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SYSTEMATIC CONSERVATION OF THE GIANT OTTER 

(Pteronura brasiliensis) IN THE COLOMBIAN AMAZON 

By: WOMEN FOR BIODIVERSITY ORG 

 

The giant otter (Pteronura brasiliensis) was a widely distributed species in South America from northern 

Argentina to Colombia and Venezuela. However, the intense hunting to which they were subjected to 

commercialize their skin in the 1950s and 1960s led to the collapse of this species and caused its geographic 

extinction in much of its original distribution range, generating local extinctions of populations living in the main 

rivers of the Amazon and Orinoquia (Donadio, 1978; Schenk and Staib, 1998; Velazco, 2004). These 

circumstances have led to it being categorized globally as "Endangered" (EN) both internationally (IUCN) and 

nationally. Threats such as the transformation of the habitat, the felling of forests, the contamination of rivers 

with mercury from gold mining, conflicts with fishermen and the use of young as pets, put the species on the 

brink of extinction.  

During 2020, the WOMEN FOR BIODIVERSITY ORG led a research program in the easternmost extreme of 

the department of Amazonas in the zone of influence of the Ticuna indigenous territory. Thanks to these studies, 

the importance of this area for the conservation of giant otters was evidenced. The project presented here fits into 

the priority specific objective of the recently published "Management Plan for the Conservation of Otters in 

Colombia" of: Develop research projects and monitoring of otter populations in the different aquatic ecosystems 

where they are distributed in the country. 

Keywords:  Giant otter, extinction, Amazon basin, Ticuna indigenous community.        
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Regulatory framework 

This plan is framed within national and international 

environmental policies. It is articulated with the 

National Plan of Action for the Conservation of 

Aquatic Mammals of Colombia (2014), the National 

Plan for Migratory Species (2009) and is developed 

within the framework of the National Policy for the 

integral management of biodiversity and its 

ecosystem services (2014). Likewise, several of the 

proposals are articulated with some national policies 

and plans such as: National policy for the integral 

management of water resources (2009), National 

environmental education policy (2002), National 

plan for prevention, control of forest fires and 

restoration of Affected areas (2002), National action 

plan to combat desertification and drought in 

Colombia (2004), Sustainable production and 

consumption policy (2010). 

Additionally, it considers the decrees prior to the 

Political Constitution of Colombia of 1991, among 

which are, Decree 2811 of 1974, Code of Renewable 

Natural Resources in whose ninth part addresses 

aspects related to terrestrial, aquatic and fishing 

fauna, and Decree 1608 of 1978 in which the 

previous Code is regulated; as well as Law 17 of 

1981, which approves the Convention on 

International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild 

Fauna and Flora (CITES) and Law 84 of 1989, which 

establishes the National Statute for the Protection of 

Animals. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Once the 1991 Constitution is promulgated, the right 

to enjoy a healthy environment is incorporated and it 
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is established as a duty of the State to protect it 

(article 79 and 80) guaranteeing sustainable 

development, conservation and prevention and 

control of environmental deterioration (article 80 ). 

Based on this, government entities for environmenta 

management are established through the creation of 

the Ministry of Environment and the National 

Environmental System (SINA) (Law 99 of 1993). 

Subsequently, the approval of Law 165 of 1994 

which approves the Convention on Biological 

Diversity (CBD), Law 611 of 2000 in which 

provisions on the sustainable management of wildlife 

and aquatic fauna, Law 216 of 2003 later regulated 

in Decree 2372 of 2010 on protected areas, and 

Decree 1640 on watershed planning are equally 

relevant to this national strategy for the conservation 

of otters in the country. 

Finally, other support mechanisms are found in Law 

1333 of 2009 which establishes the environmental 

sanction process (with specific regulations) and 

Decree 2041 of 2014 in which environmental 

licenses are regulated (which includes subsequent 

modifications), as well as resolution 192 of 2014 

which stipulates the list of threatened species in the 

Colombian territory. Another associated regulation is 

Decree 1376 of 2013 which regulates permits for the 

collection of specimens of wild species for non-

commercial purposes and Resolution 2064 of 2010 

on the post-confiscation management of specimens 

of wild species of terrestrial and aquatic flora and 

fauna. 

 

Overall objective 

Develop national strategies for the conservation, 

protection and sustainable management of otter 

populations and their associated ecosystems, in 

accordance with the main threats identified in the 

distribution area in Colombia. 

