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RIVER OTTER MANAGEMENT SYSTEM 

INTRODUCTION 

 

This document describes the current system by which biologists of the Maine 

Department of Inland Fisheries and Wildlife (MDIFW) make otter (Lutra canadensis) 

management decisions on an annual basis.  Part I outlines the decision-making process 

by which biological information indicates management options.  Part II details 

techniques for estimating biological parameters used as inputs in the decision-making 

scheme presented in Part 1. Goals, population and allowable harvest estimates, and 

habitat information were detailed in the 1985 otter assessment. 

This document addresses biological factors of current otter management only.  

Social, political, and economic factors and goals are addressed in the 1985 otter 

assessment. 
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MANAGEMENT GOALS AND OBJECTIVES 

 

Goals and objectives for otter management were established in the 1985 otter 

assessment to guide management through 1990.  Goals and objectives were based on 

recommendations made to MDIFW by a working group composed of individuals 

representing public groups interested in otter management. 

 

Management Goal 

Maintain otter populations at 1985 levels (estimated to be at least 18,000). 

 

Abundance objective

 Maintain otter population at 1985 levels through 1990. 

 

Harvest Objective

 Maintain opportunity (season length and timing) and average harvest (currently 

about 700 otter) at 1985 levels through 1990. 

 

Assumptions 

 Otter management goals and objectives are based on the following assumptions 

from the 1985 otter assessment: 

• otter habitat throughout the State is capable of supporting otter 

populations at 1985 levels. 
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• the otter population is assumed to be at carrying capacity statewide and 

estimated at no less than 18,000. 

• current harvest levels are not limiting otter populations. 
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MANAGEMENT DECISION PROCESS 

 

Management decisions address the goal of maintaining a stable otter population 

while providing opportunity for use of the resource. 

Decision-making is a series of yes or no answers to questions related to otter 

population status (Figure 1).  Responses to questions are based on evaluation of all 

input criteria and the flow chart guides the manager to the appropriate and/or current 

management option. 

For the purposes of this process, otter carrying capacity is considered constant 

between 5-year assessments of habitat quality and quantity. 

 

Input Criteria for Otter Management 

 The following criteria are used to evaluate otter population size and stability.  

These criteria provide input to decision points in the flow chart and subsequently direct 

the manager to the best currently available management action or option(s). 

In the 1985 otter assessment, otter carrying capacity was estimated at 

approximately 18,000 statewide, and the otter population was estimated to be at 

carrying capacity.  An annual objective harvest of 900 otter was set in 1980 (5%), and 

an allowable harvest was estimated to be 3,200 (18%).  During development of this 

document, the allowable harvest was reduced to 10% of the statewide population 

estimate, or to 1,800 otter.  The otter harvest has exceeded 900 (half of the estimated 

allowable harvest) only twice in the last 10 years. 
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Criteria A 

 This input attempts to address the question "Is the population on target (at 1985 

levels)?" based on harvest data. if the statewide harvest exceeds the allowable harvest 

of 1,800 otter, the population is considered below target.  If Criteria B indicates that the 

otter population is declining for 3 years, and there is no indication of a change in effort, 

the population is considered below target.  The otter population can not rise above the 

target, because the target level is at carrying capacity. 

 

Criteria B 

 This input answers the question "Is the population stable?" based on otter and 

beaver harvest trends.  The assumption is that beaver trappers are potential otter 

trappers under the current beaver-otter season framework.  Trends in both harvests are 

computed separately as running 4-year slopes produced by regressing harvest against 

year.  Each species' harvest trend is considered stable if the computed slope is ≤10% 

(+/-).  If the harvest trend slope is >10% (+/-) it is considered increasing or decreasing, 

respectively.  Trends in otter and beaver harvests are compared, and if they diverge 

(i.e. otter harvest trend negative and beaver harvest trend positive, or,-vice versa) the 

otter population is considered unstable. otherwise, the otter population is considered 

stable.  In addition, if the otter harvest exceeds the allowable harvest (1,800 otter) the 

population is considered unstable. 
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MANAGEMENT OPTIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

Lengthening otter seasons outside the standard fall water trapping season may 

be undesirable.  To ensure that only otters were taken during the lengthened season, 

tight restrictions would be required on trapping techniques.  In addition, lengthening 

actions would require modification of beaver season regulations.  For these reasons, 

and because otters do no damage (except minor around fish rearing facilities) and their 

pelts lose value quickly after mid-December, only 2 management options are 

considered. 

 

Management Option 1

 Maintain current harvest levels through season length, timing, and trapper effort. 

 

Management Option 2

 Decrease harvest through shorter season length, change in legal trapping 

implements, or change in beaver trapping regulations.  Common forbearer season 

dates make specific otter management actions difficult.  Often otter are taken 

incidentally when trapping beaver, and enforcement problems may make otter 

restrictions impractical.  However, realistic otter management options such as 

restrictions on beaver trapping (seasons or legal implements) may be desirable, 

depending on priority given otter versus other furbearers. 
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Criteria and Actions used to Reduce Harvest

 The following criteria and actions will be used to reduce the next year's harvest if 

indicated. 

Harvest Size     Action 

 (% of allowable harvest) 

 

• 101-110% A. Prohibit the possession of incidental 

    (or population below target,        otter during beaver season. 

      as under Criteria A) 

• 111-125% B. (A) above, PLUS: Outlaw the use of 

fencing in setting for beaver or otter. 

