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EDAY PIER 

 

UPDATED OTTER SURVEY REPORT 

1. Introduction

An Otter survey was requested at, and in proximity of, the existing Eday pier as part of the 
requirements for a proposed marine landing point to the immediate east. Initial fieldwork 
was undertaken on 24 May 2023 and completed (to the west of the existing pier) on 28 June 
2023.  Both days were dry and followed an unusually dry late spring and early summer in 
Orkney.

A second survey was undertaken on 19 October 2024, in dry conditions, but following heavy 
rainfall for a few days prior.

This report presents the methods and findings of the survey work undertaken and a 
discussion of their relevance to the proposed works at the marine landing point.

2. Search area description

The 2023 search area is shown on the survey map in the Appendix – it primarily covers the 
shoreline on either side of the pier out to at least 300 m, and includes a wet ditch behind
the shore and ditches along the roadsides.  The shoreline was checked along the top and
bottom of the sea-bank for the extent/ whole length.  Excluded from the survey route were:
open grass fields, unditched fence-lines, private yards and gardens.  

In 2024 the survey area was restricted to the shoreline.

The shore to the east of the pier is relatively exposed, with shingle and outcropping bedrock 
below a grassy bank; this high-energy environment offers little opportunity for stable 
structures that an Otter could use for shelter.  To the west of the pier the shore extends 
back into the Bay of Backaland and the backing slopes rise to 10 m or more.  At the centre of 
the bay there is a considerable length of sea defence, consisting of a gabion wall (rock 
cages) several cages in height beneath a steeply-sloping grassy bank.

Open fresh water within the survey area is restricted to one ditch outfall, to the west of the 
gabion wall, at a distance of about 350 m from the existing pier.  It runs beneath the road, 
behind which the ditch is rocky-bottomed with steep sides and is constrained narrowly 
between fields.

The roadside ditches within 250 m were grassy, shallow and mostly dry.

3. Survey methods

The Otter signs searched for include:
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• burrows (holts) - underground features where otters live, which are used to rest during 
the day and may also be used for breeding; 

• other shelters or resting places (above-ground lie-ups or couches) - may be covered or 
uncovered and can be difficult to find or identify; 

• footprints and paths/trails; 

• droppings (spraint) - used to mark territories, often visible at strategic points e.g. a river 
confluence or where a watercourse empties onto the shore - may be broadly aged from 
fresh (usually still sticky), to recent, old (dry, intact) and decayed (dry, fragmented).  
Smears of anal jelly may accompany spraints or occur on their own;  

• urine patches - which can be identified on rocks and boulders where long use has 
enabled colonisation by green algae. 

4. Limitations of standard Otter surveys

Although walkover surveys using visual searches are a valuable means of confirming the use 
of an area by Otters, and are recognised as the standard method for survey, they are subject 
to limitations:

• A lack of Otter spraints (or other signs) does not necessarily indicate that Otters do not 
use a particular site, since activity is affected by behavioural variables and high water or 
heavy rain may wash signs away.

• Not all resting sites used by Otters are recognisable.

• Few Otter breeding sites have been described, and published descriptions of the signs
around breeding sites are variable and contradictory.  The most robust data are 
probably those from radio-tracking studies, which suggest that Otters are secretive 
around natal dens and that spraints and other signs are not likely to be present1.  It must 
be concluded that breeding sites cannot necessarily be reliably located or identified 
during short, visual surveys.

5. Survey findings at Eday pier 

No Otters were seen and no holts or burrows were found although there were several 
artificial cavities showing signs of Otter use.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
1 Liles G (2003). Otter Breeding Sites. Conservation and Management. Conserving Natura 2000 Rivers 
Conservation Techniques Series No. 5. English Nature, Peterborough.  Online at: 
https://www.webarchive.org.uk/wayback/archive/20220126143515mp_/https://www.nature.scot/sites/defa
ult/files/2019-10/Otter%20Breeding%20Sites%20-%20Conserving%20Natura%202000%20Rivers%20Series.pdf  
 

[Redacted]
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 which was lost at its northern end as it passed a farmyard 

where horse manure was spread onto the bank and nettles grew on old dumped material –
the Otters may by-pass this area and move along the shore itself at this point, to and from 
the pier.  Fewer signs were seen here in 2024, partly because lush autumn grass growth and 
wave-tossed seaweed made them more difficult to spot, and also because a length of 
barbed fence-wire had been dumped across one of the well-used sprainting sites.

All signs are detailed in Tables 1 and 2, and marked on the map in the Appendix.  Other than 
simple spraint piles, photographs of most are also included in the Appendix.

Table 1. Details of Otter signs found in 2023 (from north to south) 

[Redacted]

[Redacted]

[Redacted]

[Redacted]
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Table 2. Details of Otter signs found in October 2024 (from north to south) 

 

7. Brief discussion 

 
 

  It may be seasonal in use, given the much lower 
frequency of signs there in October 2024.   

[Redacted]

[Redacted]

[Redacted]
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  Animals could potentially move inland along the ditch, but because this lies 
beyond 300 m from the pier, checks were only made a little way inland to the first ditch 
confluence, where no signs were found.   

 
 

Apart from the activity at the existing pier, all of these locations are far enough from the 
development area so as not to be subject to disturbance.  However, it should be noted that 
Otter usage of an area can change over time, so that further survey will be required pre-
construction to establish the position at that stage. 

8. Otters at the existing pier

Dependent on the precise nature of the new works, there may be a need to damage or 
block the cavity If so, a licence would be required, incorporating 
mitigation action such as the provision of suitable shelter close by e.g. within any new 
engineering at the pier.  This would need to be informed by pre-construction monitoring to 
understand better how many Otters are involved and how they use the pier.

If the  is not anticipated to be damaged or blocked, then disturbance to animals 
during construction will still require to be avoided or licensed.

The high-usage of the existing pier and the nearby shoreline mean that an assessment of the 
potential for more general disturbance may also be required.  This would probably mean 
additional monitoring at strategic locations along the shore to find out how the animals use 
the wider area.

 

 

[Redacted]

[Redacted]

[Redacted]

[Redacted]

[Redacted]

[Redacted]



APPENDIX:  Eday – Otter survey findings at existing pier, 2023 and 2024

KEY:

Ground searched (shoreline west to no. 2 only in October 2024)

250m buffer around pier

Spraint

Spraint associated with flattened grass and rubbed peat

Spraint associated with a cavity or shelter 

Otter trail

[Redacted]



[Redacted]

[Redacted]

[Redacted]

[Redacted]



Eday – Otter survey at existing pier
[Redacted]
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