Specific objectives 

• Develop research and monitoring projects for otter 

populations in the different aquatic ecosystems 

where they are distributed in the country. 

• Generate participatory strategies for the reduction 

and mitigation of the main threats to the conservation 

of otters and their habitats. 
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• Design and implement activities for environmental 

awareness, education and information that promote 

knowledge and appropriation of otters and 

ecosystems 

Aquatic where they live. 

• Build participatory scenarios for inter-institutional 

articulation between government authorities, private 

companies, academic and research institutions, 

associations and local communities to build an 

agenda that allows the conservation of rivers, forests 

and otters in the country in a comprehensive manner. 

Lines of action 

This management plan was conceived through four 

lines of action framed within the wildlife 

management policy (table No. 7): 

I. Research and monitoring 

II. Sustainable management 

III. Environmental awareness and education 

IV. Regulations and institutional strengthening 

Each line of action includes: objectives, goal, 

indicators, actors involved and prioritization. 

 

I. Research and monitoring 

It includes actions that allow to expand knowledge 

about populations of otter species through the 

monitoring of habitats and species, genetic research 

(phylogeography, taxonomy), genetics, deepening 

the investigation into threats to know the pressure 

levels in each of the distribution areas and behavioral 

patterns in relation to the use of aquatic ecosystems, 

by local communities, visitors and tourists. 

II. Sustainable management 

Identify the areas of greatest incidence in which 

projects can be developed that reduce soil erosion, 

soil and water pollution, reduce the demand for water 

for productive activities, provide dietary protein 

alterations and minimize negative interactions 

resulting from recreation and tourism It aims to 

develop actions that consolidate protected areas at 

regional and national levels, in order to maintain the 

ecosystems that can support otter populations and 

maintain the provision of ecosystem goods and 

services for local communities. 

III. Environmental awareness and education 

Strengthens the awareness and environmental 

education of the general community, through school 

environmental projects (PRAE) articulated with 

citizen and community environmental education 

projects (PROCEDA), to train in values, disseminate 

and generate appropriation on the knowledge of local 

species, its ecosystems and the sustainable 

management of its territories, while the otter is 

positioned as an emblematic species in conservation. 

This component is articulated with the strengthening 

of traditional knowledge, by the different indigenous, 

Afro-descendant and peasant communities in the 

national territory. 

  

The information and dissemination line is part of the 

environmental awareness strategy for the general 

community. 

IV. Regulations and institutional strengthening 

It focuses its projects and activities on the 

strengthening of existing tools, such as the 

implementation of environmental regulations at the 

business level, river basin management plans, fire 

risk management plans, tsunamis and campaigns 

against the commercialization of species wild. 

Similarly, it proposes an interinstitutional agenda for 

the conservation of rivers and forests in which it is 

socialized with other dependencies and institutions 

of the State, the need to support productive projects 

(sustainable and with good practices), cultural and 

educational, that allow joining efforts for the 

conservation of acoustic ecosystems and otter 

species in Colombia. 
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Tabla N° 7. Líneas estratrégicas del Plan de manejo para la 
conservación de las nutrias (Lontra longicaudis y 
Pteronura brasiliensis) en Colombia. 

Priority projects sheet Line: research and 

monitoring 

1. Project: distribution of the neotropical otter in 

Colombia 

Objective: to identify the presence of the species in 

the aquatic ecosystems of the Pacific, Amazon and 

Orinoquia regions. 

Description of the project: conduct tours through 

rivers, pipes and streams previously selected 

according to secondary (bibliographic review) and 

primary information (information from local 

residents and key informants) to identify the 

presence through direct records (observation of 

individuals) and indirect registration (latrines, 

feeders and footprints). Additionally, threat 

indicators are recorded. Semi-structured interviews 

are conducted with the community about the species 

(observations, biological and ecological information, 

uses and threats) and the conservation status of water 

bodies and forests. 

Products: technical reports with information on the 

study of the neotropical otter in the study area that 

includes description of the biological and social 

results (with format support for records, interviews, 

photographs and cartography), threats found 

(description, weighting and cartography ) and 

analysis of results. Informative document. 

