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Abstract. This paper describes the establishment of an @eitrdatabase for records of the Eurasian otter in
Turkey with the aim of fostering both scientificsearch and conservation, as well as increasing ipubl
awareness. The database is available through tterniet, and went on-line in 2002. It currently tains 195
otter records, classified according to the expecemf observer. The database stimulates the insarge of
information among various experts and aims to assisoperative work. The results show that therois
distributed throughout Turkey. Concentrations @éards in some areas, such as the Aegean and sanmseop
the Black Sea Region, can be explained by theitgcgiattern of observers, rather than by a greabundance
of the species there. Whereas records come franda spectrum of habitats such as rivers, creeddeed and
river deltas, it seems that barrage lakes are mbiabited by otters. Few records come from areas/aldg000
metres a.s.l. The species is threatened througtheutountry and is still hunted. Pollution is tlyb to have a
major effect on the status and distribution pattdrat there are a few records from relatively pteli lakes in
western Turkey.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Despite global research on the semi-aquatic Eurastier (utra lutra), many aspects of its
biology and ecology remain unknown because of dsmally nocturnal activity pattern.
Even less understood is the status of the spati€srkey: its abundance, population, habitats
and behaviour are, despite a few recent studie®d(E, 1996; QTURK 1998), widely
unknown (FOSTERTURLEY, MACDONALD AND MASON, 1990; MACDONALD AND MASON
1994)

Over the past 50 years Turkey has lost 75% of ietlamds, mainly through
agricultural development and it is concluded thast tloss of habitat has had a highly
significant impact on the population of the Eurasmter. However, sound scientific data to
demonstrate this population decline are, unforeelgaiot available (GuNcCiL OF EUROPE
1994, 1996). Even the past and present distribygadterns are unknown. There are only a
few scientists interested in otters in Turkey, #mexchange of information between them is
very limited. To help overcome this shortcoming @stablished a National Otter Database
(NFDB), which aims to change this scientific atfiéuthrough a participatory approach and by
recording, collecting and disseminating data, teusating an atmosphere of team spirit
(THOL-SCHMITZ, SCHMITZ AND GUVEN-VERYERI, 2002). Here, the structure and organisation
of the National Otter Database is described, tagailith the first results.

An initial step to protect the otter in Turkey wetsken by the Authority for the
Protection of Specially Protected Areas (APSA)hie tate 1990s, when it began, together
with a local NGO, to promote the otter as a flagspecies of the Specially Protected Area of
GoOkova. This was the area where | had been workimghe species for over ten years.
Parallel to these efforts, the Turkish Society tloe Protection of Nature (TUrkiye Tabiati
Koruma Derngi, TTKD) declared the year 1998 an “Otter Protettiéear”, and the first
National Otter Symposium was held at Antalya in299he second symposium, held again
in Antalya, followed in 2002, and a third is schiedufor autumn 2005, to be held at
Akyaka/Gokova. These symposia proved to be vemomant, particularly for exchanging



knowledge and creating joint efforts. The firstukts of the database were presented during
the conference in 2002, and attracted great irtteres

2 OTTER SURVEY METHODS

Otters are difficult to survey, and assessment austlare different from those applied to most
other mammals. For otters, spraint surveys areishi@l method (Kuuk, 1986; MACDONALD
AND MAsoON, 1983) and numbers of individuals are not necédgsarelevant criterion. The
usual objective is to obtain an overall assessmktite status of the species, according to its
habitat or ecosystem, not a count. Since sham-teiter surveys are based on recording
spraints and tracks, the only conclusions concgrpopulation size are to be drawn from the
number and the freshness of spraints, tracks afferetices in defecation habits. In the
literature, spraints are seen sometimes as a guidistribution, but not as a reliable reflection
of their abundance (@nNiN, 1993; KRUUK ET AL, 1986); however, some researchers believe
there is a close relationship between the denigpi@ints and otter abundanceAdbONALD
AND MASON, 1986) or are at least very positive about thesterice of this relationship
(STRACHAN AND JEFFERIES 1996). We, too, tend to the latter opinion. Wave a long
experience in otter studies, and we were ableutysbehaviour and sprainting habits of one
individual and her cubs over a period of 11 yedrso{-ScHmITz, 2000). During this time
we conducted surveys in various other aregp(blished observatiopsand these led us to
the conclusion that there is indeed a positivetimahip between the density of spraints,
sprainting behaviour and abundance of otters.

