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T H E  R I V E R  O T T E R          E C O L O G Y  P R O J E C T

Wild at Heart
A YEARLY NEWS PUBLICATION FOR THE FRIENDS OF THE RIVER OTTER ECOLOGY PROJECT

Each year we spend an enormous amount of time 
seeking, following, watching and counting otters, 
musing on otters and moving forward with research 
to help us understand the otters’ place in local 
ecosystems.

During 2017, we added more human connection 
and outreach than ever. We’re a community science, 
research and education project and our goal is to 
support watershed conservation. That makes our 
connection with people vital. We strive to help 
everyone understand how necessary it is to all of us 
to hold onto every watershed protection we can, and 
to make progress wherever we can. Sometimes it 
seems like an uphill battle, and sometimes we wonder 
whether we will ever prevail. What keeps us going, 
besides considerable interest in the fascinating otters?

This year, it was the people. We headed down to the 
South Bay several times to spread the word about 
otters and get a handle on the southern extent of 
otter range by increasing Otter Spotter observations. 

We made connections with new friends and partners, 
including the Don Edwards SF Bay National Wildlife 
Refuge, the San Francisco Bay Bird Observatory, the 
Santa Clara Valley Audubon Society, and reconnected 
with old friends like the South Bay Clean Creeks 
Coalition. (continued on page 2)  

THE YEAR OF PEOPLE
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We were thrilled by the 10,000 people who came to 
Alviso County Park for Day on the Bay, a completely 
free festival of services and information including 
entertainment and lunch for thousands. I was truly 
heartened by the open-handedness and joy exhibited 
by the County and the hundreds of volunteers. And  
I got to sit and color otter masks with the kids. Try it 
sometime…it’s good for the heart and soul.

We increased our education projects by orders of 
magnitude this year. We provided two hefty mini-
courses on river otters and conservation including 
field days, kayak adventures, lab days, discussion 
days and final project days. Working with the students 
at Marin Academy and Tomales High School was an 
enduring pleasure. Getting outdoors and showing 
them otters, whales, pipefish, hunting osprey, seals and 
the wonders of nature, not to mention tracking otters 
by boat, is a very fine way to spend time. Knowing 
that the experiences the students have in nature will 
resonate throughout their lives and give them a 
reason to protect nature fulfills our hopes.

We didn’t neglect the little kids, because we can’t 
resist them and we nab every opportunity we can 
to reach children. We read otter books to tinies at 
libraries, we headed over to the Children’s Museum 

in Sonoma County for their inaugural Science 
Speaker’s Series, and we joined up with Kids for 
Positive Change in Ohio. We had a great time with the 
students of Ashtabula, helping them act to conserve 

watersheds for OTTERS. Check it out! And I enjoyed 
consulting with Artie Knapp, children’s author, and 
contributing otter information for his wonderful new 
book, Little Otter Learns to Swim, illustrated by the 
incomparable Guy Hobbs. It’s a beautiful picture book 
for the little ones, published by Ohio University Press, 
and you can order it online, or by emailing us.

This year we carpeted Napa with presentations, 
thanks to WILD Napa, who invited us to speak from 
St. Helena to American Canyon, with stops  
in between. These were just a few of our many 
speaking engagements throughout the Bay Area. 
Thankfully for us, we have Robyn Aston, Brenden 
Collett-Grether, Stori Oates and Mary Ellen King, who 
help with teaching and public presentations. We’re 
very grateful for all our volunteers who work with us 
at events to spread the messages of conservation and 
otters far and wide. All our research and monitoring 
is of no use if we’re not spreading the word, and 
that’s why we spend so much time on the road, in the 
press, and writing about our work.

We all love animals, nature and our planet – that’s 
a given. Finding and using the joy that comes 
with working in community, the satisfaction in 
connecting all the threads of our web of relationships 
to help us include everyone, provides the impetus  
that keeps us moving forward.  
 
