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ABSTRACT

The marine otter (Lontra felina) inhabits patches of rocky coastline from central
Peru to southern Chile and is classified as Endangered by the IUCN. Given the
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limited information available about the species, we set out to assess marine otter
diet with a view to detecting latitudinal differences, and to assess marine otter ac-
tivity budgets and interspecific interactions (including anthropogenic) at Peruvian
fishing villages and to compare results with similar Chilean studies. Nine study
sites from central Chile to southern Peru were sampled for otter spraints to assess
relative frequency of prey types and two fishing ports in southern Peru were mon-
itored through focal and scan observations to assess activity patterns, interspecific
interactions, habitat use patterns, and dive durations. Results indicate that toward
the northern part of its range, crustaceans become less important and fish more
important in the diet. Interactions were observed between marine otters and other
species, including stray dogs and cats. The strong dependence of marine otters on
the availability of safe rocky shelters, and the species’ apparent tolerance to living
alongside humans raise conservation concerns about vulnerability to anthropogenic
threats. These factors, if not correctly managed, could turn some of these rocky
seashore patches into population sinks.
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The marine otter (Lontra felina) has a limited and patchy distribution that ranges
from central Peru (6◦S) to the southern tip of Chile (56◦S) (Alvarez and Medina-Vogel
2008, Medina-Vogel et al. 2008), with isolated populations in Argentina (Larivière
1998). The species was historically hunted for pelts in Peru and Chile, resulting
in considerably reduced abundance and geographic distribution (Brownell 1978,
Cabello 1978, Iriarte and Jaksić 1986, Iriarte et al. 1997). The species population is
thought to be declining and is classified as Endangered by the International Union
for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN 2008).

Published studies on marine otter distribution, activity budgets, prey composition,
and anthropogenic effects are limited to populations in Chile (Ostfeld et al. 1989;
Medina 1995a,b; Medina-Vogel et al. 2004, 2006, 2007, 2008). Similar studies of
marine otters in Peru are confined to unpublished works. Previous research in Chile
suggests that foraging is the dominant category of activity while marine otters are
in sight, and that otters feed opportunistically, with a diet primarily comprised of
crabs, followed by fish (Ostfeld et al. 1989; Medina-Vogel et al. 2004, 2006). Since
studies of prey composition suggest that there is between-site and possibly latitudinal
variation in marine otter diet (Cabello 1978, 1983; Castilla and Bahamondes 1979;
Castilla 1982; Ostfeld et al. 1989), it is likely that differences in the diet, and possibly
activity budgets, of otters may exist between Peru and Chile.

This otter species is forced to coexist with humans given its habitation of the marine
littoral zone and exploitation of the same resources from the intertidal, subtidal, and
terrestrial seashore that humans exploit for food, commerce, and housing (Moreno
et al. 1984; Ostfeld et al. 1989; Moreno 2001; Medina-Vogel et al. 2004, 2007). Thus
anthropogenic impacts on marine otters are of particular concern given the continuing
human population expansion and development of the Peruvian and Chilean coast
which may lead to habitat loss, degradation, or fragmentation (Larivière 1998,
Medina-Vogel et al. 2008).

Fishing villages are one interface between human activity and marine otter habitat
(Medina-Vogel et al. 2007). By creating artificial den sites (e.g., wharfs and ship-
wrecks) and providing food in the form of fish refuse, fishing villages may attract
marine otters (Medina-Vogel et al. 2007). For example, groups of marine otters have
been observed feeding together at fish refuse piles (Medina-Vogel et al. 2007) which


