RIVER OTTERS

WIPED OUT BY THE 1940S. NOW
IN EVERY COUNTY IN THE
STATE.
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HOW THEY DISAPPEARED

River otters were once common across
Missouri's waterways, but unregulated
trapping and the draining and degrading of
wetland habitat pushed them out entirely by
the 1930s and 40s. For decades, seeing an otter
in Missouri simply wasn't something that
happened.

BRINGING THEM BACK

Starting in 1982, the Missouri Department of
Conservation began releasing otters trapped
mostly from Louisiana into 43 sites across the
state. Nobody was fully certain it would work.
It worked better than almost anyone expected
— by 2000, the population had grown to
somewhere between 11,000 and 20,000 otters,
and by 1996 the population had recovered
enough to support a regulated trapping season
again, itself a marker of how far the comeback
had come. The Missouri effort became a
template other states pointed to when planning
their own otter restorations.

Missouri

QUICK FACTS

¢ River otters were trapped and drained out
of Missouri by the 1930s-40s — they'd
disappeared entirely.

¢ Starting in 1982, Missouri released 835
otters (mostly from Louisiana) at 43 sites
around the state.

* By 2000, the population had rebounded to
an estimated 11,000-20,000 otters.

¢ [t's considered one of the most successful
carnivore restorations ever recorded, and
other states copied Missouri's model.

* Otters are strong swimmers built for the
river; webbed feet, a rudder-like tail, and
the ability to hold their breath for several
minutes.

WHERE THEY ARE NOW

Otters are established in every county in the
state today, and they're a regular sight along the
Missouri River and the creeks that feed it;
sunning on a sandbar, diving after fish, or
sliding down a muddy bank just because it's
fun. They're built for river life: webbed feet, a
thick rudder-like tail, and lungs that let them
hold their breath for several minutes
underwater.

It's a genuinely rare kind of story; a species
people once assumed was gone for good, back
in strong enough numbers that spotting one
barely raises an eyebrow anymore.
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