
 

World otter Day! 
Asian Short-clawed otters at the AWCP 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Asian Short-clawed 
otters 

Otter Conservation 
  

Asian Small-Clawed Otter Conservation:  
Status: Vulnerable  
Population Trend: Decreasing  
Asian Small-Clawed Otters are mainly threatened by habitat destruction, 
depletion of food sources, and illegal hunting.  
Habitat destruction:  
Habitat destruction is the process by which a habitat is incapable of 
supporting its native species. Asian Small-Clawed Otters are found in a 
variety of habitats throughout Asia and Southeast Asia including marshes, 
rivers, small streams, rice fields, sea-groves and mangroves. The growing 
human population, development, and spread of industrialisation have had a 
significant effect on these otters and their habitats. Loss of habitat in Asia 
is largely due to construction of plantations for tea and coffee farming, as 
well as habitat loss through aquaculture activities and Palm oil plantations. 
In addition, logging, agriculture, and human settlements have directly taken 
away the otter’s home, but it also has increased the amount of pollution and 
sediment in the rivers. Increased road construction has led to a rise in otter 
road kill. Creation of dams has led to some wetlands drying up and forcing 
otters to move. In general, the habitat destruction is leading to fragmented 
populations.  
Depletion of food source:  
Asian Small-Clawed Otters are carnivores and eat a few different types of 
meat. They will consume crustaceans, mollusks, fish, invertebrates, and 
sometimes small reptiles and birds. With more pollutants and sediment sent 
into the waterways in which they live near, their prey biomass has 
decreased, limiting their food source. They are often in competition for food 
with humans who move into their habitats and settle down. Overexploitation 
of prey items by humans rapidly depletes the amount of food available to the 
otters in the area.  
Illegal Hunting:  
Asian Small-Clawed Otters are hunted for a variety of reasons.  



 

● Their fur demands a high price in the illegal wildlife trade and, in some 
areas, their organs are believed to have medicinal uses.  
● In some areas, they are a food source for the local population and are 
hunted for their meat  
● They are wanted for the exotic pet trade  
o Unfortunately, they often don’t survive due to insufficient care  
● They are seen as pests by both fishermen and farmers because they will 
sometimes eat fish caught in the nets and destroy the nets, and in the rice 
paddies they uproot seedlings while foraging for crayfish, who eat the rice 
seedlings. This causes a conflict with the fishermen and farmers.  

Things we can do to help:  
● Go green and join our Habits for habitats Campaign! By being conscious of 
our individual uses we can help otters out. Step one: Reduce waste and cut 
back on ‘single-use’ items which cannot be recycled and end up polluting 
habitats and water systems. We can also find ways to reuse these items. 
And of course, recycle when we can!  
● Help stop pollution. Even if we cut down on our own waste what can we do 
about all the other people in the world? We can clean up when we see plastic 
or rubbish. Get involved in a local beach cleanup with the Nautilus Project or 
Yearly ‘Clean up the World’ with the ESG, or head down to your closest park 
or beach and start your own clean up!  
● Using what you’ve learned about otters today, spread the word about how 

awesome they are and how we can help save them and their environments!  
● Join our SelfieAware campaign to help stop irresponsible images on social 

media from feeding the pet trade, this is becoming a trend, particularly in 
Asia where they even have Otter cafes, where you can pet them. Although 
they are adorable, aside from their bone-crushing jaws, they are also wild 
and a threatened species. 

Why should we help?:  
● Otters are an indicator species which means they can let us know how the 
environment is doing. Otters are at the top of their food chain and if they 
are observed in an area it tells us that the whole ecosystem is thriving from 
the bottom up! If otter numbers start declining or no longer exist in areas 
they once did, this lets us know that what habitats aren’t doing so well, and 
signifies that those are the areas we should focus our conservation efforts 
on. Otters are not only cute; they are very important!  



 

We will be showing you how to make your own otter hideout 
(holt) and your very own otter, out of everyday recycled objects.  

You will need some brown and green tissue paper (leaves can be 
used instead and look really realistic!), scissors, toilet roll tubes, a 
cereal box  and some glue. 

Join us at 4pm on Wednesday 27th for a quick demonstration. If 
you get the material ready, you can make it along with us and ask 
question’s as we go along! 

