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Online Otters
And Their Influence on the 

Otter Pet Trade 



“On social media networks, likes and comments can potentially increase 
desirability and thereby entice more people to purchase exotic pets, 
despite its illegality. 

The “cute” factor is a key marketing point for the otter pups for sale.”

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2287884X18302681



“Various observations collected in this rapid 
assessment suggest that the otter boom in 
Japan has grown over the past few years, 
becoming especially prominent in 2017.

The visibility of pet otters on SNS (social 
networking sites) and the contents 
broadcast by mass media were likely 
amongst the key factors initiating and 
amplifying the boom and demand.”

https://www.traffic.org/publications/reports/asian-otters-at-risk-from-illegal-trade-to-meet-booming-demand-in-japan/



“While Japan’s market for exotic pets is assumed to 
be steadily on the rise (Wakao et al., 2018), such a 
rapid development of a large-scale boom for a 
specific species or groups of species is rather 
unseen in recent years and warrants reflection of 
the roles and responsibilities of the mass media and 
other influencers, particularly those pet owners on 
SNS.”

https://www.traffic.org/publications/reports/asian-otters-at-risk-from-illegal-trade-to-meet-booming-demand-in-japan/



Online Review - “Celebrity Otters”

February 2019



This is bingo the otter, his most viewed video on YouTube 
has over 2 million views, displaying him as he plays with a 
vacuum cleaner. 
As you can see he has a lot of videos in a tiny bath, 
screaming for help as depicted by his owner.



Here are some more examples: "The 
Daily Otter" have their own website 
(they also have “The Daily Bunny”), 
their twitter account has over 38K 
Followers.



Otter Sakura with over 31k followers, 
she's a house pet in Japan like most of 
these otter's social media accounts.



This otter twitter account has over 500k followers, but her 
YouTube subscribers are just over 78k, 
and her Instagram account with over 1.4m followers. This can tell 
us something about online trends - Instagram seems to be the 
leading platform for otter photos, videos and celebrity otter 
accounts.



More than a year ago Instagram announced that 
“searches for a wide range of wildlife hashtags 
will trigger a notification informing people of the 
behind-the-scenes animal abuse that makes 
some seemingly innocent wildlife photos 
possible.”

https://news.nationalgeographic.com/2017/12/wildlife-watch-Instagram-selfie-tourism-animal-welfare-crime/



“Instagram will now deliver a pop-up 
message whenever someone searches 
or clicks on a hashtag like 
“#slothselfie.” 
The message reads, in part, 
“You are searching for a hashtag that 
may be associated with posts that 
encourage harmful behavior to 
animals or the environment.”

https://news.nationalgeographic.com/2017/12/wildlife-watch-Instagram-selfie-tourism-animal-welfare-crime/



Unfortunately this message doesn't include 
any otters. 

Searching the word “otter” on Instagram 
displays a hashtag with over 600k posts.

When searching for “otter”, 
there are numerous user accounts and other 
otter related hashtags found. 

A substantial part of these are pets.



Another Instagram account is 'daily otters' with 
189k followers, not to be confused with “The Daily
Otter”, as mentioned before. There are numerous
names and variations to use on social media if you 
have a pet otter.

Some of these photos and videos are duplicated 
and shared across SM platforms with no 
credits/source specifications, making it impossible 
to trace back to the original pet otter owner. 

Widespread otter-human 
interaction images online 
creates the impression that 
otters in houses are common 
pets.



“In otter news” is a website based in the UK which 
uploads anything and everything that has to do 
with otters.

This major contributor to the otter internet craze 
recently uploaded a video showing how to make 
otter figures for cake. 



The “In Otter News” Instagram account has 
only about 12k followers, their Twitter 
account has 117k followers, and their official 
Facebook page has over 650k followers and 
637k likes.



As you can see, they post 
everything that involves otters; 
there's even an otter hanging on its 
leash and some merchandise to go 
with it.