We therefore generally use the internationally agkedged ‘Macdonald Survey
Method’ (MACDONALD, 1983)for overall otter assessments, and it has provigexdi results.
The general idea is that if a randomly chosen &einsf 600 metres along the bank of river or
lake within a 10 kilometre area turns out to beatieg, the first record is noted as zero
population. In extensive surveys with a great aceaover you might leave it at that, and
generally put a zero result in brackets for furtherfication. There are various reasons for a
momentarily lack of spraints that do not necesgdead to the conclusion of the area not
being inhabited by otters.

A slightly different technique was employed durthg English otter survey of 1991—
1994, using a length of 600 metres per 6-8 kiloesetof survey site (@NIN, 1993;
STRACHAN AND JEFFERIES 1996). Based on the ‘Macdonald Survey Method’ andlong-
standing survey experience, we developed a speatiod of systematically “fine combing”
an area, according to its habitat characteristicspecific sites (foL-ScHmITZ, H. &
ScHmITzZ, T., 2005). The question of otter survey methodplbas been discussed in great
detail elsewhere (BUTERET AL, 2000)

3 RESULTS ANDDISCUSSION

3.1 The establishment of a National Otter Data Ba§eDB)
The NFDB started as a working group with the follogvobjectives:

. Development of a network of researchers and panfeeested in the Eurasian otter in
Turkey. Free exchange of information among the bwmof the network.
. Setting priorities for field surveys. In additida obvious “hot spots” for otters in

Turkey, the identification of additional sites. i§tshould lead to a much better and
effective development of strategies or policiessite and species protection.



. Contributing to the development of KBAs (Key Biodrgity Areas), for which otters
are important indicators. Considerable efforts la@gg made in Turkey to identify
KBAs, as the identification of IBAs (Important Bifskeas) and IPAs (Important Plant
Areas) have achieved good resultsL(& AND EKEN, 2004; OzZHATAY, BYFIELD AND

ATAY, 2003).
. Monitoring the otter population in Turkey, alongtivhuman impacts and threats.
. Collecting the scattered information on otters umkey.

On the database’s website, all papers and noteseang collated and a mechanism to assess
them established. A list of researchers and omgaid completed projects is also available.
News and the results of new studies are addedreguar basis.

At the beginning, the NFDB Working Group began torpote the idea of a Turkish
database about the otter on the Internet. Intemeltcontacts throughout the Mediterranean
have been made during internet-based working ng=etimhe idea of the database has also
been promoted at several symposia, conferencesnaetings. Special care was taken with
the database concerning safety for data trandierjrgy and storing. Group membership is
based on personal contacts or references. Thepgmees to achieve a transparent
environment, and is open to all scientists, corsemists, and interested laymen. Data are
available only to group members. A list of peoplerking on otters and/or on wetland
conservation has been prepared. The members diFBREB vouch for an ethically correct
and independent treatment of data and thus sekampde for the productive exchange of
information between all participants.

The email groups’ discussion could not be mainthioe a permanent basis, as the
members clearly had no interest in active partigypa In other subjects such as birding or
general protection, these email chains have prowéa@ very successful in Turkey and are an
indispensable means for communication.

A key objective is to create awareness of the odted its conservation needs.
Conservation of the species is being promoted aryewvccasion, especially at meetings,
workshops, conferences, etc. A simple recordiregshas been developed, and distributed
widely at several meetings, and is also availahleugh the Internet. Posters are being
prepared and plans for a comprehensive field sudesseloped, but these projects still wait
funding. At present, field research is conductiédee as a private initiative or on request
from, and in co-operation with, other NGOs (e.gg@®erngi, Ankara).

3.2 Data handling

Fieldwork and data collecting for the NFDB is coothd under international standards by
means of an internationally acknowledged methodc@daald’s). With this, population
tables can be drawn from the abundance of spralie of the advantages of the Macdonald
method is the ease of learning and applicationis lhevertheless important that all field
researchers apply the same method.

The people providing information have been clasdificcording to experience.

Group A: otter experts;

Group B: knowledgeable, active fieldworkers andesig

Group C: interested laymen, but not necessarilli Witowledge of otters.

The same data recording sheet is used by all 4res. Whereas the information provided
by the first two is accepted as reliable, the rdsmf the third group need confirmation and
verification by an expert. According to experiemeésermany, records provided by persons
from Group C are not reliable enough for furthealgsis, but this group has an indispensable
influence on awareness buildinggREr, 1993).



