
 
 

River Otter 
Lontra canadensis 
 
Otters belong to the family Mustelidae along with badgers, mink, skunks, weasels and wolverines. North 
American river otters are usually three-to-four feet long, weigh about 20 pounds, and can live up to 12 years 
in the wild. 
 
Otter pups are born in the spring, weighing about four-and-a-half ounces, but grow quickly, learning to 
swim in about two months. They are superbly adapted to their aquatic lifestyle with a waterproof coat of 
dense soft fur. Their sleek body shape helps them zip through the water, propelled by a thick, muscular tail. 
Otters have webbed feet — large, powerful hind feet for movement and smaller, more dexterous front feet 
for manipulating food. 
 
River otters prefer rivers, streams, lake margins, and freshwater marshes, and live in constructed or acquired 
dens. Otters are opportunistic feeders, eating whatever is readily available and easiest to catch. They love 
eating birds, crabs, crayfish, fish, frogs, rodents, turtles, and many other aquatic invertebrates. Otters are 
nearsighted above water but have excellent underwater vision. Stiff whiskers, sensitive to water turbulence, 
are used to hunt for prey in dark, muddy water. Otters have been known to swim in circles, creating a 
whirlpool that brings up fish hiding on the bottom of the river or lake. 
 
Although otters forage mostly in water, they are equally at home on land, and can run at speeds up to 18 
miles per hour. They bound in a loping fashion, with their backs arched. Playful creatures, otters often 
combine running with a slide in the mud, ice or snow. They have an accelerated metabolism that gives them 
seemingly endless energy. 
 
River otters disappeared a century ago as the population and development in Chicago boomed. Historically, 
fur trapping was the greatest threat to otters. Remnant populations in outlying watersheds also declined as a 
result of water pollution, overfishing, and habitat destruction. As recently as 25 years ago, 30,000 pelts were 
taken each year. Otters were placed on the Illinois state endangered list by 1989, when there were thought 
to be fewer than 100 otters statewide. 
 
Luckily, it isn’t over for the river otter yet. In the 1990s, more than 300 otters from Louisiana were 
reintroduced into the Illinois wetlands, in hopes of rebuilding the once-strong otter population. Recent 
otter sightings on the Chicago River’s South Branch are an encouraging sign of the river’s recovering 
health. Their presence indicates improving water quality, healthier fish populations, better-regulated fur 
harvests, and other habitat improvements. Today, almost all the watersheds in Cook County have otters. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  