Best wishes from all of us,   
Megan Isadore, Executive Director
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https://vimeo.com/287055538
mailto:megan.isadore@comcast.net
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OTTER SPOTTERS AND  
CDFW:  PROVIDING CLUES  
TO OTTER HEALTH
When Otter Spotters report a deceased 
otter, we pass the information to the  
California Department of Fish and 
Wildlife’s Wildlife Investigations Lab. 
They collect and necropsy (animal 
autopsy) the animal. The purpose is 
to discover what may have caused 
or contributed to their deaths. Most 
deceased otters we discover are hit by 
cars, but there is still information to 
be gained. For example, most recently, 
otters killed by car strikes were found 
to have trace amounts of anticoagulant 
rodenticide poison in their tissues. 
Trace amounts are the tiniest amounts 
detectable, and would not have caused 
their death. However, it tells us that at 
some point the otters both ingested the 
rodenticide, probably through a prey 
animal. The fact that these incredibly 
potent and harmful poisons are being 
spread throughout wildlife populations 
is alarming. Organizations like Raptors 
Are the Solution are working hard to get 
the rodenticides banned in California, 
and have made some progress. 

THE SALMON  
AND THE OTTER 

Lagunitas Creek and its tributaries not only host a 
vigorous population of river otters year-round, but 
are also the spawning ground for the largest wild 
population of critically endangered coho salmon 
(Oncorhynchus kisutch) remaining in central 
California.  River otters are extremely interested in 
dining on salmon, as are people, raccoons, bobcats, 
herons, mergansers, and every other omni- and 
carnivore in the watershed. Salmon bring ocean 
nutrients upstream, nutrients normally unavailable 
to land- based creatures, and they show up to spawn 
just when food is becoming scarce for omnivores. In 
an intact, healthy watershed, predation upon salmon 
is a natural process and not a problem, but what 
about for spawning grounds cut off by dams, and 
fish populations already stressed and in trouble due 
to everything from climate change to pollution to 
overfishing and disease? 

The quick answer is: it’s complicated! While otters 
dine on spawning salmon, they also provide services 
to the salmon. All summer long, while young 
salmon are growing in the creek, river otters spend 
a good deal of time munching on Signal crayfish 
(Pacifastacus leniusculus). Signal crayfish are a 
fascinating species, but sadly for our local wildlife,  
(continued on page 4)  
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they’re not native and they eat plenty of salmon fry 
(baby salmon). Otter prey studies in general, and our 
prey species study in Martinez, indicate that when 
available, otters eat mostly crayfish, even when there 
is a wide array of prey available. Crayfish are slow 
and easy to capture, unlike some other prey, such as 
fish and birds. River otters predating crayfish exert 
pressure on the population and may offer the tiny 
salmon a better chance of surviving the summer.
 
That’s not all. River otters hunt large fish in eelgrass 
beds, the very same eelgrass used by many species 
of fish, crabs and smaller species, as nurseries. River 
otters hunting in those beds tend to frighten the large 
fish that prey on the smaller fish. So, river otters 
in Tomales Bay may very well offer the 5” juvenile 
salmon (smolts) some protection from being eaten 
by larger fish.

At the end of the 3-year coho life cycle, when salmon 
return to their birthplace to spawn then die, otters 
try to predate the spawners. When they manage to 
catch and eat one, the otters subsequently deposit 
scat along the river banks, thus helping fertilize 
important streamside vegetation, which in turn shades 
and helps keep the creek cold (necessary for salmon 
survival), and providing a home for insects that feed 
young salmon. The otters’ place in our watersheds is 
multi-faceted, and we have much to learn about it. As 
always, protecting watersheds cannot be overestimated 
in protecting precious species, endangered like the 
salmon or thriving like the otters.  w

DON’T MISS
NEW WEBSITE PIECES

Did you know we publish technical 
reports online, or that we have 
a blog? Have you reviewed our 
“Stuff We Need” link (our wish 
list) recently? Or looked at our 
updated Otter Spotter map for 
recent otter sightings? How 
about checked out our newest 
videos? If not, tap on over and 
enjoy…it’s a great way to spend a 
rainy afternoon!

