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Living in balance with wild 
and domestic carnivores

SUPPORT WERC WITH 
TEXT 2 GIVE!

Text any amount to 
(253) 780-0896 

(But don’t call, no one will answer!)

P iping Plovers are shorebirds that have struggled to 
increase their numbers due to a variety of threats 

to their habitat. Originally, they were almost hunted to 
extinction until 1918 with the creation of the Migratory Bird 
Treaty Act. Although they made a brief recovery by the 
middle of the 1920s, their numbers fell again in the 40s 
because of development.1 These birds breed on beaches, 
usually near dunes. Three populations exist within the U.S.:

• Along the East Coast
• Within the upper Great Lakes
• On rivers and wetlands in the northern Great Plains1

Coastal development, recreation, invasive species, and 
predators hurt Piping Plovers’ chances of recovery. This 
includes erosion, people driving around in their habitats, 
and dogs being off-leash that can chase and stress these 
birds out and cause them to abandon their nests.2

In order to mitigate this, scientists will fence off Piping 
Plover nests and put up signs to keep people away. This 
increased the number of eggs hatching by 35%. However, 
chicks were still lost after hatching, so captive rearing be-
came an option. Without captive rearing, fledging success 
was between 25% and 76%. With captive rearing, success 
was over 90%.3

Piping         Piping         
PloversPlovers

By Chris Anderson

Are Endangered

“ 
Piping Plovers are 
still considered 
endangered in the 
following states:

• Iowa
• Indiana
• Maine
• Michigan
• Minnesota
• Maryland
• New Hampshire
• New Jersey
• Ohio
• Pennsylvania
• Wisconsin
• New York1  
                     ” Sources:

1. dec.ny.gov/animals/7086.html
2. ct.audubon.org/news/8-ways-help-piping-plovers
3. fws.gov/midwest/endangered/pipingplover/piplconservation.html

Fleas are annoying for both you and your dog. This is why it’s essential to take 
the threat of fleas seriously and make sure you have preventative measures in 
place so that they never become a problem.

Dogs can pick up fleas from outside and other animals. Once a flea has decid-
ed to make your dog its host, the issue can grow exponentially. One flea can 
lay a couple of thousand eggs, which hatch within ten days. These get trans-
ferred to different surfaces anytime your dog lays down or shakes – which 
means that fleas aren’t just present on your dog, but everywhere in your home 
and yard.1

Fleas love warm weather, usually between 65 and 80 degrees Fahrenheit and 
humidity levels between 75% and 85%. Fleas can make your dog very un-
comfortable, especially if they’re allergic to its saliva. This can cause serious 
itching that leads to scratching and in turn causes hair loss or skin infections.2

When it comes to treating fleas – the first and best option is prevention. 
Prescription medicine from your vet is a great option, but there are other over-
the-counter options as well, like collars, topicals, and oral medications.2&3

If your dog already has fleas, patience is required, as it can take about four 
months to fully get rid of all the fleas in your home.3 You need to take care of 
fleas on your pet, in your home, and in your yard.

• Start by washing all dog beds and surfaces your dog likes to lay or sit on in 
hot, soapy water.1&2

• Vacuum carpets frequently and immediately throw out the bag.

• Foggers can handle the rest of your home.2

• Sprays can also be used in the home or in your yard to get rid of fleas.1

If you’re planning on getting a dog, make sure to start flea prevention as soon 
as you can. If you don’t already regularly treat your dog with flea medicine, 
starting to do so is important so you don’t end up on a months-long journey to 
get rid of the new guests infesting your home.

Why 

is Important

Sources & Further Reading:
1. akc.org/expert-advice/health/how-to-get-rid-of-fleas/
2. petmd.com/dog/care/evr_dg_fleas_on_dogs_and_what_you_can_do_about_them
3. nbcnews.com/shopping/pets/how-get-rid-fleas-n1262654

Why 
Flea Prevention 
is Important By Chris Anderson

WERC has been the gold standard in animal 
care and sanctuary excellence for nearly three 
decades. Because of our reputation among 
sanctuaries and wildlife centers, we receive 
countless invitations to consult other new 
and already established sanctuaries around 
the world. Best practices ensure optimal 
animal safety and the best human interaction 
possible. At all times, the health and safety 
of captive wolves, their handlers, and other 

sanctuary animals is paramount. Our team is uniquely qualified and eager to 
greet this demand.