They also have a website with 
contact info, 
for content contributors to send 
them footage.

A while back, I contacted the owner 
of this website - Sam Garton, and 
asked him to stop supporting
the otter pet trade. 

Never received any response.



As we learn here at Wild Otters Research, otter species 
are very difficult to identify.

The person who is dealing might not be able to notice 
differences, or maybe these are individuals who share 
photos as if they are their own creation ('otter2017sarah' 
for example, showing a Smooth-coated otter and a Small-
clawed otter as if it was the same pet).

Here are a few more examples; 
notice the amounts of followers, likes and various otters displayed. This 
might suggest otter's SM user accounts are not just a single pet otter but 
someone who deals in multiple pups.



Otter Cafes

There are various kinds of wildlife cafes in 
Japan, during this search only 6 otter 
cafes could be found, but the real 
numbers probably exceed far above that.

An otter cafe is a place where people can 
have some drinks while petting otters and 
feeding them snacks. 

Otter cafes are very affordable for visitors,
but very stressful for the animals involved.



This is a cafe twitter account 
with an otter in a cage on the 
cover photo.



There are attractive deals for customers 
- this visit includes 10 additional 
minutes with the animals for no extra 
charge.



Otters are kept in cages and taken out for the 
amusement of crowds that come by.

There are places where the otters are kept in glass 
tanks.

Prices are about 30 USD for half an hour of petting 
and feeding them treats.



Mimi cafe - “wonderful 
experience” with many rabbits 
in small cages stacked on top of 
each other. 

(Screenshot taken from Google 
Reviews)



At Mimi cafe You can also dress up the otters 
while they sleep on your lap.



On March 7th 2018 - WWF announced:



“21 tech companies from North America, Asia, Europe, and Africa 
came together as the first-ever Global Coalition to End Wildlife 
Trafficking Online. 

As members of this coalition, tech companies pledged to work 
together to collectively reduce wildlife trafficking across platforms 
by 80% by 2020.

In collaboration with WWF, TRAFFIC, and the International Fund for 
Animal Welfare (IFAW), 
each company will develop and implement policies 
and solutions to help end wildlife trafficking online.”



Facebook, Google - which includes YouTube, and Instagram (owned by Facebook) 
are on the founding members list.

“The companies in the coalition will address these problems in multiple ways, tailored for their specific 
platforms. The starting point is algorithms that use machine learning to detect keywords and flag posts 
before they even go up. There will always be a need for manual review, especially on social media sites. 
WWF is helping train companies’ teams to evaluate posts individually.”



One month later, in April 2018, the Associated Press reported that “an 
anonymous whistleblower had filed a complaint with the Securities and 
Exchange Commission (SEC) alleging that Facebook is facilitating and 
profiting from illegal wildlife trafficking on its social media platform.”



“The complaint, filed with the SEC in August of 2017, explains how Facebook failed to implement the 
necessary and required internal controls to curtail criminal activity occurring on Facebook’s social media 
pages.”

“The complaint explains how Facebook is engaged 
in the business of selling advertisements on the web pages it knows or should 
know are being used by traffickers 
to market endangered species animal parts.”



This is not the first time Facebook is accused of allowing sensitive and illegal content on its' website, as 
shown on - “inside Facebook - secrets of the social network”.
An undercover employee is guided not to remove child abuse videos and other violent content from 
Facebook since controversial content attracts website traffic, 
and therefore generates funds from ads.



Later, in September of last year (2018):
Traffic's review on Facebook wildlife trade in Thailand gets published. 

With even more even more evidence building against Facebook, it 
might be reasonable to believe they would do something about this 
issue already.



Since we're discussing Facebook, 
here are some groups found recently. 
Google translate was used to translate the word “otter” in 
Thai and Indonesian.

Top 5 results in Indonesia included three “buy and sell” 
groups.

