THE OTTER (LUTRA LUTRA L., 1758)
IN BULGARIA, ITS STATE AND CONSERVATION

GEKO SPIRIDONOV, NIKOLAI SPASSOV

The otter remains a species in Bulgarian fauna which is not well studied. The
problem of its preservation is increasingly topical, the otter being included
among the threatened species of Europe (Smit, A. Wijngaarden,
1976) and the IUCN Red List of Threatened Animals, 1986. This status calls
for the publication of the results of current research as well as for recommenda-
tions for urgent steps for its preservation.

PAST DISTRIBUTION AND NUMBERS

In the late 19th century the otter was common and inhabited al most the entire
country (X puctoBuu, 1904), while I pencxkxu (1926) considers it a
pest to fisheries, destroying tens of tons of fish only among the Danube and
the Black Sea. According to hunting statistics Il pe nc ku (1926) estimates
its numbers between 4000 and 5000 otters.

Towards the 1950°s the situation had obviously deteriorated, and in spite
of dense populations inhabiting the Danube and the frequencyv of the otter
along the banks of the rivers Lom, Jantra, Kamdija, Iskar, Struma, Marica,
as well as its appearance along the Black Sea coast (ATamuacos, 1954;
TyanewkoB, 1956). It numbers continued to fall later, hence the otter
was declared a protected species with the exception of the otters in the regions
of fisheries (1962). At that time Atanassov and Peshev (1963)
referred to the otter as a rare species in Bulgaria.

Taking into account the status of the otter as a threatened species in Europe,
the otter was also included in the Red Data Book of the People’s Republic
of Bulgaria (Cnacos, Cnupunujagonos, 1985), calling for some studies.
Some results have been published and proposals for the full protection of the
otter Cnupunounosn, 1984; CnacoB, CnupugoHos, 1980) were
adopted by the Committee for Protection of the Environment at the Council
of Ministers, declaring the otter a protected species from the end of 1986.

MATE RIAL AND METHODS

We established the recent distribution chiefly judging from data from a sur-
vey, carried out in 1980 with Forestry Commissions.

The relative density ol the population in various regions we determined
after processing the data, drawn from the Central Warehouse of the Bulgarian
Hunting and Angling Union (BHAU) for the 1972-1985 period, as well as for
the years 1972, 1977, 1980, 1982, and 1983, establishing the regions of all skins
received at the Warehouse. Four average density zones were designated (Fig. 1).
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The numbers of the species were determined over thelast 10 years on the basis
of the mean length of stretch of river bank per animal, which according to
Erlinge (1967) was about 5 km. The same length was obtained for the former
Vidin District (DZuninski, personal communication). We used the indice 5 km
In assessing the population in the high density zone of the otter (see Fig. 1).
Owing to pollution, low waters and a small stock of fish in many rivers in
Bulgaria, we considered the length of stretch of river bank per animal for
zone B (zone of average density) 10 km. This length for zone C (zone of low
density) was 20 km. A correlation occurs between these values and the length
of individual territory, which according to Erlinge (1967) is approx.
15 km. The differences between the lengths of individual territories and the
mean length of stretch of river bank per animal was due to the fact that indivi-
dual territories of the otters more or less overlap.

Common negative factors, affecting the species in Europe, have been inter-
preted in view of the specific conditions in Bulgaria.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Distribution. Through a survey we gathered data for all Forestry
Commissions with the exception of those in the former Smoljan and Silistra
Districts. Positive answers were given for 112 Commissions, negative answers —
for 22, while 18 answered that it was unlikely that otters inhabited their terri-
tory. For some regions corrections of the values were made, based on skins,
purchased from the regions. Distribution of the species in the former Blagoev-
grad District was assessed on the ground of data, gathered by A. Tjuiekciev
(personal communication) and data on the former Vidin District (Northwest
Bulgaria), on data from E. DZuninski (personal communication). Otters do
not occur in south Dobrudza and most of the Ludogorie region (Northeast
Bulgaria), (Surveys with the Forestry Commissions; Cnu p 1 X 0 H o B, 1985).
No constant population occurs in higher parts of the mountains in particular
above 1200 m. a.s.l. The distribution of the otter (Fig. 2) given by Smit
and Wijngaarden (1976) is not precise due to incorrect interpretation
of dataof Atanassov and Peshev (1963).

