
 

Sea Otter Enhydra Lutris 

1. Animal Type: Mammal 
2. Conservation Status: Threatened 

a. Range/Habitat 
i. Sea otters prefer to live in shallow coastal areas with lots of kelp, which is necessary to 

keep them from drifting as they rest.  
ii. Sea otters were once found along the Pacific coast from Mexico to Alaska and even as far 

as Japan. Today they live in disconnected populations with a small amount in Russia and 
approximately 2800 in California. The largest population lives in Alaska.  

3. Size   
a. Sea otters are the smallest marine mammal 
b. Male  

i. Alaskan sea otters are the largest and can weigh 100 pounds, while other males reach 
up to 90 pounds. 

c. Female 
i. Adult California females weigh 35-60 pounds  

4. Social Structure 
a. Sea otters are considered social animals, although males and females rarely see each other 

with the exception of mating.  
b. Females and pups under 8 months old are one social group that stays together while males stay 

in another group.  
c. When males want to mate, they set up territories in female areas and attempt to mate with any 

female who enters. Males will not fight other males over territory. 
5. Reproduction 

a. Males have multiple female partners during reproduction. 
b. Births occur year round, in the water, typically with only one pup. 
c. Gestation varies from four to twelve months. 
d. Birth occurs in the water. 

6. Behavior 
a. Nocturnal vs. Diurnal: Diurnal 
b. Shy vs. Curious: 

i. Sea otters are curious and vigorously explore their environments.  
c. Jumping Ability: see next 
d. Land speed: 

i. Sea otters spend their lives in the water almost exclusively. They become vulnerable on 
land because they do not have the ability to run, rarely venturing out to shore and to a 
distance of only a few yards.  

ii. Their speed on land is estimated by PGAV to be close to their water surface skimming 
speed of 0.9 mph.  

e. Water speed:       
i. Sea otters can swim 5.6 mph underwater by using up-down undulations of their bodies. 

However, they spend most of their time on the surface floating on their backs. They move 
on the surface at a much slower speed of 0.9 mph by paddling their hands and moving 
their tails.  

f. Unique Behaviors: 
i. Grooming 



1. It is necessary for sea otters to groom their fur frequently to maintain its insulating 
qualities. Researchers have observed them grooming anywhere from 11 % - 48 % 
of the day.  

2. They dry themselves by rubbing up against nearby foliage or logs and use their 
clawed paws to clean and comb their fur. They even aerate their fur by blowing 
air into it and slapping it with their feet. They are able to reach every bit of their 
fur because of their loose-fitting skin.  

ii. Sleeping 
1. Sea otters sleep at sea while floating on the surface. They wrap themselves in 

kelp to keep from drifting away.  
7. Captivity 

a. Frequency in captivity: Rare-Common 
b. Noteworthy exhibits 

i. Monterrey Bay 
1. 55,000 gal pool 
2. Holds 6 otters 

ii. Aquarium of the Pacific 
1. Renovated and re-opened in 2010 
2. BP donated $1 million for renovation 
3. Currently holds 4 otters 
4. 42,000 gal pool 

iii. Oregon Coast Aquarium 
1. 65,000 gal pool with deepest point at 12’ 
2. 7,000 gal off-exhibit holding pool 
3. Holds 3 otters 

iv. Oregon Zoo 
1. Opened July, 2000 
2. $11 million for all exhibits at Steller’s Cove (sea lions, etc) 
3. Holds 2 otters 

v. Minnesota Zoo 
1. Designed by Portico 
2. 1370 sf exhibit 
3. 34,000 gal pool 
4. Holds 4 otters 
5. Located within the Russia’s Grizzly Coast exhibit opened in 2008(9) 

c. Studies completed on this animal in captivity:  
i. “Sea Otters in Captivity: The Need for Coordinated Management as a Conservation 

