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BiodiversityWorks News
COASTAL RIVER OTTERS THRIVE ON MARTHA’S VINEYARD
BY: LIZ BALDWIN, WILDLIFE BIOLOGIST/ASST. DIRECTOR

Are there river otters on Martha’s Vineyard? Yes. They are here and in most of our ponds. Surprisingly, this
was all anyone knew about the abundance and distribution of this charismatic mammal a few years ago. River
otters are at the top of the food chain in our Island watersheds, and with water quality issues at the forefront of
environmental concerns on Martha’s Vineyard, we believed it was important to gather comprehensive data on
this species to use as a baseline for the future. With funding through the Edey Foundation, the Martha’s Vineyard Vision Fellowship, Nan and Bill Harris, Mal Jones, and in collaboration with Sheriff’s Meadow Foundation, we began the first Vineyard study of our coastal river otters in the summer of 2009.
Community support for the project was widespread and very positive. We collaborated with Island conservation groups and more than 50
private landowners granted
access to their property for
surveys. In addition, many
Islanders assisted us by reporting sightings from a variety of locations. Between
2009 and 2012, we trekked
the shorelines of the Island’s
great ponds, estuaries and
beaches in order to map the
distribution and monitor the
activity patterns of these beloved mammals.
River otters are semi-aquatic,
spending equal amounts of
time on land and in water.
They have latrine sites in
many(continued on page 2)

ISLAND OTTERS, CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1
areas of their home range where they roll on land and
Otter trail with
leave their scat and scent within a few feet of the water’s
edge. They also establish trails between ponds, sometimes
scent mounds
travelling miles over land. Otters use their trails and
latrines year after year, which makes it easy for us to
study these elusive mammals. We located over 130
latrines sites, including 7 dens, in 105 areas. After
mapping these sites, we returned once per month to
count the amount of scat (an indicator of activity) since
our last visit and to collect scat for otter diet analysis.
Some latrines were busier than others, some
Otter tracks
were active all year, and activity at others
would shift with pond openings and seasons.
Mapping and monitoring otter latrines and
collecting scat is one thing, but understanding
how much activity this data represents is
another as we don’t often see otters. We solved
this problem by placing small trail cameras,
triggered by infrared sensors, at latrine sites.

8.5 inch
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The cameras captured great images and videos of otters we could share and
they added observational information to our study. From cameras we learn
about behavior, group sizes, and the time of day otters are typically active.
Preliminary data from the year long camera study documented 2,207 visits by
otters to 20 different latrine sites across the Island. A similar river otter study
in Maryland riverine habitat produced only 173 visits to cameras. The high
level of activity at our cameras tells us that Martha’s Vineyard has an
abundant population of coastal river otters and ample resources to sustain
these mammals who eat 10-15% of their body weight in prey each day (otters
weigh 15 - 30 lbs).
The more we learn about our river otters, the more
questions we have, such as: How many otters live on
Martha’s Vineyard? or Are our otters isolated and
genetically different from Elizabeth Islands and Cape
Cod otters? We hope to fund research to answer these
questions in coming years.
Until then, there are more otter latrines and trails to
map on the Island and much more to learn about this
sentinel species. We welcome your otter sightings.
Report them to: biodiversityworksLiz@gmail.com or
call us at 800-690-0993

A group of Edgartown Great Pond Otters

OTTERS AS ICHTHYOLOGISTS
BY: LUANNE JOHNSON

As the top predator in Martha’s Vineyard watersheds otters
provide data about the abundance and distribution of fish
and crustaceans in our ponds and near shore waters. We
systematically collected otter scat samples from different
latrine sites across the Island during a one year period in
order to describe and categorize river otter diets and use it as
a baseline for future reference. In 10 or 20 years, we can
repeat our study to see if otter diets have changed. Drastic
changes from baseline data may tell us about shifts in fish or
crustacean populations and indicate large-scale changes in our watersheds.
However, analyzing otter diets wasn’t as easy as it may sound. A basic tool for this task was missing: a key to
fish scales and crustacean parts for Martha’s Vineyard. A few guides to fish scales were available, but none of
them included all of the species in our waters. To further complicate things, all of the photos or sketches in
the guides were of scales taken from fish rather than scales that had been through an otter’s digestive system.
The same was true for crustaceans; we had to adapt crustacean identification based only on pieces present in
otter scat, rather than an entire crab.
We worked with students and volunteers for two years to develop a diet analysis guide for this area. In the fall
and winter of 2009/2010, we visited several otter latrine sites with science students from the Edgartown,
Tisbury, and Oak Bluffs schools to collect otter scat for the study. In their science labs, we disinfected the scat
samples and rinsed them through a sieve so that only fish scales, bones, crustacean parts remained. We also
collected reference fish and crustacean specimens from local fishermen (and women), Coop’s and Dick’s tackle
shops. After much trial and error, we completed Version 1 of the Guide to River Otter Diet Analysis in
Southeastern Massachusetts in October of 2011 and printed 30 copies for Island teachers to share. The guide
provides photos and a key to identify the scales of 22 species of fish and the remains of 9 species of crustacean
and insects found in otter scat.
As of November 2012, we have analyzed 50% of the 400+ samples collected during one year of monitoring.
We are grateful for assistance from many Island science students and our amazing otter diet analysis volunteer
crew: Betsy Buck, Kate Conde, Margaret Curtin, Ann Lees, Sharon Pearson, Chris Perleberg, Betsy Shay,
Nancy Weaver, Soo Whiting, and Bob Woodruff.
A peek at that preliminary data tells us that Blue Crab are a staple in
Vineyard otter diets as remains of these crabs occur in 40% of the
samples. The red dots on the joints of the crab legs are diagnostic of
blue crab. Dactyls (swim paddles) of this crab species have a line down
the center and a fringe of hairs around the entire edge.

