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Abstract 

On Taiwan's outlying Kinmen Islands, otters have become vibrant inhabitants of the islands' 
waterscape. As a critically endangered species found only in Kinmen within Taiwan's territories, 
otters have emerged as an affective actor in shaping policies and practices related to the islands' water 
environments. Yet, being a semiaquatic and nocturnal species that is not often seen by people, otters 
need to be made present to be affective. In this article, I engage with more-than-human political 
ecology to examine the role of otters in coproducing Kinmen's waterscape and investigate how this 
capacity has been fostered through increased alternative encounters. I trace the emergence of otters 
in public discourse and news media and examine how growing awareness of otters has led to the 
suspension of several development and water infrastructure projects, as well as the introduction of 
wildlife-friendly infrastructure and policies. I explore mechanisms that have rendered otters visible 
and affective, including otter celebrities, otter mascots and artworks, as well as monitoring and 
tracking efforts. I also identify several elements that contribute to cultivating otters' agency in the 
waterscape, such as otters' charisma, their endangered status and connection to Kinmen, and their 
embodiment within the waterscape. Through the case of Kinmen's otters, I suggest the importance of 
recognizing the affective capacities of nonhuman beings in the waterscape and the mechanisms that 
help develop these capacities. This consideration complicates our understanding of the politics 
surrounding the production of waterscapes and moves towards a more-than-human approach to the 
waterscape framework.     

Keywords: otter, affection, waterscape, encounters, representation, nonhuman charisma, more-than-
human  

 

Résumé 

Sur les îles Kinmen, situées à l'extérieur de Taïwan, les loutres sont devenues des habitants 
dynamiques du paysage aquatique. Espèce en danger critique d'extinction, présente uniquement à 
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Kinmen, sur le territoire taïwanais, la loutre est devenue un acteur important dans l'élaboration des 
politiques et des pratiques relatives aux milieux aquatiques des îles. Pourtant, espèce semi-aquatique 
et nocturne, peu visible, elle a besoin d'être présente pour être affective. Dans cet article, je m'intéresse 
à l'écologie politique au-delà de l'humain afin d'examiner le rôle des loutres dans la coproduction du 
paysage aquatique de Kinmen et d'étudier comment cette capacité a été favorisée par la multiplication 
des rencontres alternatives. Je retrace l'émergence des loutres dans le discours public et les médias, et 
j'examine comment la sensibilisation croissante à leur existence a conduit à la suspension de plusieurs 
projets de développement et d'infrastructures hydrauliques, ainsi qu'à la mise en place 
d'infrastructures et de politiques respectueuses de la faune sauvage. J'explore les mécanismes qui ont 
rendu les loutres visibles et affectives, notamment les célébrités, les mascottes et les œuvres d'art 
représentant des loutres, ainsi que les efforts de surveillance et de suivi. J'identifie également plusieurs 
éléments qui contribuent à cultiver l'agency des loutres dans le paysage aquatique, tels que leur 
charisme, leur statut d'espèce menacée et leur lien avec Kinmen, ainsi que leur incarnation dans le 
paysage aquatique. À travers le cas des loutres de Kinmen, je souligne l'importance de reconnaître les 
capacités affectives des êtres non humains dans le paysage aquatique et les mécanismes qui 
contribuent à leur développement. Cette considération complexifie notre compréhension des 
politiques entourant la production des paysages aquatiques et nous conduit vers une approche plus 
qu'humaine du cadre du paysage aquatique. 

Mots-clés: loutre, affection, paysage aquatique, rencontres, représentation, charisme non humain, 
plus qu'humain  

 