In the coming weeks and months, we’ll be informing you about a new initiative. 
We are already working on our first major consultation case with a sanctuary 
in Idaho and look forward to sharing what we can soon. We’re calling the new 
initiative WOLF CLAW (Captive Logistics And Welfare).

EXCITING NEWS & 
DEVELOPMENTS!

Did you know we have an online 
classroom? 

Start learning now at wolfcenter.org/classroom 

ENDANGERED 
SPECIES DAY 
is coming! 

Join our team for a discussion about the 
history of the Endangered Species Act, 

its accomplishments, challenges, and what 
it is doing to save wolves in our current day. 

Speak with biologists Chris Montero and Jeremy 
Heft, award-winning filmmaker Alan Lacy, and ecologist Chris Anderson as we 
discuss our personal journeys inside the movement to ensure the safety and 
vitality of wildlife around the world. 

To join us, please RSVP by email to info@wolfcenter.org then join us on May 
20th from 3:00 PM to 4:00 PM PST (6:00 PM EST). Limited to the first 100 
guests to please RSVP! 

Where: Zoom.com
Meeting ID: 837 0750 1118
Passcode: Sawtooth



When on land or ice, otters must keep a watch for predators such as bobcats, 
cougars, coyotes, wolves, and bears. Still, humans kill more river otters through 
trapping, roadkill, or accidental catch in fishing nets than any other natural 
predator.

HABITS
North American river otters are one of the most social mustelids, both living in 
family units and groups of unrelated individuals.  Males are known to gather into 
crowds up to seventeen strong, all cooperating.  Mothers live with their offspring 
during rearing, occasionally fathers join them although he typically does not 
assist in raising his kits.  A family of otters may live together for several years.  To 
assist in socializing, otters have evolved a modest vocabulary of grunts, growls, 
and hisses to communicate.  Olfactory messaging is also accomplished through 
musk gland, urine, and feces scent marking.

INTERACTIONS WITH HUMANS
Historically, river otter pelts were prized among both Native Americans and 
European settlers alike.  Accordingly, otter populations declined rapidly as more 
settlers spread across the continent.  Next, human development along waterways 
provided an additional challenge to their survival.  Studies have shown water pol-
lution is the largest hindrance to river otters because they are prone to elevated 
bioaccumulation of toxins.  Otters are now absent from the most heavily commer-
cialized and polluted waterways.

Outdoor enthusiasts cherish the sighting of a river otter in the wild.  Not only is 
the sight rare in many locations, but it also delineates the ecosystem as healthy.  
Otters can be curious and often approach humans to get a better look with their 
near-sighted vision.  Although river otters pose no danger to any humans, there 
have been several cases of small dogs being attacked and drown.

CONCLUSION
River otters maintain an important aquatic 
mesopredator role in the North American eco-
system, controlling fish, insect, and amphibian 
populations.  Despite the challenges of their wild 
existence, humans remain the primary threat 
to otters through trapping, habitat destruction, 
and water pollution.  Conservation efforts are 
underway in some areas, but more is needed 
to fully restore otters to their native landscape.  
Support clean water initiates and updated con-
servation zoning of waterways to best assist the 
recovery of North America’s iconic river otter.

For further reading or to support river otters:

• IUCN Red List:  North American River Otter 
iucnredlist.org/species/12302/164577078

• River Otter Ecology Project
riverotterecology.org/

whiskers allow prey detection when navigating through murky waters and their 
large, webbed paws are tactilely sensitive, which helps with searching for food 
along the bottom of rocky streams and lakes.

Although able to see well underwater, otters are near-sighted by nature because of 
the close contact with their prey underwater.  Therefore, they are known to swim 
up to boats or near humans onshore for a better view.  

RANGE
North American river otters were once abundant in every significant waterway and 
coastal region of the United States and Canada.  Extensive trapping by early set-
tlers, then habitat destruction by later commercialization of waterways completely 
extirpated many otter populations across the continent.  Subsequent trapping 
and hunting regulations eventually rebounded otter populations along the coasts, 
however, otters have not returned to most of the US mid-west.  Multiple states now 
have established protections and reintroduction projects in attempts to restore the 
important predator.

Water is the most important aspect of river otter habitat, but the type of water 
body does not matter.  Otters can live in shallow mountain streams, deep lakes, 
estuaries, or even along ocean beaches.  They tend to remain in one area if prey is 
sufficient to sustain their family.  Once food becomes scarce, otters will move on to 
another section of the river or a different waterway altogether in search of suitable 
food.  This behavior prevents the extinction of local populations of fish, therefore 
self-regulating the impact of predation upon a closed water system.