DONATE NOW!

https://riverotterecology.org/mvsd-prey-species-study/
https://riverotterecology.org/mvsd-prey-species-study/
https://riverotterecology.org
https://riverotterecology.org/chip-in/
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41%

   
  TOTAL

INCOME   

Direct Contributions   $ 35,090
Grants  24,240
Contract Monitoring Services  14,738 
Events  10,275 
Retail Sales  1,058
Cost of Goods Sold  -395     

Total Income  $85,006

EXPENSES   

Programs  $66,114 
Support Services  5,160
Fundraising  4,514

Total Expenses  $75,788

2017  
FINANCIAL 
REPORT 

STATEMENT OF ACTIVITIES

EXPENSES       

W Programs 87%          W Support Services 7%           W Fundraising 6%     

INCOME      

W Direct Contributions 41%           W Grants 29%           W Contract Monitoring Services 17%          W Events 12%           W Retail Sales 1%

87% 7% 6%

   
  TOTAL

ASSETS   

Cash   $ 40,448
Other Current Assets  3,072 
Fixed Assets  7,318 

Total Assets  $50,838

LIABILITIES   

Current Liabilities  $  1,375

Total Liabilities  $ 1,375

EQUITY   

Unrestricted Funds   $ 34,541
Restricted Funds  14,922 

Total Equity  $49,463 

Total Liabilities & Equity  $50,838

STATEMENT OF FINANCIAL POSITION

29% 17% 12% 1%
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WITH
GRATITUDE

INDIVIDUALS

Ellen Aleksic
Ethan Alon
Kitty Alveera
Jean Amos
Melissa Ann
Judith Apfel
Robert Aston
Lynne Bailey
Karen Bailey
Katherine Ballinger
Sharon Barnett
Peter Barto
Steven Bassett
Steve Baum
Sharon Beals
Sally Beauford
Wayne Best
Suzanne Bohan
Diane Bouchard
Tammy Bowman
Christopher Boyd and  
    Margaret O’Brien
Randall Bryett
Harriet Butts
Conor Callahan
Ronald Campagna
Jim Carroll
Nahum Casazza
Laura Chariton
Steven and Karin Chase
Sang Chung
Loan Chung
Amy Climo
Sheila Marie Coll
Kathy Coultrup
Sarah Jane Cox
Lisa Custodio
Kasey DeLucenay
Teresa Long Denune
Edgar Dietrich

Daniel Dietrich
Eric Doersch
Betty Dolan
Annie Dolan-Niles
Barbara Dornan
Kyle Duncan
Nicole Duplaix
Pierre Dwf
Michelle Eaton
Fabian Ebrecht
Elizabeth Eells
June Eidson
Elaine Emmi
Sharon England
Jules Evens
Thomas Feldstein
Ginny Fifield
Larell Fineren
Anne-Lise Fink
Patricia Fisher
Erin Ford
Sally Fronsman-Cecil
Natalie Galatzer
Sue Gibson
Grace Gill
Mary Gleim
Bhushan Gopala
Paula Gorenstein
Kwin Greenwell
G.H. Grossarth
Andy Hagat
Candace Hale
Sharon Halper
Julie Hanft
Scott Havens
Diane Hegwood
Eva Heninwolf
Michele Henry
Ceci Herrmann
Denise Hill
Stephen Hillard
Ryan Hilles

Susann Hinkel
David Hofmann
Gary and Karen Holm
Meredith Hrebenak
Megan Isadore
Janet Isadore-Barreca
Margit Jacob
Karen James on behalf of  
    Big C Members
Marlana Janine
David Jarvis
Brianna Jenkins
Brett Johnson
Katherine Jones
Nick Judd
Kaye Family Trust
Kelle Kearney
Leah Kiefat
MaryEllen King
Barbara Lancaster
Sherry Lancaster
Robin Lavoine
Lee Leibrock
Allison Levin
Mitchell Lind
Julie Litwin
Cynthia Lloyd
Caitlyn MacEachern
Lynette McLamb
Barbara McNeal
Kate Merriman
Peter Meyer
Katherine and Bridger Mitchell
Stephen Monroe
Mia Monroe and Steve Meyer
Brook Moore
Chris Niewiarowski
Craig Nikitas
Levi Novey
Stori Oates and Bill Meyer
Crystal Ockenfuss
Carol Owens