Resumen 

En las islas Kinmen, en la periferia de Taiwán, las nutrias se han convertido en habitantes vibrantes 
del paisaje acuático de las islas. Al ser una especie en peligro crítico de extinción que se encuentra 
únicamente en Kinmen, dentro del territorio taiwanés, las nutrias se han convertido en un actor 
afectivo en la definición de políticas y prácticas relacionadas con los entornos acuáticos de las islas. 
Sin embargo, al ser una especie semiacuática y nocturna que no suele ser vista por las personas, es 
necesario hacerlas presentes para que sean afectivas. En este artículo, me acerco a la ecología política 
más-que-humano para examinar el papel de las nutrias en la coproducción del paisaje acuático de 
Kinmen e investigo cómo esta capacidad se ha fomentado a través del aumento de encuentros 
alternativos. Rastreo la aparición de las nutrias en el discurso público y los medios de comunicación, 
y examino cómo la creciente concienciación sobre ellas ha llevado a la suspensión de varios proyectos 
de desarrollo e infraestructura hídrica, así como a la introducción de infraestructura y políticas 
respetuosas con la vida silvestre. Exploro los mecanismos que han hecho visibles y afectivas a las 
nutrias, incluyendo nutrias famosas, mascotas y obras de arte, así como iniciativas de monitoreo y 
seguimiento. También identifico varios elementos que contribuyen a cultivar la capacidad de acción 
de las nutrias en el paisaje acuático, como su carisma, su condición de especie en peligro de extinción 
y su conexión con Kinmen, así como su personificación en el paisaje acuático. A través del caso de 
las nutrias de Kinmen, sugiero la importancia de reconocer las capacidades afectivas de los seres no 
humanos en el paisaje acuático y los mecanismos que contribuyen a su desarrollo. Esta consideración 
profundiza nuestra comprensión de las políticas que rodean la producción de paisajes acuáticos y nos 
acerca a un enfoque más-que-humano en el marco del paisaje acuático. 

Palabras clave: nutria, afecto, paisaje acuático, encuentros, representación, carisma no humano, más-
que-humano 
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1. Introduction  

In October 2023, under growing pressure from conservationists, the magistrate of Kinmen 

announced the suspension of the Jinsha Artificial Lake (JAL) project to protect the habitats of the 

critically endangered Eurasian otter (Lutra lutra, hereafter otter) (H.-Y. Yuan, 2023). This decision 

marked a major win for conservationists and environmental advocates. However, it was not the first 

time that the project had raised concerns. Residents had questioned the necessity and impact of the 

JAL project and its ability to store freshwater without contamination from seawater intrusion (Chen, 

2019; Yang, 2021). Despite these concerns, it was the pressure of otter conservation that ultimately 

pushed the government to halt the project (H.-Y. Yuan, 2023; Water Resources Agency, 2024).  

The JAL is just one example of the dominance of hard infrastructure planning on the Kinmen 

Islands. Over the past two decades, the islands have seen a boom in engineering and development 

projects, from stream bank concretization, road pavement and expansion to tourism and urban 

development. Although some residents have questioned the necessity of these projects and criticized 

that many of them were mainly driven by profits associated with local construction companies 

(conversations with residents, 2021-2022), these voices remained minor and had not been able to 

disrupt the trend of development.  

In the face of development pressure, the growing care for otters and their habitats has shown 

potential to influence the islands' development-driven paradigm. Along with the suspension of the 

JAL project, otters have been playing a key role in various campaigns against development and 

engineering projects, including a series of hotel and resort development projects in 2014. Moreover, 

new initiatives promoting wastewater recharge, ecological monitoring, and wildlife-friendly 

infrastructure have emerged, partly driven by an increased awareness of the need to protect nonhuman 

species on the islands, with otters being the most important one. These efforts represent a shift toward 

more inclusive water and infrastructure planning, which acknowledges the waterscape as cohabited 

by nonhuman species like otters.    

However, otters have not always been well-known or appreciated by locals. Although their 

habitats often overlap with villages and human activities due to the small size of the islands, otters 

are nocturnal and semiaquatic and thus not easily spotted. Public familiarity and affection for otters 

have developed largely due to increasing opportunities for alternative encounters. In particular, the 

creation of otter celebrities, otter-themed products and artworks, and monitoring and tracking 

programs, have made otters more visible and established connections between otters and the 

island(er)s. These efforts have also helped cultivate affection for otters beyond the islands, mobilizing 

support from actors crucial to policy changes. For example, the suspension of the JAL project was a 

case where concerns for otters from conservationists and legislators in Taiwan played a key role in 

influencing the decision of the central water planning agency, which ultimately led to the withdrawal 

of funding for the project.     

