols, no signs of otter were found in any of the 
grids, despite the presence of habitats judged to be suitable for otters. Areas with neither + nor - 
symbols were obviously unsuitable for otters (i.e. high hills and dry sand plains with no water, or the 
immediate environs of large cities). On the whole, I found signs of otters in 174 of the 201 grids visited 
(86 %). Of the total of 369 sites visited, I found signs of otter at 193 (52 %). 
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Figure 1: The distribution of otters in Hungary, based on the 1987/88 survey 
+ Otter signs found 
- No otter signs found 

The species was found to be rare on the northern part of the country. The lowest number of positive 
sites was recorded from county Gyor-Sopron and country Zemplen. Two sides of the former are 
surrounded by the Austrian and Czechoslovakian borders, while the latter is situated near the 
Czechoslovakian and the Russian borders. On the Austrian side Lake Ferto, while along the 
Czechoslovakian border the River Danube could, in theory, provide suitable habitats but no signs of 
otters were found in either of them. 

The highest number of positive sites were recorded in the south-west.  Numerous small pond cultures 
and some larger fish-farms can be found in this part of the country. The usually dense vegetation 
around these ponds provides good cover for the otters, so even in ponds frequently used by anglers, 
otters can survive.  In the middle part of the country, on the great Hungarian plain land, thriving 
populations can be found only around large fish farms. With the exception of the surroundings of these 
ponds, the area is mostly dry.  On the eastern part of Hungary otter signs seem to be connected with the 
river Tisza and the most frequented sites were found at pond cultures near Debrecen. 
 
Discussion and suggestions 

The results of the survey show that the otter is still common in most parts of Hungary. However, with 
the exception of a few strongholds, the population density is low. There are some areas where despite 
the presence of suitable habitats no signs of otters were found. No exact data were available on the 
water quality in these areas, but it is clear that all these waters qualified as second class or worse, and 
the main pollutants found in them were oil, nitrite, and ammonium carbonate. 

Other factors in the habitat, such as human disturbance and type of bank vegetation appear to have only 
secondary influence on the distribution of otters, while availability of food seems to be the most 
important factor. In Hungary, like in Finland (Skarén 1990), the population density is highest around 
fish farms. 

Comparing my data with those from other surveys it seems that the situation of otters in Hungary is 
worse than in Ireland (Chapman & Chapman 1982) or in Scotland (Green & Green 1987), where otter 
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signs were found at 92 % and 79 % of the visited sites, respectively. However, the proportion of 
positive sites was much higher than in England (6 %) (Lenton, Chanin & Jefferies 1980) or Wales 
(Crawford, Jones & McNulty 1979), or in most parts of central Europe (for a review see Mason & 
Macdonald 1986). According to the information on the situation of otters in Central and Eastern 
Europe, the Hungarian otter populations still represent the best strongholds of the species in the region. 

Until the recent political changes, in Hungary, like in all eastern European countries, most of the fields 
have been cultivated by large agricultural cooperatives and only a small percentage of animal 
husbandry was in private hands. Accordingly, the largest fish-farms were owned by state organisations 
and most of the smaller ponds were cultivated by anglers' associations.  With the help of governmental 
subsidies these huge farms and pond cultures could survive despite financial deficits. Without these 
subsidies lots of them will not be able to survive any longer. The destruction of such fish-ponds will 
inevitably lead to the decline or even extinction of local otter  
populations, Some of these ponds will be maintained by private owners. With the increase 
of unemployment, especially in the countryside, and with the ever-increasing inflation rate such family 
investments are becoming more and more popular in Hungary, even if they have to work very hard and 
risk the future of the family. Since they can get no compensation for the damage caused by otters they 
will kill the otters on their ponds even if it is illegal. I received letters and know from personal 
communications that most of them are looking for other solutions or they can be convinced to do so if 
it costs no extra money for them. Most of the times their income is hardly enough to live on so they 
will not accept costly solutions such as electric fences. On the other hand, they would be willing to 
allow conservationists to capture otters alive on their lands. A good solution would be if the 
conservation authorities or organisations could themselves cultivate a number of fish-ponds, to which 
such captured otters could be transferred. With the maintenance of such suitable habitats, not only the 
otters could survive, but it could also protect the waterfowl and other wildlife of the area. These ponds 
could function as gene-pools and sanctuaries for otters. Unfortunately, this solution is costly both in 
terms of manpower and money, and Hungarian conservationists, like myself, are desperately 
seeking support form national and international organizations. We think that it would be in the interest 
of the conservationists of Europe to help to maintain Hungary as one of the strongholds of otter and we 
are inviting suggestions and ideas on how to achieve this. 
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