Estimated value of the project: US $9,000 

 

Line: research and monitoring 

2. Project: evaluation of the intensity of threats to 

the conservation of rivers and forests associated 

with otters in the country 

Objective: to evaluate the intensity of current and 

future threats to the conservation of aquatic 

ecosystems and forests, associated with otters in the 

country. 

Project description: the project consists of three 

components. The first focused on the 

physicochemical quality of water in which 

parameters are evaluated as organochlorines 

resulting from pesticide fishing in some rivers, and 

agrochemicals (fungicides, insecticides and 

herbicides), total mercury (Hg) since these 

compounds bioaccumulate in the Trophic networks 

affecting both the otter by the consumption of shrimp 

reported in these aquatic ecosystems and possibly the 

humans who consume them. 

The second, directed towards the establishment of 

the ecological flow in the different hydroclimatic 

periods taking into account the susceptibility of the 

study areas to climate change, for which the 

collection of hydrological data and the modeling of 

them are required. 

 

The third aimed at the identification of parasites 

(with zoonotic characteristics) present in the species, 
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which can increase the morbidity and mortality of 

individuals and in turn be transmitted to humans. 

Products: technical report on the physicochemical 

quality of water including organochlorines, total 

mercury (Hg) and agrochemicals in prioritized 

aquatic ecosystems. Technical report on the 

establishment of the ecological flow in prioritized 

water bodies. Technical report on the identification 

of parasites. A compiled final report and informative 

document. 

Estimated value of the project: US $ 4,000 

 

Line: sustainable management 

3. Project: promotion of good ecotourism and 

recreation practices in the different aquatic 

ecosystems of the country 

Objective: to promote tourism and sustainable 

recreation in the rivers in order to reduce the impact 

generated by this activity on the otter populations in 

Colombia. 

Project description: in the selected rivers, conduct a 

study on the river as a resource commonly used in 

tourism (identifying users, characterization of 

activities developed, impacts, service providers, 

organization, formal and informal rules and 

regulations), conduct workshops on good service 

practices in river activities, establish agreements 

with service providers. Develop a campaign to 

promote responsible recreation in rivers (radio and 

print interventions). Develop workshops with the 

general community and educational community to 

perform responsible recreation in the rivers, 

generating agreements. 

Products: report and booklet on the study of the use 

of aquatic ecosystems as a resource commonly used 

in tourism, including agreements on good service 

practices in river activities with providers and 

photographic record. Report on the campaign and 

responsible recreation agreements in rivers, 

including workshops with general and educational 

community, the informative material generated, 

agreements and photographic record. 

Estimated value of the project: US $ 7,000 

 

Line: sensitization, environmental education and 

dissemination 

4. Project: strengthening of environmental school 

projects 

Project objective: to strengthen school 

environmental projects in order to understand the 

environmental potentials and problems with the 

otters as the articulating axis in the country. 

Project description: design workshops and activities 

for collective construction of knowledge with 

teachers using printed support material which 

includes socio-environmental information with local 

relevance and tools for the implementation of school 

environmental projects (PRAE), incorporating the 

otter as an articulating axis between terrestrial and 

aquatic ecosystems. The workshops, in addition to 

socializing information, focus on remembering the 

need to generate common spaces for reflection on the 

potential and problems of socio-ecosystems, seeking 

to create a sense of belonging, scientific thinking and 

self-management that lead to an improvement in the 

quality of the life, through playful learning exercises. 

Products: support booklet for the implementation of 

PRAE (including activities for students), report with 

the design and reports of the workshops implemented 

including attendance formats and photographic 

record. 

 

Line: regulations and institutional strengthening 

5. Project: interinstitutional agenda for the 

conservation of aquatic ecosystems, forests and 

otters in the country 

Objectives: to establish a joint work program 

between institutions and their dependencies in order 

to reduce the threats of conservation of aquatic 

ecosystems, forests and otters in the country. 

 

Project description: a collaboration model is 

established that allows the construction of capacities 

together, as a fundamental element of social 

construction of the territory where the linking of all 

the actors allows planning and managing the 

conservation of ecosystems in an integrated and 

coordinated manner. For this, meetings are held to 
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socialize the problem and establish commitments 

(entities, responsible agencies, resources and 

monitoring). 

Products: agenda document (include the reference 

and contextual framework, objectives, agenda 

development process, agenda program, photographic 

record). 

Estimated value of the project: US $ 3,000 
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