In this article, I explore the growing presence of otters in public discourse alongside shifts in 

water and infrastructure planning, as well as identifying several mechanisms that have fostered 

people's affection toward otters and changing ideas of the waterscape. I do so through engaging with 

more-than-human political ecology, recognizing nonhumans' affective capacity in co-constituting 

waterscapes and the cultivation of such capacity. While political ecological research on water, 

particularly the waterscape approach, has suggested the hybrid nature of water and society and 

highlighted the social and ecological processes that constitute the waterscape (Budds & Hinojosa, 

2012; Karpouzoglou & Vij, 2017; Swyngedouw, 1999), a notable gap remains in terms of the role of 

nonhumans in these processes (except for Hurst et al., 2022). To address this lacuna, I engage with 

more-than-human studies to examine nonhumans' political capacity in shaping policy changes or 

conservation outcomes (Sundberg, 2011; Margulies & Bersaglio, 2018; Evans & Adams, 2018; 
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Casellas Connors et al., 2024; Donfrancesco, 2024), as well as humans' mediation of such capacity 

(Jepson & Barua, 2015). Specifically, I argue that cultivating public affection for otters requires 

making otters present. As I will discuss later, these processes are crucial in this case given the 

difficulties of encountering wild otters. By showing the affective capacity of otters and the 

mechanisms that have made otters present and affective, I highlight the relational agency of otters in 

Kinmen's waterscape.   

 

2. Nonhumans' affective capacity in co-shaping waterscape 

 Political ecological research has applied the idea of the waterscape to conceptualize hybrid 

watery socionatures (Budds & Hinojosa, 2012; Karpouzoglou & Vij, 2017; Swyngedouw, 1999). 

Budds and Hinojosa (2012) define waterscape as "a sociospatial configuration that is constituted by 

social and ecological processes" (125). This perspective emphasizes both the hydrosocial (or socio-

ecological) processes, as well as the spatial outcomes of such processes. Applying this concept, 

studies have shown the roles of science and social order (Bouleau, 2014), water technologies and 

power relations (Sultana, 2013), and everyday practices (Kooy, 2014) in coproducing waterscapes in 

various spatial contexts. However, there has been limited exploration within waterscape research 

regarding the roles of nonhuman beings (for an exception, see Hurst et al., 2022).2Animals in the 

waterscape have remained in the background in historical narratives (de Carvalho Cabral & 

Lähdesmäki, 2023). Moreover, while the concept of waterscape is commonly used to describe 

inequality and injustice in socio-spatial outcomes (Flaminio et al., 2022), few have extended such 

concern towards nonhumans. In response to this gap, I attend to how nonhuman beings, particularly 

otters, coproduce the waterscape in Kinmen.  

Research in the context of water environments has demonstrated nonhumans' roles in 

engineering ecosystems (Barua, 2021; Lorimer, 2024), the production of water (Acevedo-Guerrero, 

2025), producing knowledge of water (Gramaglia & Sampaio da Silva, 2023; Hurst et al., 2022; 

Scaramelli, 2013), or becoming part of water management infrastructure (Carse, 2012; Morita, 2017; 

Wakefield, 2020). For example, studies have shown how scientists and locals engage with herring, 

bacteria, plants, and mollusks to make sense of water quality (Gramaglia & Sampaio da Silva, 2023; 

Hurst et al., 2022; Scaramelli, 2013). Otters similarly possess the agency to coproduce the knowledge 

of water with humans. They often serve as an indicator of healthy aquatic environments or waterbody 

connectivity (MacDonald & Mason, 1990; Van Looy et al., 2014). Otter traces offer hints about the 

water environment and its associated ecosystems, which could then change how people understand 

and envision the waterscape.  

Equally important is otters' affective agency that shapes the discourses and decisions around 

the planning and conservation of waterscapes. Hobson (2007) argues that animals are affective 

political subjects and should be taken seriously in considering the constitution of politics. This 

foregrounding of nonhumans has advanced the scope of political ecology, with studies exploring the 

political roles of nonhumans in shaping terrestrial landscapes (e.g., Sundberg, 2011; Margulies & 

Bersaglio, 2018; Evans & Adams, 2018; Casellas Connors et al., 2024; Donfrancesco, 2024). For 

example, Casellas Connors et al. (2024) show how frequent and close encounters with deer can trigger 

both concerns and positive emotional responses from humans, leading to deer management or other 

actions. Yet, unlike the case with deer, encounters with a semiaquatic and nocturnal species like otters 

are relatively rare. Otters are active at night and in water, which makes it hard for humans to detect 

their bodies. Moreover, many residents of Kinmen lived through a militarized period from the late 

