
Students will have the opportunity to learn cutting-edge lab 

and analysis techniques in molecular ecology, and how those 

skills are incorporated into real-world examples.  The 

techniques involved in the study are the basis for most 

conservation projects, giving the students skills that are 

immediately transferable into the workplace.  Students will 

also have the opportunity to learn about departments within 

the NYSDEC and how population management decisions are 

made. 

SUNY Oneonta – State Agency Collaborations: 

Win – Win for Students, DEC, and Otters 

The data provided by SUNY Oneonta students will 

be some of the first data on otter population sizes 

in recent years.  Without a clear knowledge of how 

many otters are out there and how many are 

breeding, there is no way to rationally manage the 

populations.  The data will allow otter populations 

to be monitored on an annual basis; thereby 

facilitating rapid changes in management strategy 

in response to changes in otter population sizes.  

Overall, this should lead to increased sustainability 

of otters in NYS. 
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BENEFITS FOR NYSDEC 

Working together with the NYSDEC unit in charge of research 

and management of fur-bearing animals, SUNY Oneonta biology 

students will be performing a genetic analysis of river otters from 

across NYS and estimating effective population size for each 

reasonably sampled population.  

 

As part of trapping regulations, the pelts of trapped otters must 

be brought to the NYSDEC for registration and sealing before 

they can be sold.  NYSDEC agents will remove a small amount of 

tissue from the pelt and send the samples to the SUNY Oneonta 

Biology Department. 

 

Students in BIOL269: Methods in Population Genetics will, as 

part of their laboratory exercises, extract DNA from the samples, 

amplify microsatellite markers (used for DNA fingerprinting), and 

model the effective population size of the populations sampled.  

The data generated will then be transmitted back to the NYSDEC. 

The NYSDEC will be able to base management decisions on 

population genetic data to which they would not otherwise have 

access.  This will allow for more accurate management and a 

better ability to justify management decisions to the public. 

BENEFITS FOR STUDENTS 

According to New York State budget data 

(http://budget.ny.gov), the NYSDEC had a 

recommended budget cut of $187,445,000 

from the 2012-2013 fiscal year to the 2013-

2014 fiscal year and has lost 55 enforcement 

positions in the last three years.  This 

decrease in resources and workforce limits 

the ability of the agency to perform research 

on which to base management decisions and 

the ability to enforce those decisions. 
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Otter have been trapped in New York State 

(NYS) for hundreds of years, resulting in 

precipitous declines in otter populations in the 

mid 1800s (Banaszewski and Van Neilor 2002).  

Protection from hunting in the mid 1900s 

allowed otter populations to increase in some 

areas of New York, resulting in a reinstatement 

of trapping in eastern NYS.  While the NYS 

Department of Environmental Conservation 

(NYSDEC) does estimate otter population 

sizes, only census sizes (Nc) are generated, 

and based solely on the number of pelts 

brought in for registration with the state.  

Census sizes do not reflect contributions to 

the next generation, and are therefore inferior 

to estimates of effective population size (Ne); 

however, the latter is difficult to measure 

accurately (Luikart et al. 2010). Effective 

population size can be estimated through 

indirect genetic methods; although genetic 

surveys of populations are expensive in terms 

of sampling time and consumable costs.  
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Lontra canadensis, the river otter.  Trapped to near 

extirpation, has rebounded and is being trapped again. 

SUNY Oneonta and OHS students learning essential 

laboratory techniques. 

Better knowledge of L. canadensis population sizes will allow for more 

flexible and meaningful management strategies. 


