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REGION 2 SENSITIVE SPECIES EVALUATION FORM 
 
Species: Northern river otter – Lontra canadensis (Lutra canadensis) 
 
Criteria Rank Rationale Literature Citations 

1 
Distribution 
within R2 

B Of the 7 subspecies of river otter, those found in Region 2 are likely all L. c. pacifica, 
which is found in Alaska, central and western Canada, and the central and western 
United States.  Since it is a riparian obligate, its distribution is naturally patch in nature 
and was made patchier by extirpation from large areas of its former range.  
Throughout its range, the river otter will only be found in permanent watersheds with 
relatively high water quality that support thriving fish populations.  They prefer valley 
streams, but can also be found in lakes, ponds (including beaver ponds), and 
marshes.  Water bodies typically have banked shores in substrate suitable for burrow 
building rather than sloping, sandy, or gravely ones.  They eat mainly fish, but also 
take some amphibians, crustaceans, and small mammals.  
 
Confidence in Rank High 

• Wyoming Natural Diversity 
Database, 2001 

• South Dakota GAP, 2001 
• Colorado GAP, 2001 
• Clark and Stromberg, 1987 
• Bee et al., 1981 
• Jones et al., 1985 
• Jenkins, 1983 

2 
Distribution 
outside R2 

C Formerly found throughout Canada and the United States, over trapping, habitat 
destruction, and pollution have extirpated the river otter from much of the central and 
southwestern US, It can now be found in Alaska and most of Canada outside the 
southern plains provinces.  In the US it is found in the pacific northwest, extending 
east into the rocky mountain states of Montana and western Wyoming, as well as parts 
of northern Utah and Nevada.  It can also be found in New England, the Great Lake 
states, and sporadically down the eastern seaboard and the Gulf of Mexico.   
 
Confidence in Rank Medium 

• Wilson and Ruff, 1999 
• Jenkins, 1983 

3 
Dispersal 
Capability 

B River otters are highly mobile and have been known to move due to food shortages 
and environmental conditions.  Adult daily foraging movements have been reported as 
about 2-5 km per day and juvenile dispersal occurs at similar rates with total 
movements of up to 200 km.  All dispersal is through riparian corridors with very 
limited upland travel.  River otters do not migrate annually, but are active year round in 
the same geographic area.  
 
Confidence in Rank High 

• Lariviere and Walton, 1998 

4 
Abundance in 

R2 

B Although fairly abundant in some portions of its range outside Region 2 (e.g., portions 
of Alaska, Canada, and southeastern US) river otters are listed as uncommon in 
Wyoming.  They are most abundant in the northwest corner of the state, where they 
have ample access to clean streams away from human activity.  Similar population 
patterns can be expected in other areas of Region 2.  
 
Confidence in Rank Medium 

• Wyoming Natural Diversity 
Database, 2001 

• Wilson and Ruff, 1999 
• Clark and Stromberg, 1987 
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Species: Northern river otter – Lontra canadensis (Lutra canadensis) 
 
Criteria Rank Rationale Literature Citations 

5 
Population 
Trend in R2 

B The overall trend in the range-wide river otter population is not clear, but seems 
relatively stable.  Its distribution and abundance may have increased slightly since the 
great range contraction caused by human population expansion, industrialization, and 
over trapping in the late 1800’s and early 1900’s.  As noted above, there are likely core 
population centers (such as the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem in Wyoming) from 
which dispersing individuals occasionally establish new territory on suitably productive 
streams with minimal human contact.  
 
Confidence in Rank  Medium 

• Wyoming Natural Diversity 
Database, 2001 

• Wyoming GAP, 1996 
• Jenkins, 1983 

6 
Habitat Trend 

in R2 

B The habitat trend in Region 2 is unclear without input from local management units.  It 
is assumed to be stable or slightly increasing, since pollution prevention measures 
have been enacted and human encroachment on riparian corridors of National Forests 
is (probably) stable.  
 
Confidence in Rank Medium 

• Wyoming Natural Diversity 
Database, 2001 

7 
Habitat 

Vulnerability 
or 

Modification 

A Since river otters require relatively clean waterways with good fish populations, they 
are fairly vulnerable to habitat modification and will readily abandon a site if conditions 
become unfavorable.  Moreover, riparian health in general is quite sensitive to 
pollution, upland land-use practices, human encroachment, livestock grazing, and 
agricultural practices.  
 
Confidence in Rank Medium 

• Lariviere and Walton, 1998 
• Wilson and Ruff, 1999 
• Wyoming Natural Diversity 

Database, 2001 

8 
Life History 

and 
Demographics 

B River otters are polygynous and both males and females generally do not breed until 
they are 2 years old.  Litter sizes are generally from 1 – 3.  Juvenile recruitment has 
been estimated at 1.14  female young per adult female.  Annual survival of river otters 
has been measured as 68, 46, and 73% for age classes 0, 1, and 2-11 respectively.  
They can live up to 25 years in captivity, but those in the wild likely live 13 years or 
less.  Most wild mortality is anthropogenic and includes trapping for the fur trade, 
poaching, road kills, capture by fishnets and lines, and accidental capture in beaver 
traps.  River otters can contract canine distemper, rabies, and respiratory and urinary 
disease, but the extent to which these impact populations in uncertain.  
 
Confidence in Rank High 

• Lariviere and Walton, 1998 
• Wilson and Ruff, 1999 
• Wyoming Natural Diversity 

Database, 2001 

Initial Evaluator(s): Doug Keinath, Zoologist, Wyoming Natural Diversity Database, University of Wyoming, Laramie, 
Wyoming  
 

Date: 7/20/2001 
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National Forests in the Rocky Mountain Region where species is KNOWN (K) or LIKELY(L)1 to occur:   
 
Colorado NF/NG 
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no
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n 

L
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Kansas NF/NG  

K
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n 
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Nebraska NF/NG  
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L
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South Dakota 
NF/NG 

K
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Wyoming 
NF/NG 

K
no

w
n 

L
ik

el
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Arapaho-Roosevelt NF ? 6 Cimmaron NG - 8? Samuel R.McKelvie 
NF 

- 8 Black Hills NF 5 8 Shoshone NF 1 3,7 

White River NF ? 6    Halsey NF - 8 Buffalo Gap NG  5,8? Bighorn NF - 1,2 
Routt NF ? 6    Nebraska NF - 8 Ft. Pierre NG  5,8 Black Hills NF - 5? 
Grand Mesa, 
Uncompahgre, 
Gunnison NF 

? 6    Ogalala NG - 8    Medicine Bow NF  2,3? 

San Juan NF ? 6          Thunder Basin NG - - 
Rio Grande NF - -             
Pike-San Isabel NF ? 6             
Comanche NG  - -             
Pawnee NG - -             
 
Comments: 

? The species is likely to occur in this unit, but the information on which this designation is made is indirect, insufficient, or uncertain, 
making it somewhat questionable without further input from local experts. 

 
Primary Sources: 

1 Wyoming Natural Diversity Database, 2001 (including Clark and Stromberg, 1987) 
2 Wyoming GAP, 1996 
3 WYGF, 1999 
4 CNHP Database, 2001 
5 South Dakota GAP, 2001 
6 Colorado GAP, 2001 
7 Luvriviere and Walton, 1998 
8 Jones et al, 1985 (distribution assuming adequate habitat is present) 

                                                 
1 Likely is defined as more likely to occur than not occur on the National Forest or Grassland.  This generally can be thought of as having a 50% chance or greater of 
appearing on NFS lands. 
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