 
2 Here I do not include research focusing on water itself or river as the nonhuman / more-than-human actor (e.g. 
Bourguignon et al., 2023; Strang, 2024), as it is less relevant to the discussion of this study. 
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1940s to the 1990s, when civilians were prohibited from going out at night. In Lorimer's (2007) words, 

otters' "detectability" is low and their "space-time rhythms" do not intersect well with those of humans. 

The intersections of "space-time rhythms" between humans and otters are partly what constitute their 

ecological charisma. As such, for otters to become affective and informative, they first need to be 

made present to humans.  

In Kinmen, otters' presence was not widely recognized until recent decades, with humans' 

efforts rendering them visible. I observe that this increased presence of otters can be attributed to 

three forms of alternative encounters: celebrity otters, otter mascots and artworks, as well as tracking 

and monitoring efforts. The importance of alternative encounters has been highlighted in existing 

research. For example, Bear (2011) and Doubleday (2017) attend to individual captive animals, 

examining how they complicate conservation agendas and can be used as entry points for public 

empathy. Hinchliffe et al. (2005) demonstrate that they follow water vole traces, or "water vole 

writing", to learn how urban wild things constitute politics. Other scholars focus on virtual encounters 

(Büscher, 2016; Fair & Schreer, 2025) or the use of moving images (Lorimer, 2010) to evoke people's 

emotion and influence conservation outcomes. These indirect forms of encounters are important in 

making otters present and developing their affective agency, given the difficulty of encountering wild 

otters. Moreover, virtual encounters have allowed otters' affective capacity to extend beyond the 

islands, mobilizing actions from other locations (Büscher, 2016; Fair & Schreer, 2025).      

Another important question to ask is how species are represented and mobilized (see Probyn, 

2017; Woods, 2000), as the processes of making otters present often involve more than just "re-

presenting" but translation (Hinchcliffe, 2008; Woods, 2000) and framing (Jepson & Barua, 2015). 

Jepson and Barua (2015) argue that a flagship species can be re-framed to bridge pre-existing 

framings, which enables it to influence conservation outcomes. In other words, species are often 

framed in a way to align with our understanding to serve conservation or political purposes. Woods 

(2000) shows that a fox can be represented as a cunning contestant, a pest, or a victim in hunting 

debates. When representing the fox as a victim, the fox is posited as a natural part of the countryside 

and as a sentient being that can feel pain, supported by photography and scientific representations. 

Goedeke and Rikoon (2008) demonstrate that after otter restoration, locals in Missouri re-enroll otters 

as a "harmful actor" that impacts fish populations. This narrative became favorable for the 

conservation department because controlling otters is easier than managing other complex ecosystem 

factors, such as habitat degradation. In this context, otters are framed differently than they are in the 

case of Kinmen, which highlights the importance of unpacking humans' translation and framing in 

the process of cultivating nonhuman agency. 

In understanding how otters' emotional and political capacities are mobilized to influence 

Kinmen's waterscape, I argue that three elements are emphasized in particular – the charisma of otters, 

their endangered status in the region, and their embodiment within the water environment. First, 

charisma plays a vital role because charismatic animals like otters often possess more capacity to 

influence policies than other less charismatic species. Lorimer (2007) suggests that nonhumans' 

aesthetic charisma, namely their distinguishing appearance and behavior, can trigger human emotions, 

thus serving as 'catalysts' for conservation. This explains why otters—which are considered by the 

public as cute and playful, compared to other endangered species like turtles or fish—draw public 

attention and are mobilized in the policy realm. Second, the endangered status of otters, along with 

their exclusive presence in Kinmen, is another aspect frequently highlighted in their representation. 

