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Abstract
Lontra longicaudis (Olfers, 1818), Neotropical Otter, is a medium-sized, carnivorous, semi-aquatic mammal with 
a wide geographic distribution from Mexico to Uruguay. Although the number of studies on this species has been 
increasing, the vast majority of them focus on diet and habitat use. This paper updates the distribution of this species 
by providing new records from 19 municipalities (13 in the Atlantic Forest) in the state of Rio Grande do Norte. These 
new records are important for the conservation of L. longicaudis.
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Introduction
Lontra longicaudis (Olfers, 1818), Neotropical Otter, 
is a medium-sized, semi-aquatic, carnivorous mam-
mal of the family Mustelidae. It is widespread in Brazil 
where it occurs in almost all water bodies, such as riv-
ers, streams, ponds, and estuaries (Eisenberg and Red-
ford 2000; Rodrigues et al. 2013). Although found in a 
wide variety of freshwater and estuarine habitats, bio-
logical data is deficient due to its elusive behaviour (Siv-
asothi and Nor 1994). Despite its wide distribution from 
Mexico to Uruguay, the Neotropical Otter is classified as 
Near Threatened (Rheingantz and Trinca 2015).

Lontra longicaudis is also classified as Near Threat-
ened in northeastern Brazil and Vulnerable in the 
Atlantic Forest domain due to the high level of habitat 
degradation (Rodrigues et al. 2013). Current records 
show that the population occurs in watersheds between 
the Caatinga and Atlantic Forest biomes (Rosas-Ribeiro 

et al. 2017). In the state of Rio Grande do Norte, the 
Atlantic Forest is a mosaic of forest and associated eco-
systems, including dense and sparse ombrophylous for-
est, mangrove, resting, and seaboard. Currently, habitat 
fragmentation and water pollution are threats to L. longi-
caudis. The consequent habitat degradation has justified 
the suspicion that several L. longicaudis populations are 
declining (Melo 2013).

To better understand the distribution of L. longicau-
dis in the state of Rio Grande do Norte, we aim to fill 
knowledge gaps in the distribution and ecology of this 
species, mainly in an area of Atlantic Forest that remains 
poorly understood.

Methods
The study was made between 2017 and 2018 in the eight 
river basins (Ceará Mirim, Potengi, Pirangi, Trairi, Jacu, 
Catu, Guaju, and Curimataú) on the east coast of the 
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state. The banks of the rivers were covered with the pre-
dominant vegetation of the Atlantic forest. We employed 
the database of the National Register of Conservation 
Units of the Ministry of the Environment (MMA 2015) 
to survey the conservation units at the federal, state, and 
municipal levels. We compiled this information with 
ArcGIS v. 10.1. Subsequently, we visited all reaches of 
the perennial rivers in the municipalities near the Atlan-
tic Ocean. We conducted semi-structured interviews 
with the fisher communities along the rivers to obtain 
information about the occurrence of otters. We spent five 
days in each municipality and we worked approximately 
5 km of the river each day. We completed 190 interviews, 
with 10 people from each municipality. 

Based on the interviews, we looked for direct and 
indirect signs of the otter. The main signs of the presence 
of otters were carcasses, faeces, footprints, claw marks, 
and latrines. Depending on the habitat conditions, the 
river stretches were surveyed using an outboard motor 
boat (speed controlled ≤7 km/h), by kayaking, or by 
walking along the trails. During the fieldwork we used 
a camera, binoculars, and GPS receiver. Trap camera 
were placed near coves, trails, or fresh latrines to obtain 

photographic records of the species. Our study was 
authorized under the license ICMBio no. 32910-5.

Results
New records. Brazil: Rio Grande do Norte •  hydro-
graphic basin of Ceará Mirim, Ceará-Mirim Municipal-
ity (05°38′16″S, 035°23′03″W), May 2017, carcass and 
faeces  (Fig. 1A) • same basin, Extremoz Municipality 
(05°42′19″S, 035°16′48″W), June 2017, carcass and fae-
ces (Fig. 1H) • same basin, São Gonçalo do Amarante 
Municipality (05°47′35″S, 035°19′22″W), July 2017, car-
cass and faeces (Fig. 1D) • hydrographic basin of Potengi, 
Macaíba Municipality (05°52′04″S, 035°27′41″W), 
August 2017, carcass and faeces (Fig. 1B) • hydrographic 
basin of Pirangi, Parnamirim Municipality (05°59′04″S, 
035°07′39″W), September 2017, faeces, anal mucus, and 
records by camera trap (Fig. 1E) • same basin, Nísia Flo-
resta Municipality (06°07′23″S, 035°07′32″W), October 
2017, faeces and records by camera trap (Fig. 1F) • hydro-
graphic basin of Trairi • São José de Mipibu Municipal-
ity (06°66′04″S, 035°15′30″W), November 2017, faeces 
and records by camera trap (Fig. 1G) • hydrographic 
basin of Catu,  Senador Georgino Avelino Municipality 

