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This paper documents an opportunistic observa-
tion of a dyadic interaction between a harbour seal 
(Phoca vitulina) and a Eurasian otter (Lutra lutra) 
within the southern remit of Aith Voe, Shetland, 
Scotland, United Kingdom, on 2 April 2022. The 
interaction occurred both on and within ~10 m 
of Aith Pier, a man-made public pier consisting 
mainly of rock armour (i.e., human-placed rock to 
protect shoreline structures), which juts northeast 
into the sheltered waters of Aith Voe (Figure 1). 
During the described encounter, the tide was rising 
(Low: 0615 h, 0.38 m; High: 1234 h, 2.18 m), and 
there was light southwesterly wind (4.5 km/h; 
Beaufort State 1). The interaction was recorded 
by an unmanned aerial system (UAS) (Mavic3, 

DJI Fly, Firmware, Version 1.5.10), which was 
launched at 0746 h from Aith Pier (60.286496, 
-1.3751324). The UAS collected 3 min 18 s of 
aerial video footage (the Supplementary Video 
for this paper is available in the “Supplemental 
Material” section of the Aquatic Mammals website: 
https://www.aquaticmammalsjournal.org/index.
php?option=com_content&view=article&id=10&I
temid=147).

The harbour seal is first visible in the UAS 
video footage swimming ~1 m from the most 
northeasterly perimeter of the pier (60.287061, 
-1.3738901; Figure 1). The seal momentarily 
stopped and adopted a bottling position, with head 
up and out of the water, looking in the direction 

Figure 1. (a) Location of the observed harbour seal (Phoca vitulina) and Eurasian otter (Lutra lutra) interaction off Aith 
Pier, Shetland; (b) location of Aith Voe in relation to Shetland; dark box indicates observation location; and (c) location of 
Shetland Isles in the United Kingdom.

https://www.aquaticmammalsjournal.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=10&Itemid=147
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of the pier, before submerging and diving out of 
view of the UAS (to depth > ~8 m). As the seal 
dove, the otter became visible to the UAS as it 
emerged from the above-water rock armour infra-
structure of the pier, climbed down the rocks, 
entered the water, and swam around the base of 
the pier towards the location the seal was last 
visible. Shortly after the otter entered the water 
(9 s), the seal ascended, and then logged, head up, 
facing directly towards the otter, which was ~3 m 
away. The otter then climbed out of the water and 
up the rock armour while the seal appeared to 
watch. As the otter climbed nearer the top of the 
rock armour, the seal swam around the base of the 
pier in the same direction as the otter, periodically 
stopping and appearing to look, head up, towards 
the direction of the otter.

The following video clip began 1 min later as 
both the harbour seal and otter swam parallel to 
the rocks, with the harbour seal about five (otter) 
body lengths behind the otter. After 10 s, the 
otter exited the water and disappeared into a gap 
within the rock armour. As the otter exited, the 
seal stopped swimming and was stationary, head 
up, facing the otter’s path. Approximately 12  s 
after exiting the water, the otter peered head out 
from the rock armour at a higher position (~1 m) 
than its entry point and looked in the direction of 
the seal. As the otter retreated within the cavity 
of the rock armour, the seal slowly continued on 
its original path and left the UAS field of view. 
The otter briefly peered out of the rock armour 
again and then emerged, re-entered the water, and 
swam in the same direction in which the seal was 
last seen. As the UAS panned southwest, the seal 
re-entered the field of view and barrel-rolled (full 
rotations along its longitudinal axis) as it swam 
directly towards the otter (see Supplementary 
Video; https://www.aquaticmammalsjournal.org/
index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id
=10&Itemid=147). The otter continued along its 

trajectory, and the seal turned 180° to follow, and 
again spun horizontally, so at times it swam ven-
tral side up (Figure 2a). As the seal caught up with 
the otter (to ~1 seal body length away), the otter 
stopped swimming and stood on a partially sub-
merged piece of rock armour, at which point the 
seal immediately stopped swimming and oriented 
itself towards the otter. The seal turned away after 
8 s and began to spiral through the water again, 
whereas the otter re-entered the water and began 
to swim parallel along the rock armour in the 
opposite direction to its previous trajectory. The 
seal immediately gave a few apparent hard rear 
flipper propulsions and pursued the otter, posi-
tioning itself to swim ~0.5 m behind the otter 
(half the seal body length) (Figure 2b). The otter 
then exited the water into the same area of rock 
armour it had exited and re-emerged previously. 
The seal slowed and placed its head into the rock 
armour in the area where the otter was last seen, 
and then appeared to turn away as the observation 
terminated.

Total body length measurements of both indi-
viduals were not available, though qualitative 
assessment suggests they are of comparative 
length and are both estimated at ~100 cm long 
(nose to end of tail). This is shorter than the 
asymptotic length of harbour seals at sexual matu-
rity (> 140 cm) (Hall et al., 2019), and, thus, this 
seal is likely a juvenile. A lone otter of this length 
is likely an adult male (Kruuk, 2006).

Despite anecdotal reports of “otters in Shetland 
being in frequent contact” with harbour seals 
(Kruuk et  al., 1989, p. 241), and anecdotal evi-
dence of similar interspecific dyadic interactions 
in other coastal areas of Shetland (N. McCaffrey, 
unpub. data; R. Shucksmith, unpub. data), there 
are no direct observations reported within the 
published literature. As such, this observation 
provides insight into two charismatic coastal spe-
cies, both of which have been subject to regional 

Figure 2. (a & b) Examples of an interspecific interaction between a harbour seal (white arrow) and a Eurasian otter (black 
arrow) observed alongside Aith Pier, Shetland
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population declines in previous decades (Conroy 
& Chanin, 2000; Thompson et  al., 2019). Two 
recorded phocine distemper virus (PDV) out-
breaks in 1988 and 2002 severely affected UK 
harbour seal populations (Hall et al., 2006), with 
the effects on otters unknown. Indeed, the closed 
population of Shetland otters may be vulnerable 
to epizootic diseases carried by harbour seals, 
such as PDV, with close contact through direct 
interspecific interactions, as described here, 
potentially increasing the likelihood of disease 
transmission (Kruuk et  al., 1989; García-Díaz, 
2021). Other otter species, such as the northern 
sea otter (Enhydra lutris kenyoni), are known to 
be susceptible to and capable of transmitting PDV, 
which contributed to some sea otter mortalities in 
Kachemak Bay, Alaska (Goldstein et al., 2009).

Aside from potential disease transmission, the 
motivations, causes, and consequences of the 
described interaction are unknown. For example, 
potential drivers may be oriented towards sexual 
behaviour (e.g., Harris et al., 2010; Rohner et al., 
2020), interspecific social play (e.g., Wilson, 
1974; Sullivan, 1981; Renouf & Lawson, 1986, 
1987; Harcourt, 1991a, 1991b; Burghardt, 2005; 
Quaglietta et  al., 2014), inquisitive behaviour 
(e.g., Renouf & Lawson, 1987; Osinga et  al., 
2012; García-Díaz, 2021), intraguild preda-
tion (e.g., Elton & Miller, 1954; Levine, 1976; 
Brownlow et  al., 2016), or interference compe-
tition (e.g., Erlinge, 1972; Kruuk & Moorhouse, 
1990; Wilson & Hammond, 2019; Carter et  al., 
2020). Further collation of interspecific behav-
ioural observations for both species are recom-
mended to build an understanding of the motiva-
tion, causes, and potential consequences of the 
behaviour described in this paper.
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