Mummichog

Another common prey item are the
Blue crab legs & Dactyls
small fish in the Killifish family
(Mummichog, striped and banded killifish, and sheepshead minnows),
which appear in 29% of the samples thus far. Over the winter, we will be
analyzing the remaining scat samples with the help of our volunteers. We
will complete diet analysis in 2013 and look forward to sharing the results
in a future newsletter. If you are interested in assisting us with the diet
study this winter, please email us at: biodiversityworks@gmail.com.

IS CLIMATE CHANGE IMPACTING BANK AND CLIFF NESTING BIRDS?
Recent Storms reminded all of us that bluffs and cliffs are eroding at a rapid rate in many areas of the Island.
With sea levels rising, and storms predicted to increase in intensity and frequency, erosion will continue.
Homeowners near the coast are moving houses, and some are making efforts to buttress their banks and cliffs
with stone or vegetation. However, it is important to recognize that other species are affected by natural and
man-made changes to these habitats; cliff and bank-nesting birds. On Martha’s Vineyard, those species are the
belted kingfisher (Megaceryle alcyon), bank swallows (Riparia riparia),
and northern rough-winged swallows (Stelgidopteryx serripennis ).

Steve Courson photography

While these bird species are common throughout
North America, their abundance and distribution is
limited by the availability of suitable banks and cliffs
for nest burrows. On Martha’s Vineyard, that means
they are limited to areas of our Great Ponds, lagoons,
and coastline where vertical banks or cliffs are at least
4 feet tall with bare faces and soil suitable for burrowing. Suitable soil is a mix of silt and sand with enough
sand to make digging easy if you are using your beak
and feet, but not so much that burrows will collapse.
A nest burrow must also be isolated from vegetation
so snakes or mammalian predators cannot access it.
Oftentimes burrows are 18 or more inches from the
top of a cliff with an overhang. Sandy slopes are unsuitable as predators may walk or slither to a nest.

Belted kingfishers dig a burrow each
spring as part of their courtship. The
female lays 5-8 eggs in a chamber at
the end of the 3-6 ft. tunnel, and both
adults incubate for 22-24 days. Most
nests are initiated in April and May.
Parents feed nestlings for 22-29 days
before they fledge, and continue feeding them for about 3 weeks.

A bank swallow colony on the North shore

When storms erode cliffs, the exposed habitat may or
may not be suitable for a nest burrow. Swallows and kingfishers returning to nest in the spring must then locate
new habitat, either on the Vineyard, or elsewhere.
Bank swallows nest in colonies ranging from just a few pairs to hundreds of pairs, and northern rough-winged
swallows often nest on the edges of bank swallow colonies. While bank swallows dig (continued on page 6)

BIODIVERSITYWORKS’ SUMMER INTERN PROGRAM
In the spring of 2012 we advertised BiodiversityWorks’ summer internships at the Martha’s Vineyard Regional
High School. After reviewing applications,
we selected Samantha Chaves, Eva Faber,
Ben Gordon, and EmmaJean Holley for
internships because each of them wrote
about their passion for biodiversity, and
their desire to learn about biology in the
field. Because we wanted a multi-tier mentoring system, we also selected Julie
Pringle, an Islander attending Tufts University and majoring in Biology. Julie had
volunteered with us in 2011 and wanted to
return and conduct an independent research project.
Together, Liz and Luanne, and this group
of hard-working and enthusiastic students,
trekked many miles of beach protecting
and monitoring nesting birds, sharing our
Photo by Katie Ruppel
love of beach-nesting birds with people we
met, studying predator activity at different beaches, and documenting the abundance and distribution of Atlantic Ghost Crabs at multiple Island beaches. Liz and I are indebted to all of them for their passion and hard work,
and for their thoughtful questions throughout the season. We asked them to share something about their experience with us, and here is what they shared:

Julie Pringle, Tufts University-Biology major
I have spent a lot of time on the beach throughout my life, but until this internship I was oblivious to the species richness around me. Now I can identify birds by just their calls and mammals by just their tracks. I am very
lucky to have had the opportunity to work with BiodiversityWorks, as I have gained invaluable experience
conducting biological field work, greatly improved my observational skills, and learned a lot working alongside
Liz and Luanne.
Ben Gordon, Junior, Martha’s Vineyard Regional High School
I just love to learn. There’s nothing more I like than the moment of discovery.
EmmaJean Holley, Freshman, Brown University
This internship opened my eyes to what meaning is, and illustrated to me that regardless of which career path I
take or life avenue I amble down, I want it to be meaningful. Meaning is not making lofty plans all summer
with the air conditioner on full blast: meaning is pushing. It's passion. Meaning is the sweat and persistence it
takes to lug fencing across the beach in order to salvage something more delicate than yourself.
Sammi Chaves, Senior, Martha’s Vineyard Regional High School
Working at BiodiversityWorks allowed me to become more open to studying a broader form of biology. I enjoyed learning how to identify birds. It was fun to go to the beach and clear transects and then return in the
morning to see what happened during the night. It is my hope that after college, I will be able to come back to
MV, and do something to help the island in a way that is similar to what Luanne and Liz have been doing.
Eva Faber, Freshman, University of Vermont
Now, when I’m walking through the woods I can recognize two or three bird calls. It changes your world because you are aware of something you’ve never know before.

BANK AND CLIFF-NESTING BIRDS, CONTINUED
often in an old kingfisher burrow or an expanded bank swallow
burrow as they are larger than bank swallows.
Between May and September, we walked or boated most of the
Island’s perimeter and pond shorelines to survey for burrows of
Belted Kingfisher and swallow colonies with our interns and
volunteers. By the end of the season, we located only 12 suitable
nesting areas for Belted Kingfisher pairs and 20-25 swallow
colonies.
We suspect we missed one or two pairs of kingfishers, or swallow
Banks Swallow chicks
colonies, in Lagoon and Tashmoo ponds. Also, we can’t seem to
Lanny McDowell Avian Art
locate a nest site for kingfishers in Edgartown Great Pond, so
please contact us if you know of active nest burrows in these areas. We will re-visit all mapped sites in May
of 2013 to check for activity and productivity in order to produce a population estimate and map in 2013.
Many thanks to many private landowners as well as Sheriff’s Meadow Foundation and The Trustees of
Reservations who collaborated on surveys. We are also grateful to birding friends who helped with surveys:
Adam DeBettencourt, Richard Cohen, Bert Fischer, Pete Gilmore, Lanny McDowell, Raph Teller, Penny
Uhlendorf, Soo Whiting & Flip Harrington, and Peter Wells who surveyed the North Neck bluffs and
Katama bay with Luanne in his boat.
BIODIVERSITYWORKS’ DIRECTOR RECEIVES 2012 DISTINGUISHED FRIEND OF
SCIENCE AWARD FROM MASSACHUSETTS SCIENCE TEACHER ASSOCIATION
BY: DAVID FABER, EDGARTOWN 7TH & 8TH GRADE SCIENCE TEACHER

Luanne Johnson, wildlife biologist and director of BiodiversityWorks, recently received high recognition
from the Massachusetts Association of Science Teachers (MAST). Ms. Johnson was selected to receive the
2012 ‘Russell Stanhope Distinguished Friend of Science’ award at the annual MAST conference on Nov. 15th.
To receive this honor, Ms. Johnson was nominated by Martha’s Vineyard science teachers, with whom she
has collaborated in a number of ways over many years. In her nomination letter, Vineyard teachers pointed
to her diet study of local coastal river otter populations where she worked with teachers and students to
developed a comprehensive key to fish and crabs consumed by otters. The key is now used in Island science
classrooms and natural history programs. Also noted was her mentorship of a Vineyard high school student
in procuring the first Vineyard grant from the Marjot Foundation. She and
Bill Wilcox mentored Eva Faber in a pilot study on blue claw crabs in the
Great Ponds of Martha’s Vineyard during the summer of 2010. And finally,
the teachers are especially excited with Ms. Johnson’s involvement and
directorship of BiodiversityWorks. In just the first year of BiodiversityWorks’
existence, no fewer than five island high school and university students have
been employed as interns in our field programs, with the promise of even
more education and mentorship for local students in conservation biology.
Luanne has made her mark on the Island as a proven leader in wildlife
biology, conservation, and certainly environmental awareness and education.
Congratulations to Luanne Johnson on receiving this well-deserved award
from MAST!