This endangered status and exclusive presence has enhanced local residents' recognition of otters, as 

the islands are recognized as otters' remaining habitat in the region. Moreover, their endangered status 

has influenced the public in Taiwan in valuing Kinmen's role in otter conservations, which 

subsequently impacts environmental and conservation decisions related to Kinmen. Finally, a central 
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aspect of otters' relational agency in the waterscape is their connection to the watery environment of 

the islands. As explained earlier, otters' connection to, and embodiment of, the watery environment 

contributes to how people make sense and envision the waterscape, thus influencing the direction of 

waterscape policies. Such a connection is strengthened through monitoring footage of otter activities 

in riparian zones or water bodies, as well as the mapping of otter traces that enables a spatial 

representation of their distribution, which can be used to indicate the disconnection of water bodies.    

By exploring otters' agency in the waterscape and humans' meditation of their affective capacity, 

this article aims to highlight the relational agency of nonhuman beings in waterscape and political 

ecology. It begins by examining the growing public interest in otters as reflected in the news media, 

alongside changes in policies and practices related to the water environment, to suggest the affective 

and political agency of otters. The article then examines how otters' affective capacity is cultivated 

by looking into three different forms of alternative encounters and elements highlighted in 

representing otters.  

 

3. Methods 

This research is based on semi-structured interviews, participant observation, document 

analysis, and media content analysis. During my twelve-month fieldwork in Kinmen between 2021 

and 2023, my primary focus was on issues related to water resources and supply. However, I gradually 

noticed that the role of otters in influencing environmental and water planning decisions on the islands 

could not be ignored. To explore this further, I conducted interviews with conservationists (n=4), 

ecologists and scholars (n=4), government officials and staff (n=7), legislative assistants (n=2), and 

residents (n=7). I also participated in several ecological guided tours, workshops, and talks focusing 

on otters or on development issues, in which I learned about conservation efforts and the politics of 

conservation on the islands, and observed how otters are presented or discussed. In addition to 

interviews and participant observation, I reviewed available documents and reports related to otters 

and other conservation species in Kinmen. This includes ecological research and survey reports, 

conservation plans, congress proceedings, and reports of engineering projects that could impact otter 

habitats. These materials offer a comprehensive understanding of the status and climate of otter 

conservation in Kinmen.  

Meanwhile, I conducted a media content analysis to trace the emergence of river otters in public 

consciousness and their potential influence on environmental planning. The content analysis served 

three purposes: First, it aimed to identify environmental policies or projects related to concerns about 

otters. While it is hard to prove causal relationships, these articles indicate that changes in 

environmental policies and values are linked to the growing interest in and concern for otters. Second, 

the analysis traced how public attention toward otters has changed over time. This included examining 

the changing frequency of otter-related news and topical shifts throughout the years. Finally, it 

analyzed how otters are presented in the articles and graphics, identifying the elements that help foster 

public affection for otters.  

I searched in three online news databases: Taiwan News Smart Web, Liberty Times Net, and 

Kinmen Daily News, with the terms "otters" (水獺 in Mandarin) and "Kinmen" (金門 in Mandarin) 

from 2003 to 2023. This time range spans from when the first news of otters in Kinmen was available 

online, to the year when a comprehensive news dataset was available. The three databases cover four 

newspapers, including three major daily newspapers in Taiwan – United Daily News, China Times, 

and Liberty Times, and one local newspaper on the islands – Kinmen Daily News. While Kinmen Daily 

News offers more extensive coverage on local events, policy discussions, and otter-related research, 

its narratives sometimes reflect the official stance since the newspaper is owned and supervised by 

the Kinmen County Government (KCG). The inclusion of the three national-wide newspapers helped 
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balance the narrative and highlighted which events receive attention beyond Kinmen. For example, 

the national-wide newspapers reported the suspension of the JAL project, while the Kinmen Daily 

News surprisingly did not, likely because this episode was not favored by the KCG.   

A total of 344 newspaper articles were analyzed, with sources only referring to river otters in 

marginal ways (such as being discussed as one of the species or souvenir products) being excluded 

from the selection. I categorized the articles into one of the five major themes: otter incident or 

encounter, habitat destruction, otter celebrity, otter merchandise, and otter-related programs, 

policies and research. Figure 1 shows that there has been a significant increase in otter-related news 

since 2014, both in local and national outlets. Figure 2 indicates that the rise of news in 2014 came 

from the reporting of celebrity otters, a high number of otter incidents, and discussions related to 

habitat destruction. It also demonstrates a general increase in otter merchandise and artworks, as well 

as discussions of otter-related programs, policies and research after 2014.   