LIFE CYCLE
River otters are quite social, often living within family units or groups of unrelated 
individuals.  Although each family patrols a specific territory for food, otters are 

B efore the European settlement of North America, river otters inhabited every 
waterway on the continent.  The traditional abundance of this mesopredator 

and the subsequent drastic reduction in population caused by humans makes 
them an iconic North American species.  Although some local populations of otters 
are on the rise due to conservation efforts, this sensitive species remains at risk 
from human-caused environmental disruptions.  Widely recognized as an indicator 
of healthy aquatic habitats, river otters have become a symbol of the struggle 
between native wildlife and a growing human population.

A large member of the weasel family, North American river otters resemble the 
typical elongated body and short legs of the mustelids.  Measuring between 2.5-3 
feet in length as an adult, male otters average about five percent larger than fe-
males.  Males typically weigh around twenty-five pounds but could reach as much 
as thirty-three pounds in healthy ecosystems, compared to the average 18-pound 
weight of females.

An otter’s body is built for efficient mobility when submerged in water rather than 
land travel.  Their muscular and tapered tails are used as both rudders for steering 
as well as fast busts of speed when swimming.  The fur is dense, thick, and oily 
to protect them from losing heat when in chilly water.  All paws have webbing 
between the toes to further assist in water propulsion, while specialized skin flaps 
close over their nostrils and ears to prevent the intrusion of water. Plus, a translu-
cent eyelid, known as a nictitating membrane, covers and protects their eyes when 
underwater.

Additionally, river otters have further adapted for submerged life by developing 
specialized lungs, where their left lung contains only two lobes, versus the larger 
four-lobed right lung.  The decrease in lung lobes is believed to assist in preventing 
unneeded buoyancy, therefore aiding diving and swimming.  Their long, sensitive 

By Jeremy Heft

North 
American 
River Otter

The

(Lontra canadensis)

not defensive of these territories and often share the same hunting grounds with 
neighbors.  Although otters are polygynous, when a litter of pups is born, the father 
occasionally remains with the family.

North American river otter breeding season occurs in the winter, beginning in early 
January and culminating around March, with estrus lasting around a month.  After 
mating, females delay implantation of the fertilized egg for a minimum of eight 
months.  Once gestation begins, the kits are born about two months later, there-
fore the entire pregnancy lasts almost a year.  This process allows the young to be 
born in March or April when food sources are plentiful.

Up to five kits can be born each year, but most litters average one to three blind, 
fur-covered, toothless youngsters.  Their eyes open after a month, they learn to 
swim at two months, and eventually weaned to solid food around four months.  
The juveniles can leave the den by eight weeks, then survive independently by fall, 
however many remain with their mother.  Juveniles reach sexual maturity at two 
years old at which time they may leave to begin their own family.  Although captive 
otters have lived up to twenty-five years old, most wild otter lifespans are around 
eight years.

ECOLOGY
North American river otters hold an important aquatic mesocarnivore role in wa-
terway ecosystems throughout their range.  Although their diet varies from location 
to location, fish is the main entrée of otters everywhere.  However, they tend to 
take the slower swimmers, such as catfish, sunfish, and carp, which are less prized 
by anglers than the faster swimming game fish, such as trout.

When not fishing, river otters seek out and dine on crayfish and crabs.  In some 
estuaries, crustaceans may constitute most of their diet.  When an opportunity 
arises, many species of frogs and salamanders are consumed, and they sometimes 
hunt down garter snakes too.  Analysis of otter feces also shows a wide variety of 
insect adults and larvae are consumed.

As with all mesocarnivores, river otters will be omnivorous when hunting success is 
slow.  Fruits of local shrubs and trees are consumed, especially in fall during berry 
season.  However, contrary to many other mid-sized predators, river otters are not 
scavengers and will not consume carrion.  They will ambush ducks when nesting 
on the ground but interestingly will not consume the eggs.

In addition to being an important carnivore, river otters also are a food source for 
larger predators in both water and on land.  Although rare, otters have been preyed 
upon by American alligators and even orca when swimming in deep coastal waters.  

Misunderstood 
Mesos

make C3 part of your learning routine! 
Go to wolfcenter.org/support