WE NEED YOUR SUPPORT
In the coming year, BiodiversityWorks will continue our field biology mentoring program for high school
and college students while engaging in multiple research and monitoring projects focusing on birds, beach
invertebrates, mammals, and possibly a reptile species. We were awarded $31,000 in grants this year, but we
also depend on the generosity of donors to fully fund our programs and limited operating expenses. We are
grateful to the following foundations, individuals, and businesses for their grants, gifts, and support!
The Edey Foundation
The Gus Daniels Wildlife Trust
The Farm Neck Foundation
Betsy & Jesse Fink Foundation
The Vineyard Golf Club Foundation
Blake and Lindsay Allison
Anonymous
Anonymous
The Art Cliff Diner
John Banks
Carroll Biesecker
Prudy Burt
The Chappy Ferry
Tom Chase

Betsy Cornwall
Twyla Dell
David Faber
Adam and Gretchen Gebb
Andy Goldman & Susan Heilbron
Judith Hannon
Nan and Bill Harris
Tom Hodgson
Max Hoffman
Julie and Miles Jaffe
Mal Jones
Ginny Jones
(in Honor of the Woods Family)

Gerald and Linda Jones

Robert Kendall
Geoff and Norma Kontje
Anne and Brian Mazar
MV Tech
Chris Neill & Linda Deegan
Megan Ottens-Sargent
David Peltier Taxidermy
Jim Pepper
Chris Perleberg
Judy Plank
Allen and Darrel Razdow
Judy Salosky
Leon and Cathy Tempelsman
Vineyard Tax Matters

Please consider making a donation using the form below or via our website

Donation Form
√ Yes. I want to support BiodiversityWorks in studying wildlife while training future
generations of conservation professionals! Enclosed is my tax-deductible check for:
□ $1,000

□ $500

□ $250

□ $100

□ $50

□ Other $___________

Name (please print) ____________________________________________________________
Address ____________________________________________________________________
City _______________________________ State ___________ Zip code ________________
Please use the following name(s) in all acknowledgements:__________________________________________
____ I (we) wish to have our gift remain anonymous
I want to subscribe to your e-newsletter my email is: ______________________________________________
(we do not share email addresses with 3rd parties)
Please make checks, corporate matches, or other gifts payable to:
BiodiversityWorks
PO Box 557
Edgartown, MA 02539
BiodiversityWorks is an IRS-approved 501(c)3 nonprofit organization. 100% of your contribution is tax deductible as allowed by law.

HELP US NAME OUR OTTER AMBASSADOR
It is uncommon to catch a glimpse of an otter out of the water
or to see an otter’s feet, tail, and face up-close. Our new otter
ambassador will provide that opportunity for many people.
While we were very sad that a female otter was struck and
killed by a vehicle near the Lagoon, we wanted to turn a sad
event into something good by creating life-like display from
her remains. Our otter ambassador will be at future otter talks
and programs, and she is available for loans to classrooms.
We are thankful to Mal Jones for donating the funding for
this taxidermy project and to David Peltier, the taxidermist
who created the mount for us. Now, she needs a name! Please
submit your suggestions on our facebook page or to:
biodiversityworksLiz@gmail.com.

ABOUT BIODIVERSITYWORKS...
Our mission is to promote conservation of biodiversity through wildlife research and monitoring
while providing opportunities for people to engage in hands-on nature study. We are a 501(c)3
non-profit, founded on the Island of Martha’s Vineyard, in March of 2011.
OFFICE LOCATION:

BOARD MEMBERS:

Tom Chase

Chris Neill, Ph.D.

Debra Swanson

David Faber

Luanne Johnson

Liz Baldwin

STAFF:

Director/Wildlife Biologist………..Luanne Johnson
Asst. Director/Wildlife Biologist……..Liz Baldwin
EMAIL:

biodiversityworks@gmail.com

18 Helen Ave. Vineyard Haven, MA 02568
(In The Nature Conservancy office building)
MAILING ADDRESS:

PO Box 557, Edgartown, MA 02539
TELEPHONE:

800 - 690 - 0993
WEBSITE:

http://biodiversityworksMV.org

HOW YOU CAN HELP:
1. Share our e-newsletter with your friends.
2. Make a donation by check using the form on previous page or online

3. Consider volunteering with BiodiversityWorks. Opportunities are listed on our website
http://biodiversityworksmv.org/volunteer-opportunities/
4.

