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About Natural Course 
 
78% of water bodies in North West England are failing to meet a good ecological 
status* and solutions are often found to be too expensive to implement. 

 

Natural Course is a collaboration of organisations in North West England from 
public, private and third sector who, together, will seek cost-effective solutions to 
improving water quality across urban and rural landscapes, sharing best practice 
across the UK and Europe. 

 

*Environment Agency, North West River Basin District 2015 

 

Natural Course will: 
• Test and inform best practice in achieving UK and EU legislation in water quality 

 

• Use the North West River Basin District as a flagship project and share best 
practice with the UK and Europe 

 

• Make better use of resources, share ownership of complex issues and 
maximise outcomes through a collaborative approach of organisations 
from public, private and third sector. 

 

Join the conversation @Natural_Course #NaturalCourse 

  



 

Figure 1 surveying the River Goyt 
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Figure 2 surveying the River Tame 



South Manchester Otter Bridge Survey 
2022-2023 
1.0 Introduction 

1.1. Otters are useful indicators of the health of a river.  They are apex predators at the top of a 
food chain pyramid that needs to be healthy from top to bottom to support them.  Low 
water quality or other environmental issues such as poor habitat will mean an inadequate 
food chain and an absence of Otters.  

 

Figure 3 Otter food chain 

Source: Tuam Tidy Towns tells the story of the River Nanny - Catchments.ie - Catchments.ie 

1.2. Between the 1950s and the 1970s the Otter population in the UK dwindled to near 
extinction.  This is considered to be mostly because of organochlorine pesticide pollution in 
rivers, as well as other forms of pollution and persecution such as hunting.  Since then, the 
pesticide and hunting have been banned, and river quality has generally improved.  Hence, 
there has been a gradual population recovery and increase of range beyond their last few 
strongholds. 
  

1.3. Unfortunately, until the last few years, Greater Manchester remained one of the few 
regions of the UK still lacking Otters.  As recently as 5-10 years ago, any reports of Otters in 
Greater Manchester were suspected to be from animals passing through while searching 
for suitable habitat to set up home.  This theory was backed up by only one Otter casualty 
within Greater Manchester having been reported to the Environment Agency as part of the 
Otter Project at Cardiff University.  However, this appears to have been underestimating 
their presence.  We can see the return of Otters to Greater Manchester in figures 4-7 
below, which are based upon records collated by the Greater Manchester Ecology Unit.  
The cumulative increase over time in the range of waterbodies where Otters have been 



recorded demonstrates that the Otters have been seen across the majority of the Greater 
Manchester region.   

 

 

Figure 4 Greater Manchester waterbodies with Otter records 
2003-2007 

 

 

Figure 5 Greater Manchester waterbodies with Otter records 
2003-2012 

 

 

Figure 6 Greater Manchester waterbodies with Otter records 
2003-2017 

 

 

Figure 7 Greater Manchester waterbodies with Otter records 
2003-2022 

 
Also, it is not just their spread that is increasing. Table 1 below shows that the number of 
records has been increasing massively as well.  It should be noted that, to some extent, the 
increase in records came from an increase in survey effort, largely due to ecological surveys 
related to large riverside development and flood management projects.  However, the 
spread in distribution and increase in the number of records is undeniable, and when 
combined with Otter breeding having occurred at a confidential location, we can 
confidently claim that Otters are once again resident in Greater Manchester.  
 
 
 
 
 
 



Number of GM monads with Otter records 

Period Number of Monads Number / year 

Before 2000 5 0.42 

2000-2004 7 1.4 

2005-2009 5 1 

2010-2014 15 3 

2015-2019 37 7.4 

2020-2022 54 18 

   

 

Table 1 Number of Greater Manchester Monads with Otter Records over time 

 
1.1. During 2022 there were numerous social media reports of seeing Otters in the River Mersey 

across the south of Greater Manchester.  This went on for several months, making us 
believe that we had at least one Otter resident in the area:  Otters are territorial, so even if 
they were very numerous it is very unlikely that there would be a steady stream of Otters 
passing through.  This re-establishment enabled us to make the hypothesis that the 
tributaries of the Mersey in that area should also be being used by the Otters.  If the Otters 
were absent, then it was an indicator that there were environmental issues harming the 
food chain or making the river a less pleasant place for them to be.  Doubt had also been 
expressed whether volunteers could find evidence of Otters during a relatively small scale 
survey, which we would mitigate by engaging an expert for training and verification of 
photographs. 