Data are collected by email and through the welifitFDB, as well as by fax or
phone. They are shown on UTM-based mdpmtd Grid Systeinusing standard 100 x 100
kilometre squares. In addition, a Data Referengste®h is used to link the name of the
observer to the record. This simplifies persomahmunication between the participants and
makes references easier. For security reasone tleta are only accessible via a password
and safety system.

Published data are also included in the databdseaddition, NFDB provides an
opportunity for publishing information on the welesi An immediate increase in interest is
evident especially after promotion events, whick part of the NFDB’s public awareness
policy. The Internet address is as follows: wwwyaka.org/otter/tr/databank_projesi.htm
(Turkish) and www. akyaka.org/otter/eng/otter_datah project.htm (English).

3.3 Available information
About 20 Turkish scientists participate more oslesgularly in the project, e.g., by providing
records and other information, with six of themrigevery active.

Between 2002 and 2004, we were able to compilecappately 60 otter records (our
own records are not included in this figure) frotinparts of Turkey: 5% of them belong to
Group A, 15% to Group B and 80% to Group C. Thisigood indicator of the increase in
public interest in this species, and for the sugcek the public awareness campaign.
Participants who regularly send records are usy@bple who have participated in one of the
otter-related events, and/or scientists who are&kivgron mammals and are committed to the
same aims as the NFDB members.

After a promotional presentation during the Sec8gthposium on the Eurasian otter
in Turkey in Antalya in October 2002, the NFDB wemtine. An article about the database
in the Turkish magazin¥eil Atlasin 2003 and another in the Turkislational Geographic
in March 2004 helped increase interest in the ottdany records subsequently reached us,
but these are mainly Group C data. We also redeseweral requests to publish otter papers
on the website, and so far 30 Turkish, 18 Englisth taree German publications are available
there.
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Figure 1. Development of NFDB the Otter database: The grdpbsgthe number of new records entering the
database per year. The records by the author (TEHBQIHMITZ & SCHMITZ, 2002) are indicated.



Figure 1 shows that the annual input of new rectras considerably increased since the
establishment of NFDB which currently (Septembef4)0contains 195 records. The

distribution map (Figure 2) shows a concentratibrrezords in the Aegean Region. This

does not, however, indicate a greater abundantteeafpecies there, rather simply reflects the
activities by the author in this region. One hurdaed six (55%) of all records stem from the
author, 41 (21%) from N. Guven-Veryea,former associate of the NFDB, 35 (18%) from
Turkish publications, and 12 records (6%) from easi observers (see also Figure 1). The
quality of the records is as follows (including oonvn observations): 147 records (76%)
Group A observers (experts), 35 records (18%) Gl observers, and 12 records (6%)

Group C observers.

Figure 2. Distribution of the Eurasian otter in Turkey accord to records held in the NFDB, as in September

2004. Dots indicate localities where otters haverbeecorded. Only records from persons belonginGrtoups

A and B have been taken into account. As the nuoftsghtings has not been taken into account,dmienay
represent several records.

The NFDB has now transferred to §2oDerngi, a national conservation-oriented NGO,
where the necessary infrastructure and long-temqppat is secured. A broader public can
now be reached by using already existing networkh wverlapping or specific interests,
such as wetland protection or conservation of kegibersity areas

3.4 Distribution

NFDB covers records from all parts of the counffis confirms KUMERLOEVE (1967,
1975) who provided the first distribution map fourkey and stated that the otter is
distributed throughout Turkey. The highest densftyecords is found in the Aegean Region
and in the areas of Adana (Mediterranean Regiomjsd8(Marmara Region), Samsun (Black
Sea Region) and between Kars and Trabzon (northTedsey). The high density of records
apparently does not reflect high species abunddnteas a matter of better assessments, and
generally indicate those locations where NFDB mamsbee based. The map does not include
negative records.

