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Appearance & Lifespan  
North American river otters are semi-aquatic mammals with long, streamlined bodies, thick tapered 
tails, and short legs. They have wide, rounded heads, small ears, and nostrils that can be closed 
underwater. The fur is dark brown to almost black above and a lighter color on the belly. The throat 
and cheeks are usually a golden brown. The fur is dense and soft, effectively insulating these animals 
in water. The feet have claws and are completely webbed. Body length ranges from 889 to 1300 mm 
and tail length from 300 to 507 mm. Weight ranges from 11 to 30 pounds. Males average larger than 
females in all measurements. North American river otters can live up to 21 years in captivity. They 
normally live about 8 to 9 years in the wild.

Kingdom Animalia 
Phylum Chordata 
Class Mammalia 
Order Carnivora 
Family Mustelidae 
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Behavior & Reproduction  
North American river otters build dens in the burrows of other mammals, in natural hollows, such as 
under a log, or in river banks. Dens have underwater entrances and a tunnel leading to a nest 
chamber that is lined with leaves, grass, moss, bark, and hair. North American river otters live alone 
or in family groups, typically females and their young. They are known as playful animals, exhibiting 
behaviors such as mud/snow sliding, burrowing through the snow, and water play. They play to 
strengthen social bonds, to practice hunting techniques, and to scent mark. These otters normally 
hunt at night, but can be seen at all times of day. 
 
Males and females come together to breed in late winter or early spring. Gestation lasts two months, 
but the young may be born up to a year after mating because these otters employ delayed 
implantation of the fertilized egg in the uterus. Births occur from November to May, with a peak in 
March and April. Females give birth to from 1 to 6 young per litter, with an average of 2 to 3, in a den 
near the water. They are born with fur, but are otherwise helpless. They open their eyes at one month 
of age and are weaned at about 3 months old. They begin to leave their natal range between 6 
months to a year old. Reproductive maturity is reached at 2 to 3 years of age. 
 
Ecology & Conservation  
The River Otter is found in a variety of aquatic habitats; lakes, rivers, wetlands, swamps and coastal 
areas. They can live in both fresh water and marine habitats.  River Otters frequent areas that have 
been dammed up by beavers due to the presence of a constant water supply and ample food 
sources. In the 1800’s the River Otter population declined drastically throughout its entire range due 
to overhunting and trapping. Currently, the River Otter is not considered an endangered species 
although it has been extirpated from much of its former range. Trapping is still permitted in some 
areas of the U.S. and Canada where this species is abundant. It is estimated that 30,000 River Otter 
pelts are sold each year in Canada and the United States. In the wild, River Otters feed primarily on 
fish, but will also eat insects, crustaceans, frogs, crayfish and sometimes small mammals and young 
waterfowl. 
�
At the zoo, the River Otters are fed fish, shrimp and crayfish as well as vegetables and fruit. Cooked 
yams, horse meat and chicken is on their menu and they also like to eat worms and bugs. 
 
 
 
Did You Know?  
1. River otters are able to stay underwater for up to 8 minutes. 
 
2. River otters are also fast on land, capable of running at up to 29 km/hr. 
 
3. River otters vocalize with whistles, growls, chuckles and screams. 
 
 
 
 
 
 