 

Otterly Fun Crafts



 Otter Mask



 
Colour and cut out mask



 

Asian Small-Clawed Otters are one of the most fun animal species to 
watch during your trip to the zoo! When you visit the otter habitat, see if 
you can observe some of these otterific 
behaviours, and have your cameras ready! 
During lockdown we will be showing some videos 
and live feeds of our otters in action. 

Scenting: Smell something musky around the 
exhibit? Also referred to as ‘scatting’. Otters 
are related to weasels, and they use scent 
glands at the base of their tails to secrete a 
stinky substance that communicates information to other otters! 
When an otter scents, you will see them rapidly moving their hind feet 
and tails over an object (it looks like a funny dance), and they might be 
vocalising too!  
Vocalising: Asian Small-Clawed Otters are one of the most vocal 
species of otter in the world! They have calls that can convey all kinds 
of messages to one another, including greetings, summons, threats, 
and alarm calls. Listen closely and maybe you’ll hear the otters 
chatting to each other, or to you! Our otter also call the keepers when 
they are hungry. 
Snuggling: Otters are very cuddly sleepers. When they rest, they 
snuggle up close to one another to retain body heat and save energy. 
See if you can spot a pair of otters snuggling.  
Juggling: If you’re extremely lucky, you might catch an Asian Small-
Clawed Otter juggling a small object, like a pebble or ball, back and 
forth in between all four paws. This is a common behaviour that has 
been observed in this species. No one knows exactly why they do it, but 
it appears to occur after eating and before resting, possibly signifying 
relaxation and enjoyment. It also prepares their dexterous paws for 
foraging behaviours. 
Playing: Otters are super playful! You might see them chasing one 
another, wrestling in the water, or playing with different objects in 
their habitat. 

Otter behaviours



 



 

Asian Small-clawed otters are not only the smallest member of the 
13 species of otters worldwide, but they are also one of three species 
of otters known as “finger otters”. These curious little critters have 
an enlarged portion of the brain (sigmoid gyrus) that interprets 
signals from the digital pads on their paws. These paws are super 
sensitive, and one of the primary ways they search for food is by using 
their paws to feel between rocky crevices at the bottom of rivers, 
creeks, and streams. Most of the time, they don’t even look at what 
they are doing while they paw around for crustaceans, insects, and 
small fish! Asian small-clawed otters not only have sensitive whiskers 
located on their muzzle to aid in prey detection, but they have 
whiskers on their front elbows to help them as they forage with their 
paws as well! The following activity is created to simulate the unique 
(and oddly cute) way in which Asian small-clawed otters hunt for their 
prey.  

Materials Small  “kiddie pool”/Large storage tub filled with plastic 
balls/tennis balls/golf balls Small game pieces or plastic toys Blindfolds 
  
Goal Participants wear blindfolds while using their hands to feel 
around the ball pit for small items that are scattered throughout the 
pit (game pieces/plastic toys/etc.) Whoever forages the most items 
within 30 seconds wins a prize!  

Fun Fact! 
Asian Small-clawed otters have a unique 
method of hunting which is specific to the 
species. They have special adaptions, 
including an enlarged sigmoid gyrus and 
vibrissae on their elbows, which allow them 
to hunt effectively using their front paws. 
Have a look for this behaviour when you 
next see the otters at the AWCP or when 
you watch our live feeds on World Otter Day 

Utterly fun foraging activity



 

Natural History and Species Facts  

Class: Mammalia  
Order: Carnivora  
Family: Mustelidae  
Genus and Species: Aonyx cinereus  
Common names:  
● Asian Small-Clawed Otter  
● Oriental Small-Clawed Otter  
● Asian Short-Clawed Otter  
● Small-Clawed Otter  

Named for their short vestigial claws  
Distribution:  
Found throughout Southeast Asia in a variety of countries (India, China, 
Indonesia, the Philippines, etc.)  
Habitat:  
Found in small streams rivers, marshes, rice paddies, seacoasts, and 
mangroves.  
Longevity:  
Average lifespan in human care is 12-16 years with some individuals living up 
to 20 years old. Life span in the wild is unknown. Our two otters, Trixie & 
Dixie are from the same litter and they are 15 years old this year! 

