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i Grado di
(] Matrice antropizzata naturale del mosaico
Habitat > 90% basso
Mosaico .
variegato 60-90%  medio-basso
Frammentazione '
evidente 10-60%  medio-alto
Frammenti s
residuali 10% molto alto
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Abstract. The Evrasian otter is one of the most endangered mammals in Italy and its
distribution is now restricted in two isolated portions in southern [taly. However, in recent times,
this species has shown a tendency to expand its range, especially northwards. It 18 therefore
important to identify suitable areas on the border of its expansion range where the species can
establish and disperse, so that these areas can be targeted for conservation actions. To this aim,
the distribution, quality and connectivity of habitats of seven river catchments located in the
northern portion of the current otter range in [taly were assessed. Catchments included both rivers
where the otter currently occurs and where it is likely to expand in the short-medium term. An
expert-based Habitat Suitability (H3) model was developed and validated using otter presence-
absence data based on standard field surveys. Fine scale riverbank land cover, extra-riparian
coarse scale land cover, altitude, bank slope, and human disturbance were considered as the main
factors in the HS model. These variables were available or newly created in the form of digital
maps (layers) and the HS model was built by sequentially filtering these layers. Connectivity
was assessed within and between river basins through landscape algorithms by taking into
account variables that could influence otter dispersal. The results indicated that the seven rivers
considered are heterogeneous both in terms of habitat suitability and in terms of connectivity.
Among these, one river in particular (the river Volturno), where otters are currently present,
showed one of the largest extensions of suitable habitats and the best connectivity both within
the river and between the river and the neighbouring catchments, suggesting that this river could
play a strategic role in the survival and expansion of otters in the surrounding areas.

Key words: potential distribution, deterministic models, dispersal, GIS

Introduction

The Eurasian otter (Lutra Iutral.) is a semi-aquatic carnivore that underwent a strong decline
in Europe between the 1960s and the 1980s (Mason & Macdonald 1985 Mason
1989, Macdonald & Mason 1994). Several factors have been suggested to explain
this decline, including the reduction of food supply, pollutants, human persecution, and the
destruction of riparian vegetation (Mason & Macdonald 1985 Macdonald
& Mason 1994, Conroy & Chanin 2000, Kruuk 2006). The decrease in the
concentration of harmful pollutants in the environment due to more stringent regulations
(Pacyna 1999) and the enactment of legal protection have allowed otter populations to
gradually recover since the 1980s in several European countries (Conroy & Chanin
2000, Roos etal 2001, Mason & Macdonald 2004 Romanovski 2000).
Compared to other populations in Europe, the [talian population has recovered rather slowly,

* Corresponding author
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Fig. 1. Distribution range of the otter Lutra lutra in Italy.
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