2.0 Method 
2.1. A volunteer recruitment handout was created, and we initially asked the Upper Mersey 

Catchment Partnership to commence its distribution.  This distribution turned out to be 
very successful and the leaflet was soon being shared by other groups on social media, 
meaning that no further advertising effort was required. However, it was spotted that only 
part of the recruitment information was being shared in some cases, so it was important to 
include the recruitment handout in responses to initial enquiries.  
 
Twelve volunteers attended a morning training course, including two last minute 
replacements from the waiting list.  During the training course, the volunteers were invited 
to organise themselves into teams, guided by which of the pre-selected rivers they 
preferred to survey.  Over the course of the survey six more volunteers were recruited to 
accompany surveyors when members of the original teams were not available. 
 



The training occurred on 02 December 2022 at St Wilfrid’s Community Hall, Northenden.  
Several social media sightings of an Otter on the nearby River Mersey were backed up by 
finding spraint during a reconnaissance visit.  Therefore, we were able to reinforce the 
learning from the classroom session with a walk along the river.   

 

Figure 8 Lorna Drake training Otter survey volunteers by a river under a bridge 

2.2. We decided to use a modified version of the standard otter survey method used in the 
National Otter Surveys 1.   Our version involves asking volunteers to search for Otter field 
signs under bridges that cross rivers, and search from the riverbank for 100 metres 
upstream and downstream.  Bridges were chosen because they are fixed locations that 
provide a base for surveys to be repeated over time.  Also, it is known that Otters often 
chose to visit and leave spraint under bridges. 
 
The original National Survey specified a search of 300 metres up and downstream.  
However, this was impractical in an urban setting with a relatively high density of bridges.  
There was also the issue of how long the survey would take the volunteers, and how far 
they would have to travel between bridges.  Finally, most of the tributaries were not long 
enough to provide enough bridges at that spacing. 
 
Surveyors were recommended to use binoculars to search places that they could not reach.  
A mobile phone, or better still a camera with a telephoto lens, was to be used to 
photograph the field signs ready for verification by Lorna.  
The size of a paw print is a feature used when identifying the species that made it.  
Therefore, the volunteers were recommended to aid verification by including something in 
the photograph to provide scale, such as a ruler, coin, or tram ticket. 
 
The next step was to find tributaries that had enough bridges to produce enough search 
effort.  A further complication was that some bridges were closer than 200 metres apart, 
leading to an overlap of search area.  Consequently, some bridges were not chosen for the 

 
1 Crawford A. 2010. Fifth Otter Survey of England 2009-2010. Bristol, Environment Agency 



survey.  We were able to find five rivers with seven or more bridges.  This resulted in the 
selection of bridges on the following rivers, as can be seen in the map below, along with 
circles showing the 100 metre search boundary up and downstream.  NB the 100 metres 
was measured in a straight line rather than following any curvature in the river.  The 
volunteers were given the option of only surveying the first ten bridges on the Micker Brook 
but chose to do all sixteen.  Chorlton Brook proved to be popular, and two teams formed, 
one surveying the first four bridges, the second the last four bridges. 

Tributary Number of bridges selected 
Chorlton Brook 8 
Platt Brook 7 
Micker Brook 16 
Gatley Brook 9 
River Goyt 9 

 

Table 1 List of tributaries with number of bridges selected to be surveyed 

 

Figure 9 Map showing the bridges selected for the survey 

2.3. We were fortunate to have the assistance of Lorna Drake, who has a PhD in Otter Ecology 
and at the start of the Otter survey was Natural Course Advisor for Natural England and is 
now Species Recovery and Reintroductions Lead Advisor for Cheshire to Lancashire.  Lorna 
co-ran the volunteer training, which was centred around modified versions of two 
presentations that she had used to engage members of the public and train volunteers 
during her PhD in Cardiff.  Beforehand, she joined a reconnaissance visit to confirm that the 



training location was suitable for an outdoor element.   During the survey Lorna provided 
expert verification of photographs of potential Otter field signs. 
  

