Wyre Forest Study Group
On the Trail of the Otter
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As a member of the Worcestershire Mammal Group I

46 sprainting sites were found as seen on Map 2.

volunteered in 2016 to look for evidence of Otters in

They were nearly always in prominent spots such

the Wyre Forest. It was back in October 2007 that I’d

as boulders, fallen tree trunks, shingle bars, under

first obtained footage of Otters and Mink on a remote

rocky overhangs and bridges, and where tributaries

camera along Baveney Brook. This encouraged me

entered the Brook. It soon became obvious that many

in 2009, with permission from the woodland owners,

of these sprainting spots were being used regularly

to survey this stream for further evidence of their

because the substrate was discoloured. With the

presence, and it was this exercise that helped me

exception of the anal jelly secretions, I handled most

familiarise myself with the tracks and signs of this

spraints to check for that distinctive sweet smell that

elusive creature (Map 1).

confirms an Otter dropping, and which is present in
all but the oldest droppings which dry out and turn
white and crumbly. Of course, mammalian droppings
can provide much information about the animals that
produce them; the male Otter can tell from the scent
when the female is in oestrus and ready to mate, and if
there was a rival male in the area: and the female can
tell which males are visiting her territory. A site may be
used by more than one Otter, and in the past I have
filmed both Mink and Otter sprainting on the same
rock. I was expecting to find Mink spraints this year,
but none were identified, even though one live Mink

Otter leaving spraint, 27 Feb 2009

Rosemary Winnall

had been seen along Dowles Brook in February 2016.
I found very few footprints, apart from in sheltered spots

So in July and August 2016 I undertook a survey of

in tunnels, under bridges and overhangs. Perhaps the

Dowles Brook from its confluence with the River

recent heavy rainfall had obliterated them? It is of note

Severn just north of Bewdley, to where Lem Brook

that I found no spraints along the lower end of Dowles

joins at the Betts Nature Reserve. I chose a time

Brook even though I expected to find most there. The

when the water levels were low so that there was less

presence of fishing lakes higher up the Dowles Brook

likelihood of spraints being washed away. Sprainting

catchment might influence the Otters’ distribution. On

sites were photographed, GPS readings taken and nil

a remote camera sited at the lower end of Lem Brook

returns noted.

near its confluence with Bavaney Brook, I recorded

Otter sprainting site on boulder in Dowles Brook, 13 August 2016
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Otter spraints with pieces of Signal Crayfish, the lower one
very fresh, Bavaney Brook 17 August 2013 Rosemary Winnall

I found several spraints containing what appeared to
be small white ‘stones’ broken in half and showing
an internal core of a darker colour. I could find no
reference to these in the literature and all my usual
contacts could shed no light on the mystery. Eventually
Mike Averill phoned a friend and Graeme Peirson
sent photographs to the experts at the Environment
Agency’s fish lab at Brampton. They recognised them
and at last provided identification.

a female otter with 2 cubs in August 2014, providing
evidence of breeding in that locality.
One interesting observation was that virtually all
the spraints contained pieces of American Signal
Crayfish (Pacifastacus leniusculus). When I’d dissected
droppings from Dowles Brook in March 2009 I’d
found only fish and frog bones. Johnny Birks tells
me that when he did a study of Otters on the River
Lugg a few years ago, he found that Signal Crayfish
peaked in their diet in late summer, which is when
the crayfish are mating and so are extra vulnerable.
I first photographed a fresh Otter spraint containing
crayfish along Dowles Brook in August 2013. This year
I also found the remains of many Signal Crayfish along
the streamside on rocks and mossy logs, a few of which
appeared to have been pecked open by birds.

Otter female with 2 cubs, Lem Brook, 23/8/14 
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Otter spraint containing gastrolith

Rosemary Winnall

Ann Hill found out more:
“The mushroom shaped ‘stones’ had come from
the stomach of a freshwater crayfish and are called
gastroliths (literally stomach stones). The gastroliths
are stored in pairs in each crayfish as calcium stores
prior to moulting (Kozák, Duriš, Petrusek et.al. 2015).

Gastroliths collected from otter spraints
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These mushroom shaped stones are made of calcium
carbonate, the main mineral in human bones, coral
skeletons and the shells of oysters and abalone.
Crayfish gastroliths represent a physiological process
to conserve calcium. The calcium provides strength
to the exoskeleton so that it can support the animal’s
body, give the claws their pinching power and to
protect it from predators. As crayfish grow bigger, they
must periodically shed the exoskeleton and form a new
one. To start a new exoskeleton from scratch would
require large amounts of new calcium. The hormones
that drive moulting trigger calcium carbonate to be
removed from the exoskeleton and starts forming
a pair of these gastroliths in the stomach. After the
crayfish has moulted, the gastroliths are reabsorbed
and used in the strengthening of the new exoskeleton.
Only freshwater crustaceans form gastroliths because
freshwater has very little dissolved calcium salts, so in
an effort to retain calcium, crayfish form these little
gastroliths, or even eat the old exoskeleton”.

Pellets on rock in Dowles Brook
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contrasting riffles and pools. Even though the water
was low, I was surprised just how deep many of these
pools were. Flood debris had been left high up on
the banks and woody debris blocked the stream in
places, all giving a sense of the power of water in flood
conditions.
Sitting quietly on the bank I was able to watch Dippers
and Grey Wagtails. I discovered a Kingfisher’s nesthole
which had only recently been vacated, and I could tell
where the deer had come down to drink from the tracks
and signs they’d left behind. I became very aware of
changing light conditions when a magical fairy palace
could transform quickly into a dark and forbidding
dungeon. Each bend revealed a new view and whilst
on the trail of the Otter I realised just how privileged
we are to have Dowles Brook on our doorstep.
I would like to thank Johnny Birks who showed me
my first otter spraint along Dowles Brook a long
time ago which fired my interest, and for helpful
communications over many years. Thanks to all the folk
who became involved in solving of the mystery of the
gastroliths, especially Mike Averill, Graeme Peirson,
Kari-Anne Heald, Brett Westwood, Harry Green, Ann
Hill, Graham Hill, John Rhymer, Helen Ferguson, and
of course the folk in the fish labs at EA Brampton.
Many thanks To Ann Hill for providing the detailed
information about this part of the crayfish’s anatomy
included in this account. Craig Reed gave helpful
advice about the Dipper pellets and Graham Hill kindly
created the maps. I am grateful to all landowners who
gave permission for the surveys, Forestry Commission,
Natural England, Worcestershire Wildlife Trust, Nick
Trustram-Eve and Wessex Woodland Management Ltd.
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Pellets found along Dowles Brook

Rosemary Winnall

Another thing I noticed in several locations was the
presence of a number of pellets on rocks in mid stream.
These may have been Dipper pellets.
Following Dowles Brook upstream provided plenty
of delights and a new insight into this lovely stream.
One became very aware of the geology with its
varied sandstone strata, occasional coal seams and

Otter’s anal jelly secretion
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Map 1. Map of Baveney Brook and tributaries to show sites where otter spraints and tracks were found in March 2009st
Study Group, Dowles valley, 21 November 2015
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Map 2. Map of Dowles Brook to show sites where otter spraints were found in July and August 2016st
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Study Group, Dowles valley, 21 November 2015
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