Numbers and density. Populations of 800-1200 otters (C n a-
coB, CnupupmgoHoBs, 1985) refer to sexually mature specimens. It ap-
pears to have been stable over the past 10-12 years, if we judge by the number
of skins sold to the Central Warehouse of the BHAU — on the average 200
skins annually. In fact over 300 otters are killed, caught for zoos and export
annually, part of the skins not reaching storerooms, as they were caught by
poachers. The number of otters captured from rivers also includes young spe-
cimens and weaned non-mature specimens over 9 months. If we consider that
the annual increment (amounts to 25 per cent of the whole population) (IO p-
reHcoH, 1967) is equal to the number of killed or caught animals, the an-
nual number of otters in Bulgaria is about 1000-1400 specimens.

The density of the population is largest in Southeast Bulgaria and above
all in the catchment area of the rivers Luda Kamdcija, Moc¢urica and Ajtos,
about 150 skins having come from here only for 3 years (1980-1982). High
density of the otter also occurs in the ranges of the rivers TundZa and Marica
(in the territory of the former Haskovo, Stara Sagora and Plovdiv Districts),
along the rivers flowing into the Burgas Bay, along the Rezovska river, Veleka
river in StrandZa, along the Mesta river, to the south of Momina Klisura,
along the Rositsa river and upper stretches of the Jantra river. Along the Da-
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nube the otfer is more frequent in the vicinity of the Belene Islands and in
the former Vidin District; otters are very rare in the Danube between Kozloduj
and Nikopol, where the river is heavily polluted by the rivers Ogosta, Iskar,
Vit (KapanetkxoBa, JIuxosB, 1986) and Osam, with no fish flowing.
A low density is observed almost throughout the entire southwest part of Bul-
garia, mostly in the Thracian and the Danubian Plains. The figures on rela-
tive density of the otter are the average for larger areas (Fig. 1), as they were
based on statistics from terrifories of forestry commissions and not on concrete
data for river or closed basins.

State of the population. Today the otter population has
decreased 3-5 times in comparison with the 1920’s, however towards the end
of the 1950’s and the early 1960’s the decrease was even greater. The main
reason for the decrease was the great fall in fish population and the reduction
of additional food in the diet of the otter (crabs, frogs, efc.) owing to industrial
pollution, in particular along the large rivers, the use of pesticides in agricul-
ture, angling and poaching. The free hunting of otiers up to 1962 was another
negative factor, together with a deterioration and disappearance of natural
habitat, owing to the draining of closed basins, melioration work along river
stretches (resulting in concrete covered banks, a smaller area of the rivers’
surface and an accelerated current); hydropower construction work, the felling
of forests along river banks, the urbanization of river banks, etc. These have
caused a reduction of otter populations or their disappearance all over (S mi t,
Wijngaarden, 1976; Miiller, Diethel m, et al., 1976).

The drying out of a large number of rivers from beween 15 and 105 days
annually (after C To it uw e B, 1982), in the summer-autumn period, when the
otter is bringing up its yvoung, has contributed to the strong loss of the food
base oi the otter in the country.

The increase of otter numbers towards the end of the 1960’s coincided
with its being partly protected. In fact this increase was due to the improved
food base in the dams, which have constantly grown over the past 35 years,
reaching the impressive number of 2200 (3 s n K o B, 1982), as well as in the
numerous newly established fisheries.

The growth of the populations over the past 20 years has been accompa-
nied by major changes in its distribution and relative density in the diiferent
areas. Along the Danube and the lower and middle stretches of almost all its
principal tributaries no increases of otter populations are observed, while the
relative share of the north Bulgarian population is smaller than ever. The same
is valid for the otter in southwest Bulgaria, the for mer Sofia District and else-
where. The appearance of otters and their growing number along the upper
flows of the Danubian tributaries are atiributed to its withdrawal from the
rivers in the Danubian plain which have no more fish.

The increase of otters over the past 20 years occured chiefly in the south-
east parts of Bulgaria, in some places almost amounting to a population ex-
plosion. This is the result of an increase of the food base — in the Sredna Go-
ra-Thracian region where 810 dams have been built, and the dams in the Eas-
tern Balkan Range should be added to them. Simultaneously the area in ques-
tion is known for its considerable number of large and small rivers, which
are not polluted.

The brief period of frost typical for the Thracian Plain (on average 6-8
days annually), compared with the same period for the Danubian Plain (36
days), and exceeding 120-130 days (CToiiuesB, 1982) in the mountains
above 1500 m are also a factor in this respect. JOpreuncon (1967) points
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out that the numbers of the otter greatly depend on the character of freezing
regime of basins.

