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ABSTRACT

A study was conducted to determine river otter food habits in northwestern llinois
on seasonal und habitat specific bases. Based on scat analvsis, fish dominated utiliza-
tion each scason and occurred in 98 % of scals collected. Centrarchidue (sunfishes).
Cyprinidae (minnows and carps), Clupeidae (herrings), and Percichthyidae {tem-
perate basses) occurred in 50% ., 40%, 37%. and 16% of all scats, respoetively,
Amphibians {frogs) and crustaceans {crayfish) each occurred in 10% of the scats.
Inscels and birds were identified in 3% and 2% of ull scats, respectively. Notable
differences in frequency of occurrence of the different [nod items were evident when
the data were analyzed per location. Fish survey data suggested otters take fish in
proportion to availability.

River otter (Lutra canadensisy diets have been studied in representative areas of
their extensive range. According to Toweill and Tabor (1952), fishes were the major
dietary item, Melquist et al. (1981), Melquist and Hornocker (1983}, and Larson (1984)
substantiated the importance of fish in the otter diet.

Melequist and Hornocker (1983:26) noted “an understanding of the temporal rela-
tionships of predators and their prey is important in identilying potential limiting
factors.” We concur and conducted this study to determine otter food habits in north-
western [llinois on seasonal and habitat specific bases. Studics were part of a broader
effort to determine criticul habitats, habitat use, and possible factors limiting otters,
which are listed as “threatened” in Hlinois (Thom 1981).
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STUDY AREA AND METHODS

The principal study arca was a 220 ha site in Whiteside County north of Fulton,
IL. immediately downstream from Mississippi River Lock and Dam 13, Scals (n = 822)
were collected from the study area November 1981 -- February 1982 and October
1982 - june 1883. An additional 101 scats were collected {rom three other sites along
the Mississippi River in northwestern Illinois and eastern Iowa February 1982 — June
1983.

Collection on the principal study area were during frequent, often daily, visits;
hence, most were fresh and approximate time of deposition known. Collection from
the other sites were sporadic. Scats were placed in individual plastie bags, stored in
a freezer, und then air dried in paper cups before analysis. Prey remains were identi-
fied according to Lagler’s {1947) criteria. Amphibians, crustaceans, and inscels were
readilv identifiable without keys.

All remains in a seat were considered a single occurrence. Data were tabulated
by frequency of oceurrence on a seasonal andfor location basis.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Fish dominated wtilization each scason and oceurred in 98% of scats from the
principal study arca (Table 1). At least 8 families were represented with Centrarchi-
dae (sunfishes}, Cyprinidae (minnows and carps), Clupeidae (herrings), and Per-
cichthyidae (temperate basscs) occurring in 50%, 40% , 37%, and 16% of all scats,
respectively. Next in importance were amphibians (frogs) and crustaceans (crayfish},
cach occurred in 10% of the scats. Insects and hirds were identified in 3% and 2%
of all scats, respectively, Trace amounts of otter hair found in many scats probahly
originated from grooming.

Notable dilferences in frequency of occurrence of the different food items were
evident when the data were analyzed per loeation {Anderson and Woolf 1984}, Fish
were the dominant food item at all locations. However, at Lake 1, crustaccans
oceurred in 35% of the scats from one location and 33 % of the scats from another
location contained remains of amphibians. Centrarchidae, Cyprinidae, Clupeidae,
and Percichthyidae were the prevalent species of fish ingested at all locations; how-
ever, order of importance varied depending on location, Analysis of 101 additional
otter scats from other areas along the Mississippi River indicated similar variation
depending on collection site (Anderson and Woolf 19843,

Bascd on limited fish survey data (Anderson and Woolf 1984). otters appeared
to take fish in proportion to availability. Direct correlation between abundance of
specific families occurring at a given site and frequency of oceurrence in seats from
the same site was not evident. However, Centrarchidae, Clupeidac. Cyprinidae, and
Percichthyidae were most abundant and accounted for 30%, 27%, 17%, and 11%
of the fish collected from the study area, respectively. Results of these surveys also
indicated species of fish that were principal prev of otters. specilically: bluegill
(Lepomis macrochirus), gizzard shad ({Dorosoma cepedianum), common carp (Cypri-
nus carpio), and white bass (Morone chrysops).

Our findings are analogous to otter food habits summarized by Toweill and Tabor
(1982} Prey diversity and abundance do not appear limiting to the small and scat-
tered otter populations inhabiting the Mississippi River and associated habitats in
northwestern Illinois.
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