2.4.  All of the volunteers had struggled to find periods of days without rain, which is suboptimal 
because rain could wash away paw prints and spraint.  This could explain the surprising lack 
of Otter field signs being found.  Therefore, we decided to run a second phase of the survey 
during May-June 2023, when the weather should be dryer, prolonging how long the field 
signs would persist and hence be more likely to be spotted. 

3.0 Results 
3.1. All twelve of the trained volunteers took part in the survey.  Five further volunteers were 

recruited to accompany surveyors when members of the original teams were not available, 
also to assist with local knowledge and access requests.  Three of these additional recruits 
took part in the survey, the other two were not able to find mutually available dates.  A 
sixth additional volunteer was recruited by a volunteer. 
Fourteen volunteers surveyed for sixteen days during Phase 1, and twelve volunteers 
surveyed for fifteen days during Phase 2.  The Natural Course Project Officer helped with 
the surveying during Phase 2, bringing the survey time up to eighteen days during Phase 2.  
The total number of volunteers who carried out a survey was sixteen, total volunteer survey 
time was 31 days, and total survey time was 34 days.  Six volunteer days can be added for 
the training session, bringing the total volunteer time up to 37 days. 

Activity Training Phase 1 survey Phase 2 survey Total 
Volunteer days 6 16 15 37 

Table 2 Volunteer days 

3.2. During Phase 1, only one paw print was found, on Micker Brook.  A photo of the print is 
below.  There are also prints from Mink and Dog/Fox.  Lorna’s expert analysis told us that 
the bottom prints are Mink as they are small, and star shaped. The print above the card is 
from an Otter as it is much bigger, has small claw marks and looks like there are 5 toes. The 
one to the side of the card looks like Dog as it looks symmetrical, and there is no evidence 
of 5 toes. It could also be Fox, but it looks quite big and therefore more likely to be a large 
Dog. 

 



 

Figure 10 paw prints from Otter (top), Mink (bottom), and Dog or Fox (left) 

We were surprised that nothing was found on the River Goyt during Phase 1, despite 
several social media reports of Otters being seen during that time.  The River Goyt could be 
considered as a ‘control’: somewhere expected to provide a positive result if the method 
was correct.  We reached the conclusion that more search effort might be necessary, which 
helped to cement the decision to run a second phase of the survey. 
As stated above, the second phase was also to have a better chance of spells of dry 
weather.   However, a downside of surveying during dry weather is that low water levels 
were reported by volunteers, arguably too low to be attractive to Otters.  Another 
downside of running the second phase later in the year was increased vegetative growth 
that made access more difficult and reduced visibility.   
 

3.3. The volunteers for Platt Brook had found access to be very difficult for their bridges. Hence, 
for Phase 2 of the survey, we decided to replace that tributary of the River Mersey with 
another one, the River Tame, where ten bridges were selected for survey.  The existing 
volunteers were not able to adopt the River Tame, so the Natural Course Project Officer 
carried out the survey, accompanied at different times by a GMCA colleague, a Natural 
Course partner, and a volunteer.   



 

Figure 11 Map of selected bridges along River Tame 

In the field it was discovered that one of the selected bridges on the Tame at Reddish Vale 
was in fact on a minor tributary.  It was decided to replace it with a nearby viaduct.  The 
viaduct had not featured in the initial bridge selection process because it was not included 
in the GIS layer of bridges that we had used.  Similarly, the selected bridge furthest 
upstream on Micker Brook was found to be over a side stream and removed from the 
survey. 
 

3.4. Phase 2 of the survey was much more successful, with Otter paw prints found and verified 
on the River Tame and Gatley Brook, while an Otter spraint was found and verified on the 
River Goyt.   



 

Figure 12 Otter spraint found on the River Goyt 

Here is a summary table of the survey findings. 

River Number of bridges 
selected 

Field signs found 
Phase 1 

Field signs found 
Phase 2 

Chorlton Brook 8 0 0 
Gatley Brook 9 0 1 
River Goyt 9 0 1 
Micker Brook 16 1 0 
Platt Brook 7 0 Not surveyed 
River Tame 10 Not surveyed 3 

Table 3 survey findings summary table 

3.5. During the training walk we were given plenty of field sign spotting tips and practice, but we 
failed to find anything.  However, one volunteer turned back along the river to return home 
a little sooner than the rest of the group and was delighted to spot an Otter swimming in 
the river.  She was able to take the photo below to be verified.  She also agreed to send the 
record into the local records centre. 