Needless to say - it is illegal to trade wildlife in both 
Indonesia and Thailand.



Thailand - closed group: 

“Buy-sell for small animals and 
recommend diseases and methods of 
raising”

Closed group created on February 2017.



Thailand - closed group:

“buy sell strange animals” 

Closed group created on February 
2017



Indonesia - closed group:

“buying and selling otter/beaver”

Closed group created on March 
2018, just a day before the online 
companies' declaration to stop 
online wildlife trafficking.



Indonesian closed group:

“sell buying otter“

Closed group created on June 
2017



But there were more search results than just 
closed groups. 

Here are a few Facebook search results that are 
current, starting from the beginning of January 
2019.

January 7th:

Video post of an otter in a cage.



January 24th:

Someone wants to buy a young otter, 1/2 months old. The 
450/700 is potentially indicative of a price, but I was unable to 
determine in which currency.

"Otter female 700 negotiable" - comment from 4 days ago. 
Currency unspecified.

Possibly small-clawed otter in the photo attached.



February 15th:

Three otters for sale, “close” possibly means that their 
eyes are closed. 

User published his phone number.

Species unknown.



February 24th:

Eyes open - 3,500 Thai Baht, including shipping. 
Eyes closed - 3000 Thai Baht, including shipping. 

Comments are from the past few days.

Possibly Small-clawed otters.



February 26th: 

Baby otter, 1 month to 1.5 months old, 
price is 450, currency unspecified, price is 
“negotiable”.

User added phone number and location.

Species unknown.



Published on February 27th:

Possibly “smooth” means smooth coat of the Small- otter, male, 7 
months old. 

Price is 650, currency unspecified, “negotiable”...

This user writes his phone number and also suggests to send him a 
private message.



Just one week before my search: 

2 months old otter for sale on a comment with video 
attached. 

Phone number added by user.

Possibly Small-clawed otter pup.



A day before my search:

Female (which means wife?), eyes open, 3,500 (Thai 
Bhat?) including shipping.

Possibly Small-clawed otter pup in the video.



Indonesian selling otters group:

Someone wants to buy an otter with a specific budget, 1.5 months 
to 2 months. They're commenting and then moving on to private 
messaging (PM). 

This was just 13 hours before my search.



What can we do?

1. Reporting to Facebook: Doesn’t Work



I've reported all of my findings to Facebook. Their replies to my reports reads:

“Thanks for letting us know about this. We looked over the photo, and though 
it doesn't go against one of our specific Community Standards, 
you did the right thing by letting us know about it. We understand that it may still be offensive or distasteful 
to you, so we want to help you see less of things like it in the future.”

Although they became a founding member of the companies committed to end online wildlife trade, 
there isn't any option to report wildlife trade specifically.

The other options fall under “Community Standards” algorithm, and they don't seem to ever get reviewed 
by an actual human being. But even if they do - there's nothing about wildlife trade nor otters on these 
'standards', so nothing can be done.

This might explain the reason Facebook's replies says these posts don't violate their 
Community Standards. 

It all falls between the cracks.



Only one reply mentioned further investigation, but only of one specific post I 
reported instead of the entire group: 

“We’re going to investigate that specific content (example: photos, posts) instead 
of the entire group, and we'll remove anything that goes against our standards.”

I'm still waiting for the rest of my reports' results.



What can we do?

2. Raise awareness through Social 
Media platforms using comments, 

reviews and facts.



There is still quite a lot to be done to raise people's awareness to 
what's going on online on these cute “otter-eating-cat-food-at-
home” videos.

Here are some comments I got when commented on one video of 
this kind I came across. 

I've attached TRAFFIC's research link to my comment and asked to 
stop supporting the otter pet trade.



“Raising consumer awareness
for sharing viral Internet content on illegal pets or wildlife makes a difference in 

managing the online wildlife trade.”

Let's stop supporting the Otter pet trade.
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2287884X18302681
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