Figure 1. Records of Lontra longicaudis (A–G) and faeces with anal mucus and footprints (H–P) by counties. A. Ceará-Mirim. B. Macaiba. 
C. Tibau do Sul. D. São Gonçalo do Amarante. E. Parnamirim. F. Nísia Floresta. G. São José de Mipibu. H. Extremoz. I. Senador Georgino 
Avelino. J. Arês. K. Goianinha. L. Pedro Velho. M. Canguaretama. N. Montanhas. O. Baia Formosa and P. Vila Flor.
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(06°08′46″S, 035°09′15″W), December 2017, faeces and 
footprints (Fig. 1I) • Arês Municipality (06°12’19” S, 
035°08’52”W), January 2018, faeces and footprints (Fig. 
1J) • same basin, Tibau do Sul Municipality (06°16′58″S, 
035°02′43″W), February 2018, carcass and faeces (Fig. 
1C). • same basin, Vila Flor Municipality (06°19′37″S, 
035°05′10″W), March 2018, faeces and footprints (Fig. 
1P) • hydrographic basin of Guaju, Baia Formosa Munic-
ipality (06°27′17″S, 035°58′48″W), April 2018, faeces 
(Fig. 1O) • hydrographic basin of Curimatau, Canguare-
tama Municipality (06°24′52″S, 035°11′09″W), May 2018, 
carcass, faeces and footprints (Fig. 1M) • same basin, 
Pedro Velho Municipality (06°25′05″S, 035°13′50″W), 
June 2018, faeces and footprints (Fig. 1L) • same basin, 
Montanhas Municipality (06°28′20″S, 035°16′16″W), 
July 2018, faeces and footprints (Fig. 1N) • hydrographic 
basin of Jacu, Goianinha Municipality (06°15′15″S, 
035°13′04″W), August 2018, faeces (Fig. 1K). • Santo 
Antônio Municipality (06°19’23”S, 035°26’57”W), Sep-
tember 2018, interviews, in which they affirm the exis-
tence of an otter. • same basin, São José do Campestre 
Municipality (06°19′42″S, 035°42′02″W), June 2018, 
interviews, in which they affirm the existence of an 
otter. • same basin, Passagem Municipality (06°16′51″S, 
035°23′52″W), October 2018, interviews, in which they 
affirm the existence of an otter.

Identification. Lontra longicaudis (Olfers, 1818) belongs 
to the family Mustelidae, subfamily Lutrinae (Wozen-

craft 2005). The species is distributed in Central and 
South America, from northwestern Mexico to Uruguay 
(Emmons 1990; Chehébar 1990; Chebez 1999; Eisenberg 
and Redford 1999).  It is a medium-sized animal with an 
elongated body and a dense, short coat of general brown-
ish-brown color, slightly lighter in the ventral region, 
especially in the throat (Bertonatti and Parera 1994). It is 
a species of semi-aquatic habit and, therefore, has some 
morphological adaptations for locomotion in water, such 
as paws with interdigital membranes, slightly flattened 
long tail and large vibrissae (Emmons 1990; Silva 1994).

Nineteen new records of L. longicaudis were 
obtained in the municipalities along the eastern coast 
of Rio Grande do Norte and confirm the results of Lau-
rentino and Sousa (2014) and Rosas-Ribeiro et al. (2017) 
who found this species in 15 municipalities. We con-
firmed the occurrence records of L. longicaudis in all 
eight river basins studied. In addition, we found the first 
records from four municipalities: Arês, Goianinha, São 
Gonçalo do Amarante and Tibau do Sul. In totaling L. 
longicaudis was found in 19 studied municipalities, 
including 13 in the Eastern Littoral of the Atlantic Forest 
area domain (Fig. 2). 