 

Figure 1: Published news on river otters by news media. 

 

 

4. Otters in Kinmen  

Eurasian otters (Lutra lutra) are semiaquatic carnivores and are often considered an indicator 

species for healthy aquatic environments (MacDonald & Mason, 1990). They were once commonly 

found throughout Europe and Asia, but their populations have significantly declined, particularly in 

East Asia, due to habitat destruction, hunting, and pollution (MacDonald & Mason, 1990; Conroy et 

al., 1998). The species is listed as Near Threatened on the IUCN Red List (Loy et al., 2020) and 

Critically Endangered on Taiwan's Red List (Cheng et al., 2017). Within Taiwan, the Kinmen Islands 

are the only location where a stable population of otters can be observed. The current number of otters 

in Kinmen is estimated to be fewer than 200 (Jang-Liaw, 2023; S.-L. Yuan, 2022), which is relatively 

high given only 150 km2 area of the Kinmen Islands. On the main island of Taiwan, the last recorded 

sighting of otters was around the 1980s (Chang et al., 2019; Jang-Liaw, 2023). The stable population 

of otters in Kinmen can be partly attributed to the islands' previous militarization status. From 1956 

to 1992, Kinmen was a militarized frontline, during which development and civilian activities were 

restricted (the islands  are located very close to the People's Republic of China). Unlike Taiwan, which 

experienced rapid urbanization during this period, Kinmen's restricted development led to the 
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preservation of better habitats and wildlife (Interview with local conservationist, May 2022; Jang-

Liaw, 2023). In the past decade, however, Kinmen otters have also been facing increasing pressure 

from habitat destruction. Signs of otter activity have decreased, and the distribution of otters has 

become fragmented (Lee, 2013; S.-L. Yuan, 2022). A survey in 2003 indicated that eighty percent of 

the water bodies in Kinmen had shown signs of otter activities (Chen & Lee, 2003, pp. 47–49). Yet 

in the early 2010s, otter tracks were no longer found in some of the previous habitats (Lee, 2013). 

These have become disconnected, especially those on the western islands (Lin, 2016). One previous 

otter hotspot on the western islands – Gugang Lake, normally considered a suitable habitat due to its 

abundance of fish and little human interference – has seen no otters in recent years due to the lack of 

connecting pathways to other habitats (Lin, 2016; Taipei Zoological Foundation, 2018).  

 

 

Figure 2: Published news articles on otters by types of news. Note that this chart 

excludes articles that only marginally mention otters, as their inclusion would skew the 

data. Therefore, the representation of merchandise-related news appears undercounted 

in this graph compared to the actual volume 

 

 

The destruction of otter habitat can be attributed to several factors: development projects, 

deteriorated water quality, and increased extraction of surface water coupled with intensified drought 

conditions. First, development projects have gradually altered Kinmen's landscape and waterscape 

(Lee, 2013; Lin, 2016). Specifically, soil and vegetated slopes have been turned into concretized 

embankments with vegetation cleared, making it challenging for otters to move and find shelter (Lee, 

2013; Tseng, 2017). Infrastructure like small irrigation dams have led to disconnected streams, 

creating barriers that impede the movement of otters and other aquatic species (Lin, 2019; Tseng, 

2017). Increased road density combined with fragmented habitats have resulted in a rise in otter 

roadkill incidents (Lin, 2016; S.-L. Yuan, 2022). Moreover, the quality of the remaining habitats has 

worsened due to water pollution (Chen & Lee, 2003; Lee, 2013; Lin, 2019), blocked waterways and 

culverts caused by water hyacinth (Lin, 2016), and intensified extraction of surface water for 

irrigation (Lin, 2019). These activities have resulted in the direct loss of habitat and a reduction in 

food availability, making it increasingly difficult for otters to survive on the islands. 
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Figure 3: Locations of water bodies and otter tracks (2030-2022) on Kinmen Islands. 

 

. 

In recent years, several policies and initiatives have been introduced to address conservation 

concerns in Kinmen. These efforts include the installation of wildlife-friendly infrastructure, 

monitoring and cleanup activities, the establishment of a wildlife rescue center, and increased 

consideration for avoiding habitat destruction during construction projects. While these measures 

have yet to significantly improve the otters' living environment, they have helped slow down habitat 

destruction and challenge the development-oriented mindset on the islands. One key factor driving 

these changes has been the public's increased affection for otters and awareness of otter conservation. 

