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Elusive river otter returning to Gila
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SILVER CITY — It could be less than a year before the first river otters are returned to the upper Gila River,
more than 50 years since the species disappeared from the state. 

The state Game Commission approved an otter reintroduction program for the upper Gila River and upper Rio
Grande last month, requiring that the first otters be reintroduced to the two rivers by the fall of 2007. 

"The last otter known to exist in the state was trapped in the Gila near Cliff in 1953," Game Commissioner
Dutch Salmon said. "It is appropriate we return them to the river where they were last seen." 

The otters will be reintroduced to a 42-mile stretch of the upper Gila River between the East Fork confluence
and the Mogollon Creek confluence, Salmon said. The stretch of river runs mostly through wilderness. 

"I think they will do well and not be in anyone's way," Salmon said. 

Salmon said the otters, which can reach between 10 and 25 pounds in maturity, could provide an economic
boost, drawing tourists interesting in photographing the playful animals. 

The Gila trout, whose designation was recently changed to threatened from endangered status, also inhabits
areas of the Gila River, but should not be impacted by the reintroduction of the otter. Salmon said the Gila
trout inhabit colder high-country streams while the otter prefers the warmer and larger main stem of the Gila
River. 

"The Gila trout are in high country streams. I would not expect the otters to go up there at all, there is not
enough water," Salmon said. 

Salmon said he expects recreational fishing of stocked Gila trout to begin as early as next summer. 

Between 20 to 30 pairs of otters would be reintroduced into the stream once the reintroduction program is
complete. 

Local conservation groups pushed for support of the reintroduction, citing a need for the native animal to
return to the river to help balance the river's ecosystem. 

"I think it will go pretty far towards restoring the national balance of the Gila river," said Allyson Siwik,
executive director of the Gila Resources Information Project. 

Michael Robinson with the Center for Biological Diversity, said the otters should help control the spread of
non-native species of fish in the Gila river. 

"The otter belongs here," Robinson said. 
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