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Abstract

The hairy-nosed otter Lutra sumatrana is endemic to Southeast Asia, however, records are few, and knowledge of the
species is limited. This study was carried out in a range of wetland habitats throughout Cambodia between 2006 and
2013. Field methods included interviews with local communities, direct observations, and track and sign surveys
combined with camera trapping. Hairy-nosed otters were confirmed from four regions in Cambodia: Tonle Sap Lake,
Cardamom Mountains, Bassac Marsh and coastal areas in Koh Kong province. Records comprised eight live captive
individuals, 18 skins, and 71 camera trap photographs from 26 trap locations. The species was recorded from several
different habitats including flooded forest, mangrove and Melaleuca forest, marsh land and forest streams. Based on
our records, we suggest the hairy-nosed otter in Cambodia may breed between November and March and give birth
between April and June. We found the species was most active during dusk and at night, and although its diet mainly
consists of fish, this is supplemented in Tonle Sap Lake with water snakes, crabs, and other small prey when the oppor-
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tunity arises. We recommend further surveys along the Mekong River between the Tonle Sap Lake and the Vietnamese

border and at coastal sites such as Ream National Park to improve understanding of the distribution of the species in

Cambodia.
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Introduction

The hairy-nosed otter Lutra sumatrana is endemic to
Southeast Asia, with a historic range throughout the
region (Aadrean et al., 2016). Little is known about the
species and until 2008, it was mostly classified as insuf-
ficiently known or data deficient by the ITUCN/SSC
Otter Specialist Group (Hussein ef al., 2008). It was also
believed by some to be extinct after several years of
no field records in the 1990s (Wright ef al., 2008). The
discovery of hairy-nosed otters in a peat swamp forest
in Thailand in 1999 by Kanchanasaka (2000), followed by
confirmed records from Vietnam, Peninsular Malaysia
and Indonesia (Hussein et al., 2008) indicates that the
species still occurs in these countries, although probably
at low densities at few and little surveyed sites. Poole
(2003) provided the first confirmed record of hairy-nosed
otters in Cambodia through records of captive animals in
floating houses on the Tonle Sap Lake.

As information has slowly increased on the hairy-
nosed otter, the species is now listed as Endangered
A2cde on the ITUCN Red List (Aadrean et al., 2015) due
to a suspected population decline of at least 50% over
the last three generations, extensive habitat destruc-
tion and conversion throughout its range, coupled with
poaching for its skin and persecution as a pest (Yoxon,
2007). However, confirmed records are still few and far
between, and knowledge of the species remains limited,
making identification and prioritization of appropriate
conservation measures difficult. Apart from a single
individual held at the Phnom Tamao Zoological Garden
and Rescue Center in Phnom Penh, Cambodia, no other
captive individuals or breeding programs currently exist
to the authors knowledge.

In this paper we document the presence and distri-
bution of hairy-nosed otter in Cambodia and provide
information on its ecology, which can inform efficient
protection of the species and its habitats.

Methods

We carried out surveys in a range of wetland habi-
tats throughout Cambodia between 2006 and 2013.
These included Virachey National Park in northeastern
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Cambodia, along the Mekong River between the Stung
Treng and Kratie provinces, the eastern plains of
Cambodia, Tonle Sap Lake, Bassac Marsh, Cardamom
Mountains, Ream National Park and coastal areas in Koh
Kong Province (Fig. 1, Table 1). Survey areas were chosen
based on the habitat requirements of otters, unconfirmed
reports of their occurrence and relative ease of access.

Survey sites

Virachey National Park covers an area of 3,325 km? in the
Ratanakiri and Stung Treng provinces of northeastern
Cambodia and comprises lowland, hill and montane
evergreen forest, as well as upland savannah, bamboo
and patches of mixed deciduous forest (Hon et al., 2010).
Surveys were conducted along Tabok and Ka shep
streams in evergreen and bamboo forest.

Survey sites along the Mekong River in the Kratie and
Stung Treng provinces were located near the villages of
Sambour, O’krieng, O’yeay, Achen and Kompong Chrey,
at the islands of Koh Dombong and Kbal O’chom and
at sites in Prey Lang Wildlife Sanctuary. The Mekong
River has a lot of deep pools, as well as numerous small
islands and sandbanks during the dry season, which are
important habitats for wildlife (Poulsen et al., 2002). Prey
Lang Wildlife Sanctuary is located in the Kratie, Stung
Treng and Preah Vihear provinces and mainly comprises
lowland evergreen and deciduous forest. Survey sites
within the wildlife sanctuary included the O’krack,
Ponror, Olong and Kbal Damrey streams, which are
connected to the Mekong River (Olsson ef al., 2007).

Several sites were surveyed within Keo Siema Wild-
life Sanctuary in Mondulkiri province and Sre Pok Wild-
life Sanctuary in Ratanakiri Province. In Keo Siema,
we surveyed along the Opam, Khlong Khnong, and
Pour streams, which are surrounded by evergreen and
bamboo forests (Keo & Evans, 2013). Surveys in Sre Pok
Wildlife Sanctuary focused on the Sre Pok River, a major
tributary of the Mekong River, which is surrounded by
dense lowland evergreen forest (Constable, 2015).