In the next section, I explore the growing presence of otters in news media, and how this exposure 

has contributed to shifts in environmental and water planning and practices. 

 

5. The emergence of otters in the news media and policy changes 

Otters were not always visible in the news media. Their presence grew gradually, from no 

coverage or sporadic mention to a more regular subject with about a dozen articles appearing each 

year (refer to Figure 1). This increasing visibility can be attributed to several key incidents, starting 

with a peak in roadkill accidents in 2014, followed by the rise of otter celebrities and a surge in otter-

related products, artworks, and events. With this growing attention to otters, discussions and decisions 

regarding development projects and environmental policies on the islands have also undergone 
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changes. I categorized these developments into three periods based on trends identified through the 

content analysis:  

 

1. Pre-2014: Limited attention to and conservation efforts for otters;  

2. 2014-2019: Increased reports of otter accidents, the emergence of otter celebrities, 

an anti-BOT movement, and minor environmental improvements;  

3. (3) 2020-present: Enhanced discussions about the impacts of development on otter 

habitats and related policies.  

 

Pre-2014: Limited attention and conservation efforts 

In the 2000s, there was little news coverage or conservation initiatives for otters in Kinmen 

and Taiwan. The first peak of otter news was around 2006, with 24 otter-related news pieces published 

in 2006 and 2007. This increase was related to an accident, in which an otter was found to be heavily 

injured and later transferred to the Taipei Zoo due to the lack of otter rescue facilities and resources 

in Kinmen. While a couple of other accidents occurred in the same year, this was the only one that 

generated attention from both local and major newspapers. Subsequently, several newspaper articles 

on raising public awareness, policy discussions, otter encounters, and otter marketing events were 

published. However, the public's attention on otters lasted for only a short period, with no otter-related 

news in the following three years.  

At this time, otters were not yet a concern for the Kinmen County Government (KCG) or for 

most residents of the islands. The major actor involved in otter conservation was Kinmen National 

Park (KNP), along with some scholars and local conservationists (Interview with KCG staff, April 

2022), who conducted several environmental and ecological surveys on the islands. However, the 

KNP's main focus was on preserving cultural heritage in Kinmen. Moreover, KNP's role has been 

marginal on the islands, with many residents expressing a desire to dismantle it due to its restrictions 

on land development (conversations with KCG staff, April 2022; conservationist, May 2022; KNP 

staff, July 2023). Since KNP was the only institutional actor, efforts toward otter conservation 

remained insignificant during this period. 

   

2014-2019: Otter accidents, otter celebrities, anti-BOT movement, and small-scale habitat 

improvements 

2014 was a critical year for otters – they made big news both locally and nationally, arguably 

leading to greater public awareness and government attention on otter conservation. A total of 75 

otter-related news stories were published that year for multiple reasons: a relatively high number of 

accidents involving otters, the emergence of celebrity otters, and an anti-development movement. 

There were eight otter accidents in 2014, compared to an average of three incidents per year over the 

previous decade (Lee, 2015, p. 48). This amplified their seriousness, as reflected in headlines such as 

"Two otters killed in one week; another Kinmen otter dies in a road accident" (Z.-T. Wu, 2014). 

Injuries also drew attention from national news when three otters were rescued in Kinmen and 

transferred to the Taipei Zoo on the main island of Taiwan. These three then became celebrities in the 

media, thanks to ongoing reports on their recovery and public naming events. After this, some Kinmen 

residents suggested that they should be returned to the islands, yet there were no facilities or sufficient 

resources in Kinmen to care for them (C.-S. Li, 2015). Meanwhile, a series of Build-Operate-Transfer 



Chen                                                                              Towards a more-than-human waterscape 

Journal of Political Ecology Vol. 33, 2025 11 

 

(BOT)3 projects in Kinmen raised public awareness about habitat destruction. A critical otter habitat 

was discovered in one project development site. This discovery, along with concerns over several 

other BOT projects and the high number of otter accidents in the same year, fueled an anti-

development movement that gained significant public attention (interview with government official, 

March 2022; conservationist, July 2023). 

