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Objectives
• To discover processes that the Canal & River 

Trust use to monitor otter populations.

• Understand how GPS coordinates work.

• Use coordinates to plot potential locations of 
otters.

• Explore other data visualisation techniques 
including bar charts and pie charts.
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Otters in Birmingham
• We’re very excited because in recent years we’ve 

seen more evidence of otters on the waterways 
of Birmingham and the West Midlands. 

• This is great not only for otter population, but it's 
also a good indication that water quality and 
biodiversity are improving in Birmingham.
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What do you 
know about 

otters?



How do we monitor otters?
• Otters are very shy animals so spotting 

them can be very difficult.

• Instead, we keep a lookout for their spraints. 
Can you guess what this word means?

• Yes, poo!
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Otter spraints
• Otters use their spraints to mark their 

territory.

• The spraints can often be found under 
bridges or next to locks.

• They are made up of visible fish bones 
and scales bound with a sticky, dark 
mucus.
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Otter survey
• Each year we ask volunteers to help us 

with an otter survey.

• We ask them to go on the lookout for 
otter spraints.

• If they find a spraint, they should take a 
photo of it and make a note of the GPS 
coordinate.

Otter Spotter



GPS coordinates
• GPS coordinates are made up of two

numbers, both measured in degrees.

• One tells us how far north or south of the 
equator it is (longitude).  
Birmingham is around 52 degrees.

• The other relates to Greenwich, London. 
Every place on the Earth is measured in terms of 
its angle east or west from this point (latitude). 
Birmingham is around -2 degrees. 
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Survey results
• When we receive a photo and a GPS coordinate 

location of the otter spraint, we can plot its 
position on a map.

• GPS coordinates are usually very long, but this is 
what helps them to be so accurate. We use 
rounding to make them easier to work with.

• Each year, we can compare data to see if the 
population has changed significantly.

Otter Spotter

Spraint Photo

+
GPS Coordinate:

52.480978 north
-1.942002 west

Round these 
coordinates to 

two decimal 
places.



Task 1
• Have ago at plotting a set of otter spraint 

locations in the ‘Otter Spotter Activity Pack’.

• You could compare the results from the 2020 
survey and the 2022 records to see if there 
have been any changes. 

• Remember you will need to round the GPS 
coordinate numbers to make them easier to 
work with.

Otter Spotter



Otter survey sheet
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• Ecologists use surveys to ask people to 
record details of human activity, vegetation, 
and litter around the canals.

• The results of these surveys help to reveal 
reasons why otters may or may not be 
present in an area.

• This is a real example of a survey sheet that 
the Canal & River Trust have been using to 
monitor habitats.



Task 2 & 3
Make comparative graphs using 
the otter survey data. This will help 
you to visualise the information 
and make conclusions.
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Find these worksheets in the 
Otter Spotter Activity Pack