Strategy” (populations in captivity) 
http://www.otterproject.org/site/pp.asp?c=8pIKIYMIG&b=278054 

ii. “Notes on Captive Sea Otters” (from 1955!)  http://pubs.aina.ucalgary.ca/arctic/Arctic8-
1-46.pdf 

8. Husbandry Regulations and Recommendations 
a. APHIS 

i. MHD: 12 ft (3.7m) 
ii. Dry Rest:  43 ft 2 (4 m2) per 2 otters + 6 ft2 (0.6 m2) per additional  
iii. Pool Minimum Depth: 3.0 ft. [1 meters] 
iv. Minimum Volume:  

1. For the first 2 animals:  1189 gallon (4.5m3) per 2 otters  
2. For each additional animal: 581 g (2.2 m3) per additional  

b. AAMPA 
i. Dry Rest: 64 ft2 (6 m2) per 4 otters + 17 ft2 (1.6 m2) per additional  
ii. Pool Minimum Depth: 6 ft (2m) 
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iii. Minimum Volume:  
1. For the first 4 animals: 3434 g (13 m3) 

iv. Air Temp Range – Not to exceed 60 deg F 
v. Water Temp: 45 deg F to 59 deg F (7 to 15.5 deg C) 

c. PGAV Recommendations 
i. Barriers: 4 ft (1.25m) vertical above both land and water 
ii. Holding: For each animal at approx. 8’ x 8’ with 6’ x 6’ pool. Pool min. depth @ 3’. 
iii. Water Type: Salt 

9. Enrichment  
a. Untested Enrichment Ideas 

i. Hiding food into toy objects or ice that the otters have to break open 
1. Otters use stones to break open food.   

ii. Small obstacle courses with treats at the end 
1. Otters are used to living in kelp and maneuvering around it.    

iii. Artificial kelp forests  
iv. Toys or food could be wrapped in floating things in the water for the otter to retrieve for 

eating or fun 
1. Mothers sometimes wrap their babies in kelp to keep them from drifting. 

b. Zoo Approved Enrichment Ideas 
i. Plastic baby toys given to young otters to keep them happy and busy 
ii. Water beds are used by some zoos to help orphaned baby otters feel more at home  
iii. Piles of ice in the exhibit (Aquarium of the Pacific) or inside a kiddie pool with or without 

food hidden (Oregon Coast Aquarium) 
1. The cold is a new experience for the otters.  It decreases boredom in their daily 

routine and gives them something new to be curious about. 
iv. Pieces of children’s play gym equipment or used plastic kegs (float) 
v. Toys placed behind scenes for retrieval by otter (free choice) 
vi. PVC pipe fittings 
vii. Pieces of kelp 
viii. Frozen food in ice blocks or toys   
ix. Feed them in different ways rather than constantly hand feeding them. 

1.  Throw the food in, hide it somewhere, or have it settle completely to the bottom 
for the otters to find.  

x. Positive reinforcement is enrichment (Minnesota Zoo)   
10. Interpretive Fun Fact 

a. Predators 
i. Healthy adult otters have few predators. Very old otters and pups may fall prey to a 

number of predators such as wolves and birds.  
ii. Killer Whales prey on sea otters! 

1. Some scientists estimate that killer whales have preyed on more than 40,000 
Alaskan sea otters since 1990 due to the decline of sea lions and harbor seals – 
typical killer whale prey - in the north pacific. 

2. It has been estimated that a single killer whale can eat 1,825 Alaskan sea otters 
in a year. 

b. Sea otters live just as long in captivity as they do in the wild, sometimes longer! 
c. Sea Otters are called rafts when in groups.  They are often called ‘clowns of the kelp beds.’ 
d. Sea Otters are the only marine mammal without a layer of fat, or blubber, to keep it warm.  

Instead the thick fur coat must keep it warm because it traps a protective pocket of air inside it. 



e. When sea otters are scared they hold their arms up and hiss, then they dive if people come to 
close. 
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