 

Figure 13 Otter spotted immediately after the training course 

4.0 Conclusions 
4.1. Both the River Goyt and River Tame have previous records of Otters. Therefore, we were 

pleased when their field signs were found during this survey, as it indicates that those rivers 
are still healthy enough to support Otters.  Meanwhile, we have discovered that Otters are 
using two more tributaries of the River Mersey than were previously known about, namely 
Micker Brook and Gatley Brook.  This is a sign that both brooks also have a good river 
environment.  Micker Brook was feared to be too small, and the water level too low, to be 
of interest to an Otter. Despite this, an Otter paw print was found during the winter, so it is 
best not to presume too much when looking for Otters.  Gatley Brook is another small river 
where a single Otter paw print was found.  However, the bridge is quite close to the 
confluence with the River Mersey (circa 500 metres), which is a large river where we are 
certain that Otter are resident.  The bridge is also within the Gatley Carrs Nature Reserve, 
which has ponds that might additionally attract Otters.  Therefore, we cannot be certain 
that a healthy environment in Gately Brook is the reason for the Otter going there.   
  

4.2. No field signs of Otters were found on Chorlton Brook nor Platt Brook.  For Platt Brook this 
was because the bridges and nearby riverbank were inaccessible.  Chorlton Brook has a 
previous Otter sighting from 2020, albeit just circa 100 metres from the confluence with the 
Mersey.  Otters are elusive creatures who travel widely across a large territory of 20km or 
more, so it could just be that they were not in the area at the time of the surveys or did not 
go to the exact locations where we were looking.  It is also possible that the evidence was 
washed away or obscured by dog walkers or other wildlife.  The question remains whether 



Otter field signs would have been found with more survey effort or at a different time of 
year.  Therefore, this is not necessarily strong evidence that these rivers are unhealthy.  The 
teams enjoyed talking to passersby during their surveys, and occasionally were told about 
previous Otter sightings.  One such sighting had occurred on Chorlton Brook, just a few 
minutes before the arrival of the survey team.  However, the description of the animal 
sounded like a Mink, which highlights the importance of the observer’s knowledge and/or 
subsequent verification.  
 

4.3. We have shown that trained volunteers are able to successfully survey for Otters, though it 
is unknown how much search effort is required before it can be said that Otters are not 
using a river. For instance, the failure to find Otter field signs on the River Goyt on three out 
of four surveys, which has an ongoing history of Otter sightings, indicates that considerable 
search effort is required to be certain Otters are absent.  This is especially true with 
volunteers who are new to Otter surveys, who would not be as likely to spot a field sign as 
experienced of Otter surveyors.  On the other hand, field signs were found more frequently 
on the Tame, and there is no obvious reason why this would be the case. 
 

4.4. The Water Framework Directive records if rivers have been heavily modified by humans, 
which would be considered a negative indication for use by Otters. The rivers with this 
status are: Micker Brook, River Tame, Chorlton Brook, Platt Brook, and Gatley Brook.  The 
River Goyt is not classified has heavily modified.  The fact that Otters were found on the 
Tame, Micker Brook, and Gatley Brook, despite being heavily modified, implies that when 
considered in isolation physical modifications are not enough to deter Otters from using a 
river. 

5.0 Recommendations 
5.1. The gap between the number of sightings reported in social media, and the number of 

records received by the local records centre, shows that there are missed opportunities to 
make records that will help to protect Otters and monitor our rivers.  People who report 
seeing Otters on social media should be encouraged and supported to send in records to 
the record centre.  
 

5.2. The national survey is designed to be carried out by experienced and professional Otter 
surveyors.  There has been extensive study and statistical analysis to determine detection 
rates using their survey method.  This means that they can extrapolate the survey results 
into an estimate of the UK Otter population. In a similar vein, it would be useful to have a 
detailed research project to determine how much volunteer search effort is required to be 
confident that Otters are not present.  Once the effects of volunteer skill and survey effort 
are better understood, this survey method could be used for long term monitoring, or 
before and after monitoring of significant physical or management changes to a river. 

 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

In partnership with 

 

 

 

This project has been made possible with the support of EU LIFE Integrated Project funding. 

Project number LIFE14 IPE/UK/027 

Naturalcourse.co.uk 
@natural_course 

Linkedin.com/in/natural-course 