Our data did not reveal any distinct habitat pexfiee. The Eurasian otter is found at
lakes, rivers and creeks, in river deltas and estsiaetc. Barrage lakes are not apparently
inhabited. Very clean lakes and rivers in northteasd eastern Turkey are inhabited
(ZIEGLER, N. AND WEISS, M., 1999), as are greatly polluted lakes in westsrd north west



Turkey (THoOL-ScHMITZ, H. AND ScHMITZ, T., 2005). These include Lake Uluabat, Gediz
River and the Buyik Menderes Delta. Most of theords come from habitats below

500 metres a.s.l.; we have only five records, almf 2004, from above 1000 metres (1)
Hanak River near Onciilkdy in north east Turke§487 metres a.s.l.; (2) Kelkit River near
Amasya in northern Turkey at 1698 metres a.s.);G@8si River near Kayseri in Central

Anatolia at 1396 metres a.s.l.; (4) gB&su River near Bagkir in south west Turkey at 1141

metres a.s.l., and (5) Lake Be¥ir in south west Turkey at 1168 metres a.s.l.
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Figure 3. Seasonal distribution of records of the Eurasiateioat Akyaka, Mgla Province

Records of the Eurasian otter in NFDB come frommadinths of the year (Figure 3).
Observations at Akyaka in the iga Province, where the author has studied the epeince
1986, show no clear seasonal pattern. Only ineseipér-October is there an increase in the
number of records. There are several possibleaaggibns for this:

1. Food is more easily available, as fish that lepaavned in spring have now reached
a feasible size;

2. Cubs born in spring are now learning to hunt;

3. Nutrition needs are higher before winter;

4. Tourist areas are quieter after summer.

None of these issues can fully explain the incraasebservations in September/October.
Knowing this seasonal activity pattern, we usualthedule otter surveys in other areas for
September-October, and have always been ratheessfat during this period. Also the first
winter rains usually fall in this season, makirgcking easier, and this of course also leads to
an increase of records.

2.5 Conservation status

The records from the database show that the Euarasiar is not only widely distributed in
Turkey, but is also not rare. Despite alarmingnsigf decreasing numbers caused mainly by
heavy pollution in and around more and more indalsgted areas, mainly in the west and
north west of Turkey, the species has succeedsdruiving in many areas.

KUMERLOEVE (1967, 1975) described the species asgbélistributed all over
Turkey, but seriously threatened by hunting. Hescliocal sources, which say that the annual
number of furs on the Turkish market can reach B@,0Although it is hard to believe that
such a high number of otters could have been hueted at that time, it is evident that
hunting and culling have had a significant impat{population development. Nowadays, the



impact of hunting is not so great, but it still &si

Table 1 lists cases of otter killing in

Turkey. It can be seen that significant numbeessdill being killed, and this puts hunting
among the main threats to the population.

Table 1. Mortality of the Eurasian otter in Turkey. The kalgives cases of known deaths. Fromoi-
SCHMITZ, SSHMITZandGUVEN-VERYERI (2002)

Area Year No. of animals Reason

Mersin: Mut 1994 2 Culling by fishermen
Mersin: Mut 1995 1 Culling by fishermen
Adana 1988-92 3 Hunting by villagers
Adana 1995 2 Hunting by villagers
Kayseri before 1993 6 Hunting by villagers
Kayseri 1993 2 Hunting by villagers
Kayseri 1996 4 Hunting by villagers
Kayseri 1997 1 Natural (found dead by villagers
Mugla: Akyaka before 1990 2 Culling by villagers
Mugla: Akyaka 1994-95 4 Culling by villagers
Mugla: Hisaronu before 1990 20 Culling by fishermen
Yozgat 1996 2 Hunting by villagers
Corum 1996 1 Hunting by fishermen
Bilecik 1996 2 Hunting by villagers
Yozgat 1998 5 Hunting by villagers
Antalya: Fethiye 2000 1 Hunting by fishermen
Mugla: Dalyan 2001 1 Hunting by fishermen

The population of the Eurasian otter has been ifiledsas “near threatened” (IUCN, Red
Data Book), and the species has been given protestatus by several international treaties:

. CMS (Bonn Convention on the Conservation of Migrat&pecies of Wild
Animals)

. Bern Convention of the Conservation of Europeardiiid and Natural Habitats

. RAMSAR Convention on Wetlands

. CITES (Washington Convention of International TramldeEndangered Species of

Wild Flora and Fauna)

Although still widely distributed in Turkey, thetet population is declining and the species
has been classified as “endangered’UBN, 1999; THoL-ScHwmITZ, 2000, 2002, 2005;
DEMIRSOY, 1997;KAYAOZ, 2002). Although otter hunting is strictly forlblein throughout the
year and the fines are rather high (Central Comomsfr Hunting, annual circular), a large
number of otters is believed to be lost throughchosy as well as by direct and indirect
persecution. The main threat to the populationhiswever, the destruction of natural
wetlands (@DEMIR, 2002; UrsAL, 2002).
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