Patti Paul
Carol Peterson
Pauline Plancke
Carlos Porrata
Rachel Purcell
Kelly Rado
Alfred Rapisardo
Jan Reed-smith
Elizabeth Rhodes
Siobhan Ruck
Maggie Rufo
Betsy Sanville
David Schatzki and  
    Yvonne Provaznik
Ted Schulze
Kristi Sewell
Abdul Wahab Sheikh
Wendy Sparks
Andrea Speraw
Michi Sprague
Regina Stebbins-Gallardo
Aileen Stedge
Kathie Steege
Lynn Stockmann
Doni Tamblyn
Lisa Thompson
David Tomb
Elizabeth Torres
Heidi & Charles Triay
Alana Unger
Diane  Valenti
Suzy Vandervort
Annette Varady
Monica  Ventrice
Marian  Walker
Brian Washburn
Marilyn Weed
David and Idie Weinsoff
Patricia  Williams
Kimberlee Wilson
Richard Zodda
Sandra Zwemmer

We are deeply thankful to all of our supporters. Each and every gift makes a 
difference and assists us with advancing our important mission to forward 
conservation and restoration by linking river otter recovery to watershed health 
through education, research, and community science.
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END OF YEAR THANKS

Funders and Business 
Supporters 
Audubon Canyon Ranch
Carol and Kent H. Landsberg  
    Foundation
Children’s Museum of Sonoma 
    County
City of Mill Valley
CuriOdyssey Conservation Fund
EMA Foundation
Iron Springs Brewery
Lagunitas Community Support 
    Fund
Marin Academy
Marin County Community 
    Services Fund
OnShore Foundation
Rose Foundation for Communities 
    and the Environment 
Sacramento Zoo Conservation 
    Fund
Safari West Conservation Fund
Santa Clara Valley Audubon 
    Society
Schwemm Family Foundation
Tri-City Ecology Center
WILD Napa 

Special Thanks
Tom Baty
Ben Becker 
Ignacio Chapela 
Sarah Codde
Robert De Leo 
Bernard Gregoris
Brent Hughes
Jacqueline Jones
Katherine Mitchell 
Mia Monroe
Stori Oates 
Carlos Porrata 
Dennis Rodoni
Wendy Sparks
Harry Symons 
Ramon Townsend

Facebook Fundraisers
Markia Anderson 
Allyson Ash
Robert Aston
Richard Chiolero
Kevin Coen
Brandon Elkins
Hailey Kidd
Sarah Jane Cox 
Brittany Kuenster 
Brittany Lawler 
Kelly Rado
Ericka Lynn Schmidt
Lucian Vanis

Volunteers
Robert Aston
Katharine Ballinger
Remy Barbiero
Sharon Barnett
Peter Barto
Terence Carroll
Brenden Collet-Grether
Robert De Leo
Barry Deutsch
Wendy Doherty
Holly Groves
Katherine Holum
Karen James
Nancy Jean
Alexander Johanson
Mary Ellen King
Julie Litwin
David Mackenzie
Brianna Mann
Christian Naventi
Stori Oates
Yvonne Provaznik
Gianpaolo Solari
Jouko van der Kruijssen
Jeff Wang 
Jocelyn Winkler

Science Advisory Board 
Dr. Sarah Allen
Dr. Frank Cipriano
Dr. Nicole Duplaix
Dr. John Kelly (Emeritus)
Dr. Brian Simison
Dr. Thomas Serfass
Richard Vacha

Board of Directors 
Executive Director: 
Megan Isadore
President: 
Terence Carroll  
Vice President:
Barry Deutsch  
Secretary: 
Christian Naventi
Treasurer and Volunteers: 
Robyn Aston  
Development:
Mary Ellen King  
Science:
Stori Oates

Photography 
Rebecca Heisman  
Megan Isadore 
Karen James
Lynette McLamb
Tom Reynolds  
SFwildlife.com

THE RIVER OTTER  
ECOLOGY PROJECT

Web:  
riverotterecology.org

Facebook.com/BayAreaOtters

Instagram:
riverotterecology

PO Box 103,  
Forest Knolls, CA 94933

415-342-7956

COLLABORATIONS

Dr. Merav Ben-David

California Department of 
Fish & Wildlife

California State Parks

Golden Gate National 
Recreation Area

Las Gallinas Valley 
Sanitary District

Marine Mammal Center

Marin Academy 

Marin County Open 
Space District

Marin Municipal Water 
District

Mt. View Sanitary District

Point Reyes National 
Seashore

Star Academy

Tomales High School

Wild Otter Acoustics