The growth of the otter population is considered a temporary phenomenon
which occurs over about 1/4 of the territory of Bulgaria. The large and constant
number of otters killed around fisheries comes to show that at least hali of the
population cannot be maintained by its natural food base alone. The fencing
off of fisheries against otters, which will follow once they become completely
protected species (1986), will result in a reduction of their food base. Neither
should the role of dams be overestimated. Most of their banks do not offer lo-
cations suitable for liars and holes, while pelagic fish and fishes inhabiting
depths over 4 m are practically out of reach for ofters (Miiller, Mar tin,
Diethelm, 1976; Cnupupgpouos, 1980). The upper reaches of ri-
vers, and in particular the trout zone, lack variety in the food base (the Bal.
kan trout is difficult prey for otters — M iiller, Martin, Diethel m,
1976), so otters are forced to ravage a large territorv, above all in winter, and
attack fish in fisheries (CnupugxounoB CnacoB, Muanepa —
(1987). Studies in this line, carried out in the catchement areas of the rivers
Beli and Cerni Vit, and the drastic fall of fish populations and crabs over the
past 30 years, point to thefact that large otter populations cannot be sustained
in mountainous regions. There is no sound reason fo believe that the negative
factors will cease to exercise their impact on the species and its habitat in
North Bulgaria, Southwest Bulgaria and the Thracian Plain.

CONCL USIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Over the past 20 years, the otter maintains a stable and vital high-density
populations in some regions in the southeast part of the country; hence the
species in Bulgaria cannot be considered directly threatened with extinction.
Nevertheless, its population in a large part of Bulgaria has greatly fallen, in-
cluding the middle and lower reaches of almost all big Bulgarian rivers. The
existence of numerous negative factors do not give grounds to believe that
these habitats which in the past were most favourable for the species will be
restored to it in the near future. On the contrary, these factors will exert their
impact where the otter today enjoys high numbers and great density. This
gives grounds.to characterize the species as vulnerable in Bulgaria, as it is
entered in the IUCN Red List of Threatened Animals (1986).

We recommend measures which directly or indirectly would contribute
to the improvement of ecological conditions of the species, to reduction of the
losses due to anthropogenic factors and stabilization of the Bulgarian popu-
lation.

|. The restorationof the purity of rivers and closed basins, increasing their
fish stock and the protection and restoration of river bank vegetation, as well
as the planting of this vegetation around artificial reservoirs, the rational use
and preservation of natural reservoirs, restoration of drained swamps, etc.
These measures are general and aim at the improvement of the environment,
but they would to a great extent contribute to the preservation of the otter
and the natural river environment in Bulgaria.

2. Preservation of the habitat of the otter. Stretches of rivers of various
lengths could be declared “protected areas” (a variant of “protected river” in
the sense of the Law of Nature Protection), limiting anthropogenic activities
affecting the otter and its habitat (Cnu pu Ao 1o B, 1984). Larger protect-
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ed areas — natural parks and reserves — could be established in the Eastern
Balkan Range, the foothills of the Balkan Range, the Eastern Rhodopes,
Strandza, the Dervent Hills, thus preserving representatives of the most im-
portant regional populations of the otter. This could be the grounds for the
creation of such protected areas. The latter would also justify the placing ol
marshes and lakes in Bulgaria, as well as some islands on the Danube, underl
special protection.

3. Fencing of fisheries against otters, improving the system and efficiency
of game protection and protection of endangered species, as well as more vi-
gorous customs control, alongside with other administrative and technical

measures.
4. The capture and release of oiter in regions where it has disappeared

or its density is low. |

5. The breeding of otters in captivity. This field of activity, a failure in
the past, has become successful in several countries, above all Great Britain
(Wayre, 1985; lluno, TamapoBckasda, 1981 Pechlaner, Th a-
l er, 1983, and others). This should be done in Bulgaria as a step to preserve
the species.

6. Bulgaria should become a signatory of all international conventions
on limiting trade with threatened and rare species.

7. Research. The distribution of the otter in Bulgaria should be establish-
ed with greater precision by means of the Macdonald and Mason method

(1982, 1983).

The system of check points along the network of rivers has-already been
prepared in some regions (Spiridonov, Mileva, unpublished), however carrying
out of the entire study calls for the establishment of a special otter group, as

has been done elsewhere.
8. The study of the food base of the species in various habitats, the size

of habitats, seasonal migrations, breeding, population dynamics, effect of
polentaups on the species should be undertaken.