• 126-150% C. (A and B) above, PLUS:  Outlaw the 

use of #220 Conibear traps in the fall 

season unless placed >4 ft above 

ground. 
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CHRONOLOGY OF OTTER MANAGEMENT ACTIVITIES 

 

 Otter pelts tagged November-April 

 Pelt price survey November-April 

 Harvest data entered December-May 

 Meeting with MTA and furbuyers March-April 

 Harvest, license, and other data analyzed May 

 Meeting with regional personnel May 

 Recommendations for rule changes May-June 

 Public hearings July 

 Regulation changes adopted July-August 
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OTTER DATA COLLECTIONS 

 

Otter Harvest Data 

 State law and CITES require that each harvested otter be tagged by an agent of 

MDIFW (Appendix 1).  Data recorded at the time of tagging include trapper name and 

license number, month of capture, and township of capture.  These data are recorded in 

registration booklets (Appendix 11).  Books are inspected by the Warden Service and 

submitted to the Data Entry Section of the Bureau of Resource Management.  There, 

data are entered on the IBM mainframe computer of the Bureau of Data Processing.  

Harvest data are analyzed and summarized by a series of computer programs 

(Appendix III) that provide information on total catch by township, WMU, statewide, and 

individual, number of trappers catching otter, harvest/mi2, and historical harvest 

summary. 

 

Harvest versus Allowable Harvest 

 Harvest figures are obtained through the summary of pelt tagging data.  In the 

1985 otter assessment, otter carrying capacity was estimated at 18,000-24,000 otter.  

Also in the assessment, otter -were assumed to be at carrying capacity statewide, 

giving a population estimate of 18,000-24,000 otter.  An objective harvest was set at 5% 

of the lower range estimate (900) and an allowable harvest was set at 18% of the lower 

range estimate (3,200).  During the development of this document, the review 

committee reduced the allowable harvest estimate to 10% of the lower population 
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estimate, or to 1,800 otter.  Annual harvests are compared with objective harvests 

statewide. 

 

Harvest Trends 

 Otter harvest trends are compared to trends in beaver harvests for assessing 

stability of the otter population.  Unless trends in these two harvests diverge, the otter 

population is considered stable.  This is the only use of harvest trends in otter 

management, due to close correlation with beaver trapping effort and lack of information 

on otter trapping effort. 

 

Effort 

 There is no system in use to quantitatively evaluate otter trapping effort.  

However, several indices are used to gain insight into possible reasons for upward or 

downward trends in effort expended on otter trapping. 

From November to April each year, a monthly mail survey of fur buyers is 

conducted (Appendix IV) to estimate average price paid to trappers for otter pelts.  

Adverse weather during the trapping season may cause a downward shift in effort.  

Trends in beaver harvests and/or numbers of trappers catching beaver or mink may 

grossly indicate changes in numbers of potential otter trappers.  These indices may help 

explain the occurrence of a shift in effort, but cannot indicate changes in otter trapping 

effort. 
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Regional and Trapper Observations 

 When harvest analyses and summaries have 'been completed, copies are sent to 

regional biologists and to the Maine Trappers Association (MTA).  Meetings are held to 

discuss regional and trapper observations in conjunction with harvest analysis 

information.  These meetings provide supplemental information from people that spend 

time in the field. 
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LIST OF APPENDICES 

 

I. Rules governing the tagging of otter pelts. 

II. Sample page from pelt tagging registration book. 

III. Summary of computer programs and analyses applied to otter pelt tagging 

and trapper data. 

IV. Monthly pelt value mail-survey form. 
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APPENDIX I. – Rules governing the tagging of otter pelts. 
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H. Tagging Procedure 
 
 
It shall be unlawful for any person to possess, sell, give away, buy, accept as a gift, 
offer for transportation or transport any raw fox, bobcat, marten, fisher, coyote, raccoon, 
beaver, mink, or otter skins unless each skin is tagged. 
 
All raw skins of these species must be presented to a warden, or other agent 
designated by the Commissioner, and each raw skin legally presented shall be tagged.  
All information requested relating to the taking of each skin shall be accurately and 
truthfully reported.  A fee of 25¢ shall be paid for each skin tagged. 
 
All raw fox, marten, fisher, coyote, raccoon, bobcat, beaver, mink, and otter skins shall 
be presented for tagging within 10 days after the closing of the open season thereon, 
except the raw skins of all bobcat taken during the open bobcat hunting season shall be 
presented, by the person who killed said bobcat, for tagging within 72 hours of killing 
said animal. 
 
Any raw skins of these species that come into this State in any manner from any other 
state, country, or province shall bear the official stamp, tag, or seal of such other state, 
country, or province.  Any suck skins that does not require an official stamp, tag, or seal, 
shall be tagged in accordance with this section by the person possessing such raw 
skins.  The fee for tagging such imported raw skins shall be 25¢ for each tag so issued.  
Licensed taxidermists who import raw skins for the purpose of taxidermy are exempt 
from the provisions of this paragraph. 
 
I. Raccoons 
 
Raccoons may be hunted at night during the open season only when the hunter (i) is 
accompanied by a dog, (ii), uses an electric flashlight to locate raccoons that are treed, 
or held at bay, by a dog or dogs, and (iii) is in possession of, an uses a rifle, pistol, or 
revolver of no greater power or caliber than one which uses.22 caliber long rifle 
ammunition; said rifle to be loaded only when being used to dispatch a raccoon that is 
treed or held at bay by a dog or dogs. 
 
J. Size of Traps 
 
Animals may be trapped with any common ordinary steel trap. 
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APPENDIX II. – Sample page from pelt tagging registration book. 
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 APPENDIX III. – Summary of computer programs and analyses 
applied to otter harvest and trapper data. 
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APPENDIX IV. – Monthly pelt value mail survey form. 
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