The Tonle Sap Lake is the largest wetland in South-
east Asia, with a unique flood-pulse system, high biodi-
versity, and very productive fisheries (Arias et al., 2013).
Located in central Cambodia, the dominant habitat of the

© Centre for Biodiversity Conservation, Phnom Penh

103



104

Heng S. et al.

floodplain surrounding the lake is generally described as
‘seasonally flooded forest’. This is divided into several
vegetation types, and large areas are inundated by up
to nine meters of water during the wet season between
July and November. Gallery forests with trees between
7 and 15 m tall occur on the inner edge of the lake near
open water, rivers, streams, and ponds where the ground
rarely dries up. Lower tree cover and scrubland occurs
on a larger proportion of the floodplain, with vegetation
reaching heights of up to 4 m. Stationary and floating
aquatic vegetation and grasslands are also common.
These can reach a height of up to 3 m, and floating
islands of vegetation occur along the edge of the lake and
in canals (McDonald et al., 1997).

The Bassac Marsh is located between the Bassac
and Mekong Rivers in Kandal Province, 40 km south of
Phnom Penh. It consists of swamp forest and wetlands
similar to Tonle Sap, with scattered trees and scrubs such
as Barringtonia acutangula and most of the associated
emergent plants comprising Sesbania rixburghii, Eiahormia
crassipes and Utrcularia aurea (UNEP, 2008). The marsh is
inundated by up to 3 m of water during the wet season
between July and November, and forms a wetland
surrounding a narrow body of open water during the dry
season. Due to its proximity to Phnom Penh and demand
for land for rice cultivation, the site faces intense human
pressure from agriculture and other development, such
that the wetland is being converted to agriculture, land-
fills and human habituation (Heng, 2010).

The Cardamom Mountains span southwest Cambodia
and neighouring areas of Thailand. The mountains are
heavily forested with hill and lowland evergreen forest
and contain many rivers and streams which flow south-
wards into the sea and northwards into Tonle Sap Lake
(Campbell et al., 2006). On the northern side of the moun-
tains, the Takong stream flows into the Pursat River and
subsequently into Tonle Sap Lake. The stream is rich in
fish and surrounded by evergreen forest. Little water is
present in the stream during the dry season, especially
in April, except in deep pools. A large flooded grassland
is located next to the stream, which provides suitable
habitat for otters.

The coastal zone of southwest Cambodia is domi-
nated by rivers draining the Cardamom Mountains, estu-
aries, mangrove and Melaleuca forest, with evergreen and
bamboo forests occuring further upstream. Peam Krasop
Wildlife Sanctuary is located in this area and is domi-
nated by mangrove and Melaleuca forests (UNEP, 2008).
These are intermixed with agriculture areas and grass-
lands. The rivers are rich in marine and freshwater fish
and provide good habitat for otters. Sand-dredging in
the rivers, hunting and land conversion are major threats
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to otters and other wildlife at the site (Dong et al., 2010),
and interviews indicate that local otter populations are in
decline. Ream National Park, located in the coastal area
of Sihanoukville Province, comprises similar habitats
(Heng, 2010).

Sampling methods

Survey methods included semi-structured interviews
of fishermen, hunters, rangers, and village chiefs whom
often have good knowledge of local wildlife. Reference
photographs of the otter species that occur in Cambodia
were used during the interviews to aid species identifica-
tion, although confirmed records of otter presence were
not based on interview data alone. Interview results
guided site selection for track and sign surveys and
camera trapping.

As Hussain & Choudhury (1997) found otter signs
were located within 12.5 m of water bodies, track and
sign surveys were conducted within 20 m of water edges
along rivers, streams and dry season ponds. Signs sought
for included spraints, food remains, footprints, dens, and
resting sites. The wetlands of Tonle Sap and Bassac Marsh
are difficult to navigate through due to dense vegetation,
which in some cases diverted survey effort. During the
rainy season, boats were used to move around these
areas. Although tracks of hairy-nosed otter and Eurasian
otter Lutra lutra are very similar and difficult to distin-
guish (Kanchanasaka, 2001), the team learned to recog-
nise spraints produced by different otter species from the
IUCN Otter Specialist Group Chair Nicole Duplaix and
so could confidently identify those produced by hairy-
nosed otters. Despite this, records of otters were not
regarded as confirmed unless substantiated by a camera
trap photograph, skin or direct observation.

Camera traps were set at a total of 228 locations across
the areas surveyed (Table 1). Different camera traps were
used during the survey (Reconyx, Bushnell, and Wood-
land Outdoor Sport) and were deployed at all sites where
signs of otters were found. These were attached to trees
approximately 50 cm above the ground, on branches over
the water, or on floating logs and vegetation. Camera
traps were typically left in place for 3—4 weeks, and at
some locations were used several times during the year.
Habitats at the survey sites were described and recorded.

Results

Our surveys confirm the presence of the hairy-nosed otter
in four areas of Cambodia: Tonle Sap Lake, Cardamom
Mountains, coastal areas in Koh Kong province, and
Bassac Marsh. No evidence of the species was found at
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