9. Environmental education, popularization. Together with the general
initiatives in this respect, special emphasis should be given to the place of the
otter in wetland ecosystems addressed towards hunters and anglers.

We thank the Management and officials ot the Forestry Commissinns who helped to
a great extent in establishing the disiribution of the otter in Bulgaria. We also thank the
officials of the Central Warehouse of the Bulgarian Hunters and Anglers Union fcr their
assistance in determining the regions of the greatest otter population. We also thank eng.
Angel Tjufekéiev and eng. Emil DZuninski for their assistance in establishirg the status
of the species in the former Blagoevgrad and Vidin Districts, respectively.
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BbIIPA (LUTRA LUTRA L., 1758) B BOJITAPUU —
COCTOSSHHUE U NPOBJEMbI OXPAHDI

)Keko Cnupuponos, Hukonait Cnacos

(Pe3iwme)

Ha ocHOBaHMH JaHHBIX AHKEThl, NMPOBEJAEeHHOH B JIECOX03AHCTBEHHLIX KOMOHHA-
TaX, CBeJeHHH O MOCTYIJIEeHWH IKYp Ha lLleHTpanbHBIil NYWIHOH CKJIaA MpH
llenTpanbHOM coBeTe BoJsrapckoro oXOTHHUYbe-pLIOOJOBEIKOIO €0i03d, a TakXKe
pacyeToB, OXBAaTBIBAIOIIHX TJIOULAAb HHAHBHUJAYAJbHBEIX YYaCTKOB OOHUTaHHA H
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CpeJlHerofloBOH npHpacT, JaeTcsd OleHKa pacnpocTpaHeHH i, OTHOCHTE/bHOH NJOT-
HOCTH H NpHOAH3HTE/]bHON YHCJAEHHOCTH BbiApbl. OOuUIIPHBLIA paHoOH, TAe 3TOT
BHJ He BcTpevaetcst, obpasyioT HOxuas Jlo6pyaxa H 6oJibliast yacTb JIyaoropsbsi.
Haunbosee Bbicoka naoTHocTh nonyJasuud B lOro-BocrouHon boarapuu. PocTt
YHCJEHHOCTH M MJIOTHOCTH BHMJAA B 3THX 004acTsiXx o6yc/ioBAUBaeTCsI B 60/1bUIOH
Mepe CO3JaHHOH CHCTeMO¥ MMKPOBOJOXPaHHJHL[ H pblOOpasBoA€H, TOTAA KakK B
eCTeCTBEHHBIX MeCTOOOITAaHHSAX YHCJEHHOCTHb BliJa COKpaTHJach. BeceHHU# 3a-
nac BulApbl B Dosarapuu, sepositHo, koJiebsercs mexay 1000 n 1400 sksemnisi-
pamu. HbiHe BblZipa B cTpaHe, BeposiTHO, B 3—5 pa3 MaJjoulc/ieHHee, YeM B Ha-
yaJie BeKa, HO ee ulic/ieHHOCTh 60Jibuias, yeM B 50—60-x rogax. MoKHO NpHHSATD,
YTO KOMINJIEKC ACIHCTBYIOUHX B HACTOfILEe BpeMsl 1 IpeAnoJaraemMplx B Oyayuem
OoTpHLATEeNbHbIX (aKTOpOB NpHBEAET K COKPALLEeHHIO YHCJAEHHOCTH ee MonyJs-
uuu. K HapymeHnuio ecTecTBEHHBIX MeCTOOOHMTAHHH — pPa3pyIUEeHNIO MPHPOAHBIX
OeperoB H nobepexuil, 3arpA3HeHII0 BOJAOEMOB H YMEHbLIIEHHIO eCTEeCTBEHHOTO
KOopMa B pekax JAo0aBHTCS orpaxJaeHHe pnibopasBojeH, 3aKpbiBaiollee AOCTYII
K HUM BbIAPbl, NIOCJI€ TOTO KaK 3TOT BHJ Obl/1 NMOJHOCTBIO NOCTaBJIeH 1OJ OX paHy
3akoHa B 1986 r.

[Ipepnaraercst cucTeMa Mep no oXpaHe 3TOro Blifa, 3aHeceHHOro B KpacHyio
kHHTY MHpa U KpacHyio kuury HPB. Boiipa mokeTr 66T OTHeceHa K KaTeropHu
»YSI3BHMOTr0" ueJsioBedecKoH JesiTeJIbHOCThIO BHAAa Ha TeppHTopHH DoJarapuu.

64

——na