Physical characteristics:  
● Smallest of the 13 species of otters weighing no greater than 10 lbs and 
measuring no greater than 2 feet in length from the tip of the nose to tip of 
tail.  
● Body is covered in short, mostly dark brown fur with lighter brown patch 
on its throat and chin.  
● Have long whiskers that assist in detecting changes in water current and 
pressure.  
● Elongated body creates a streamlined shape (not as dramatic as other 
otter species).  
● Tail is thick and muscular at the base, then gradually tapers to a small tip.  

Diet:  



 

They are carnivores eating primarily crustaceans and mollusks, but will also 
eat fish, insects, amphibians, and reptiles. The most common prey items are 
crayfish, crab, clams, and mussels.  

Social Structure:  
They are a very social species found living in large family groups of an 
average of 4-12 individuals, with some being up to 20 individuals. The family 
group consists of a monogamous breeding pair, their offspring, and 
sometimes unrelated individuals. Only the breeding pair breeds while in the 
family group. The family group will stay together usually until one of the 
breeding pair passes away.  

Communication:  
This species communicates through both verbal and non-verbal forms.  
Verbal communication:  
● They are a vocal species having a variety of vocalisations used for contact, 
summons, greeting, threat, and alarm calls.   

Non-verbal communication:  
● Scent marking is an important form of communication. A pair of scent 
glands at the base of the tail emit a musky secretion that can mark their 
territory and communicate information concerning identity, sex, sexual 
receptivity, and time elapsed between scenting visits.  
● Spraint is scent marked faeces. Sprainting occurs in communal latrines to 
pass on information. Often times the otters will create a mound for 
sprainting out of rocks and substrate. While sprainting, the otters will 
“dance” in their faeces to assist in smearing and spreading it.  

Reproduction:  
They become sexually mature sometime around 1.5 years old. They will 
breed year round. The female’s oestrous cycle is 28-30 days with a 3 day 
period of oestrus. After a gestation of 68-72 days, females give birth to a 
litter of 1-6 pups (average is 2-4). Typically only two litters of pups are born 
each year. All members of the family group help feed and care for the young.  
They dig nesting burrows called holts into the muddy river banks where they 
live. The holt typically has two access tunnels, one that leads under the 
water and another that leads up to land. Sometimes abandoned dens or 
burrows of other animals will be used. The holt is where the young are born 
and where the family group sleeps. 
Adaptations for swimming:  



 

This species enjoys spending time in the water swimming, hunting, and 
playing. They have a few adaptations to help them swim.  
● Partial webbing between their toes creates a paddle for them without 
hindering their manual dexterity and ability to climb.  
● Two layers of fur that has two functions:  
o The two layers assist in keeping the otters warm and dry because the top 
layer (or guard hairs) prevent water from touching their skin.  
o The outer and inner layers of fur trap a layer of air in between them. This 
aids in floatation and insulation.  
● Valves in their ears and nose close when they go underwater to prevent 
water from entering.  
● When the otter is submerged in the water, the heart rate and oxygen 
consumption are reduced. This adaptation is called bradycardia.  
● Their streamlined shape allows for them to glide through the water with 
little resistance.  

Fun Facts:  
● They have an enlarged portion of the brain called the sigmoid gyrus. This 
interprets signals from the digital pads on their paws. Because of this they 
have very sensitive toe pads and are one of the only otters that will grab or 
feel for things with their forepaws when hunting. They feel under rocks or in 
murky water for food.  
● Like many other otter species, Asian Small-Clawed Otters have been 
known to use tools to assist in eating their prey items. Unlike many other 
species, they have been observed to use the heat of the sun to break open 
the shells of clams and mussels.  
● Due to their agility and large family groups they do not have many 
predators. Some predators observed have been crocodiles, water snakes, 
and sometimes large carnivores.  
● They can spend upwards of 8 minutes underwater.  
● They have an incredibly fast metabolism and eat about 25% of their body 

weight in food each day.  
● Our otters, Trixie and Dixie, were originally from Newquay Zoo in UK. They 

were rejected from their group and had nowhere to go. The AWCP gave 
them a home in 2012. Trixie is the ‘bossy’ and noisiest of the two otters. 
Dixie is quieter and more playful. They have very different faces. If you look 
closely, you may be able to see the difference! 
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Otterly Fun Crossword Puzzle! 

All the answers can be found in the information in this 
pack or even on our Live Feed!



 


