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Abstract:
A new fossil river otter, Lontra weiri, has been described by HAFO paleontologist, Dr. Kari Prassack. At over 3.8 million years in age, this is the earliest known example of the modern American river otter genus, Lontra, and provides much needed information on otter evolution.

Body of text:
Hagerman Fossil Beds National Monument (Idaho) is pleased to announce the discovery of a new fossil otter species. Lontra weiri represents the oldest known member of the otter genus Lontra. There are four species of this genus living today: the North American river otter and three species of South American river otter. The species designation (weiri) is in honor of Grateful Dead guitarist, Bob Weir.

Fossils of Lontra are very uncommon in the fossil record. The oldest previously known fossils came from approximately 1.8 million years ago, during the Pleistocene epoch, and the genus was long thought to have evolved from an Asian Pleistocene otter. This conflicted with more recent genetic studies which place Lontra origins several million years earlier in the Pliocene epoch of North America. What paleontologists needed was to find an older fossil otter to support the genetic data. Hagerman’s new otter is at least 3.8 million years old and supports a Pliocene origin for New World otters.

Lontra weiri was similar in size to the smallest of today’s otters; the Asian small-clawed otter and the South American marine otter, which typically weigh less than 5kg. Hagerman was also home to a second and much larger Pliocene otter, Satherium piscinarium, which was comparable in size to today’s Giant Brazilian otter (26-32kg) and its likely ancestor. Closely-related animals are able to co-exist by habitat partitioning, which can include having different diets, being active at different times of day, or living on slightly different areas of the landscape. These two otters likely had different diets, with this new, much smaller otter eating proportionally smaller fish and aquatic invertebrates.

The newly identified otter fossils (a jaw bone and humerus) are housed at the Idaho Museum of Natural History, in Pocatello. They were collected, but not identified, over two decades ago by the museum, prior to the Hagerman Fossil Beds becoming a national monument. This find emphasizes the importance of preserving our country’s paleontological heritage and ensuring that our paleontological collections are accessible to the scientific community for study and for the public to learn from and enjoy.  

[bookmark: _GoBack]The discovery and description of this new otter were made by Hagerman’s paleontologist, Dr. Kari Prassack. Her paper can be found in the Journal of Vertebrate Paleontology http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/02724634.2016.1149075.
