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Ir. Nat. J. Volume 28 No 11 2007

European otter Lutra lutra (L.) attacking tufted duck Aythya
fuligula (L.)

At around mid-day on 6 January 1986, one of the authors (DQ) was observing a flock of
tufted duck Aythya fuligula (L.) about 50m off the N shore of Lough Furnace (L970980), a brackish-
water lake in Co Mayo. Suddenly, and for no apparent reason, the flock took flight, except for one
male duck which was obviously struggling at the surface. It soon transpired that the duck was being
attacked from beneath the surface as it was repeatedly drawn under the water. The duck finally
disappeared from sight but it was noticed again within a few minutes, this time in the jaws of a
European otter Lutra lutra (L.) only a couple of metres from the boulder-strewn shoreline. As soon
as the otter saw the author, it dived, taking the duck with it. Although the otter was not seen again,
a few minutes later the duck was found abandoned amongst the bouiders, still alive but bleeding
profusely from lacerations to its abdomen. It is assumed that if the otter had not been disturbed, it
would have eventually killed and eaten the duck. Despite its ordeal, the duck was successfully
treated with an antibiotic (Terramycin) and nursed back to health before being released ten days
later on 16 January.

Ducks and other water fowl are often included as part of the diet of the European otter
(Chanin, P. 1985 The natural history of otters. Facts on File, New York; Fairley, J. S. 1875 An Irish
beast book. Blackstaff Press, Belfast; Harris, C. J. 1968 Otters: a study of the recent Lutrinae.
Weidenfeld & Nicolson, London; Hayden, T. & Harrington, R. 2000 Exploring irish mammals. Town
House, Dublin; Kruuk, H. 2006 Offers: ecology, behaviour and conservation. Oxford University
Press, Oxford). However, most of this evidence has been based on the examination of otter
spraints (faeces) rather than on first-hand witnessed attacks.

Moffat (C. B. 1927 Irish Naturalists’ Journal 1: 209-212) specifically referred to the discovery
of tufted duck remains at ofter ‘dining tables’ in Britain. Aithough Gormally, M. J. & Fairley, J. S.
(1982 Joumal of Zoology, London 197: 313-321) discovered the remains of Charadriiformes (gulls
& waders) in otter spraints at Lough Furnace as well as Anseriformes (ducks & geese) and
Ralliformes (rails) at nearby Lough Feeagh, they concluded that aquatic birds were of minor
importance in the otter's overall diet at these locations. Tangney, D. E. & Fairley, J. S. (1994 Jrish
Naturalists’ Journal 24: 434-440) noted that the percentage occurrence of Anseriforme remains in
otter spraints at several freshwater sites in Connemara National Park ranged from 2 to 14% while
Murphy, K. P. & Fairley, J. S. (1985 Proceedings of the Royal Irish Academy 85B: 47-55) noted that
the percentage occurrence of ‘bird’ remains in otter spraints at various marine sites on the west
coast of Ireland ranged from 1 to 8%. Ottino, P. & Giller, P. (2004 Biology & Environment:
Proceedings of the Royal Irish Academy 104B: 1-17) noted that while ‘bird’ remains (primarily
Rallidae) only accounted for 2.78% of the otters’ overall diet in the Araglin Valley in southern
Ireland, they were significant in certain habitats (27.3% in moorland) where fish were relatively
scarce.

Tufted duck are notable winter visitors to Lough Furnace where flocks of up to 70 individual
birds are frequently observed (GR pers. obs.). When available in significant numbers, aquatic
waterfowl may constitute a seasonally important item in the diet of otters, particularly during the
winter months.

Acknowledgements: We would like to acknowledge with thanks the helpful comments provided by
Prof. James Fairley (retired professor, Department of Zoology, NUI Galway) and Dr Hans Kruuk
(Department of Zoology, University of Aberdeen).

D.T. G. Quigley
Dingle Oceanworld (Mara Beo Teo), The Wood, Dingle, Co Kerry

G. Rogan
Salmon Research Agency, Farran Laboratory, Fumace, Newport, Co Mayo

470



	Article Contents
	p. 470

	Issue Table of Contents
	The Irish Naturalists' Journal, Vol. 28, No. 11 (Dec. 7, 2007), pp. 433-476
	Front Matter
	The Status of Pine Martens Martes martes (L.) in Northern Ireland, 1850-2004 [pp. 433-439]
	The Origin of Irish Bank Voles Clethrionomys glareolus Assessed by Mitochondrial DNA Analysis [pp. 440-446]
	Are There Situations Where Lesser Horseshoe Bats Rhinolophus hipposideros (Bechstein) Are More Tolerant of Disturbance than Generally Accepted? [pp. 447-448]
	Records of Irish Sawflies (Hymenoptera: Symphyta) including Three Species New to Ireland [pp. 449-451]
	Oribatid (Acari: Oribatida) and Gamasid (Acari: Gamasida) Mite Communities in an Irish Sitka Spruce Picea sitchensis (Bong.) Carr. Stand with Three First Records for Ireland [pp. 452-458]
	Cetacean Note
	Records from the Irish Whale and Dolphin Group for 2006 [pp. 459-466]

	Field Records - Insects
	Lebia crux-minor L. (Coleoptera: Carabidae) in Co Sligo [pp. 466-467]

	Botanical Note
	A New Site for Hygrocybe lacmus (Schum.) Orton & Watling (Basidiomycetes: Hygrophoraceae) in the Belfast Hills [p. 467-467]

	Zoological Notes
	Surrogacy in Woodpigeons Columba palumbus [p. 468-468]
	Paracentrotus lividus (Lamarck, 1816), New to Northern Ireland [p. 468-468]
	Corophium multisetosum and Allomelita pellucida, Two Little-Known Amphipod Crustaceans from the River Lee in Co Cork [p. 469-469]
	Observation of an Energy-Saving Foraging Strategy by a Lesser Horseshoe Bat Rhinolophus hipposideros at a Disused Lime Kiln in South Kerry [p. 469-469]
	European Otter Lutra lutra (L.) Attacking Tufted Duck Aythya fuligula (L.) [p. 470-470]
	Trichostrongylus tenuis Found in Red Grouse Lagopus lagopus scoticus in the Connemara National Park [p. 471-471]

	Fish Notes
	First Record of Arctic Char Salvelinus alpinus (L., 1758) from Lough Sheedagh, Connemara, Co Galway [pp. 471-472]
	First Record of Arctic Char Salvelinus alpinus (L.) in Lough Formal, Northern Ireland [p. 472-472]

	Annual Review
	Lepidoptera Review, 2006 [pp. 473-475]

	100 Years Ago
	Scarcity of Wasps [pp. 475-476]
	Scarcity of Wasps [p. 476-476]

	Book Review
	Other Books Received [p. 476-476]

	Back Matter