The Lontra longicaudis was identified using pre-
vious studies in the state of Rio Grande do Norte. The 
first record of the species was by Laurentino and Sousa 
(2014) in the municipalities of Baia Formosa, Canguare-
tama, Ceará-Mirim, Extremoz, Macaíba, Nísia Floresta, 
Parnamirim, Pedro Velho, Senador Georgino Avelino, 

Figure 2. Records of Lontra longicaudis (Olfers, 1818), within (1) northeastern Brazil and (2) the state of Rio Grande do Norte. Occurrence in 
the municipalities of Rio Grande do Norte, watersheds with a predominance of Atlantic forest. Record type: C = carcass; CT = camera trap; 
F = footprints; I = interviews; S = signs (latrines and anal mucus).
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and Vila Flor. Rosas-Ribeiro et al. (2017) later updated 
the records in the Brazilian Northeast Region and con-
firmed the presence of L. longicaudis in Rio Grande do 
Norte in the municipalities of Macaíba, São José de Mip-
ibu, Passagem, Santo Antônio, São José do Campestre, 
and Montanhas.

Discussion
According to Pardini and Trajano1999; Waldemarin and 
Colares 2000; and Quadros and Monteiro-Filho 2002, 
Lontra longicaudis has marks its territory with faeces 
and anal mucus, which serve as scent marks and indicate 
the presence of otters. In the latrines of otters, the dried 
faeces are frequently observed with fish scales and crus-
tacean remains. The undigested scales that remain in the 
dark and dry faeces facilitated the identification of faeces 
as beinging to L. longicaudis (Laurentino et al. 2019). 

Faeces were sometimes deposited together with anal 
mucus. The excretion of only anal mucus by be used by 
other otters in the same territory to distinguish sex and 
whether females are pregnant or have young (Teixeira et 
al. 2008). 

We obtained records of the active period of the L. 
longicaudis with the photographic traps. The records 
revealed, mainly solitary, twilight, and nocturnal hab-
its (Fonseca et al. 1984). However, we also individuals 
interacting with others of the same species, probably 
pups or mating partners. Photographic traps were useful 
in that the species has nocturnal habits and is shy, and 
they allowed for the monitoring of several points simul-
taneously (Silva 2016). In addition, there were daytime 
records of dead otters found along roads near houses 
near or on riverbanks.

Six municipalities where L. lonicaudis were recorded 
are within the Bonfim-Guaraíras Environmental Pro-
tection Area (Tibau do Sul, Goianinha, Arês, Senador 
Georgino Avelino, Nísia Floresta and São José de Mip-
ibu) and three in the Piquiri-Una Environmental Protec-
tion Area (Goianinha, Canguaretama, and Pedro Velho). 
Moreover, some records were found in five municipali-
ties in the transition area from Atlantic Forest to Semi-
arid region (Santo Antônio, São José do Campestre, 
Passagem, Pedro Velho, and Montanhas).

Population size studies of L. longicaudis are difficult 
to perform due to the difficulty of observing this elusive 
species, which is nocturnal and have territories. Accord-
ing to Dietrich (1995), the combination of photographic 
traps, searches for trails, and interviews in the local 
community have proved to be satisfactory because they 
provide integrated data. Two studies have suggested that 
L. longicaudis may tolerate human activities, depend-
ing on the size of the altered area and the presence of 
preserved areas in their proximity (Pardini and Trajano 
1999; Kasper 2008). 

Conservation areas are generally extensive and reg-
ulate human activity through management plans; they 
aim to promote the conservation of natural resources and 

maintain environmental quality for the local communi-
ties (Rylands and Brandon 2005). With the increase in 
human habitation in Rio Grande do Norte, there ecosys-
tems have been affected and the Atlantic Forest has been 
reduced to fragments and secondary remnants. Consid-
ering that there are no differences among Atlantic Forest 
vegetation within the seven river basins, we believe that 
the intensity of use of otter marking sites is related to the 
vegetation coverage of the sites, with the most used sites 
having more abundant vegetation coverage. This is cor-
roborated elsewhere in Brazil, where L. longicaudis was 
found to prefer preserved forests and river stretches with 
abundant vegetation (Waldemarin and Colares 2000, 
2002; Alarcon and Simões-Lopes 2003). However, veg-
etation cover only partially explains the use of the space 
by this species, considering that the marking occurred in 
more preserved areas. We highlights the need for addi-
tional studies to identify the factors, such as the location 
of shelters, the degree of vegetation coverage, and the 
degree of anthropization, that influence the use of space 
by L. longicaudis.
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