The otter accidents and the anti-development movement also triggered attention toward otter 

conservation in several government institutions. A cross-sectoral meeting gathered local and central 

institutions, including the KCG, the KNP, the Forestry and Nature Conservation Agency of Taiwan, 

and three academic and local organizations that had conducted otter-related studies, to discuss otter 

conservation strategies on the islands. This meeting concluded that more efforts should be directed 

toward waterway connection, constructing animal-friendly infrastructure, and establishing a wildlife 

rescue center (Weng, 2014). In the following years, several island-wide systematic otter surveys and 

monitoring projects were conducted (e.g., Lin, 2016, 2019). Some small-scale environmental 

improvements were carried out, including wildlife crossings (Figure 4), wildlife warning reflectors, 

and wastewater recharge into desiccated streams (Lin, 2016, 2018; Tseng, 2017). While improving 

the living environment for otters, some ecologists criticized these projects for being only friendly to 

that species (Interview with ecologists, February and April 2022). At the same time, the KCG began 

heavily marketing otters as the islands' mascots and promoting otter-themed merchandise and public 

artworks, which have faced criticism from conservationists and residents, who argued that "if the 

KCG cannot provide a safe environment for otters, we cannot talk about conservation or eco-tourism" 

(C.-S. Li, 2015).   

 

 

Figure 4: Wildlife crossings in Kinmen. 

 

2020-present: The Rotten Apple Award and the suspension of Jinsha Artificial Lake 

In the 2020s, conflicts between infrastructure development and otter habitats in Kinmen 

became more pronounced, which was particularly highlighted by the "Golden and Rotten Apple 

 
3 Public-private partnerships, with infrastructure or buildings constructed by a commercial entity and run by 
one for a period of time, before ownership is transferred to the state. The state does not therefore  have to fund 
upfront costs, and corporations make money.   
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Award" campaign. This 'Award' was organized by a civilian organization called Taiwan Rivers 

Network (TRN), with the aim to identify problematic water infrastructure projects as well as to 

encourage the good ones. The 'Award' evaluates the newly constructed water improvement projects 

under Taiwan's "National Plan for Water Environments Improvement" and selects the best ones to be 

"Golden Apples" and the worst as "Rotten Apples". In 2020, out of 48 evaluated projects, three were 

selected as "Rotten Apples", two of which were in Kinmen.  

These two "Rotten Apple" projects – the Jinsha Stream improvement project and the Lieyu 

Qingyuan Lake improvement project – were criticized for their negative impact on local species 

habitats, each scoring -9.3 out of 10 on "species habitat improvement" (Taiwan Rivers Network, 2020). 

They were both found to significantly disturb the aquatic habitat and transform naturally vegetated 

stream banks into steep, concretized embankments (Tsou, 2020). In particular, the Jinsha Stream was 

a hotspot for otters and another of Taiwan's endangered species Metzia mesembrinum, a freshwater 

fish. During the planning phase, despite conservationists and ecologists advocating for environment-

friendly designs, such as preserving hiding spaces and creating animal corridors (Kinmen County 

Government, 2017), the final construction did not end up matching these visions. 

This episode reflects the gaps between environmental considerations and actual practices, as 

well as the mainstream preference for development and concrete solutions on the islands. In fact, at 

the time of the planning of the Jinsha Stream around 2018, the KCG had already implemented the 

"Ecological Check" (EC), which mandates that infrastructure projects include ecological and 

environmental surveys to help mitigate their impact on the environment. However, the effectiveness 

of EC has been very limited. To begin with, there has been a lack of involvement by ecologists, and 

knowledge gaps exist between engineers, ecologists, and construction companies (Interview with 

ecologist, February 2022; KCG official, March 2022). In practice, the funding and time allotted for 

ecological surveys are often insufficient. The timelines of the projects are also often too tight to allow 

for thorough environmental assessments or the implementation of environment-friendly designs 

(ibid). Moreover, some construction companies tend to ignore environment-friendly guidelines due 

to the extra time and resources they require (ibid). The EC lacks compulsory power and is only 

applicable to projects that receive more than half of their funding from the central government, 

leaving many small-scale projects unregulated.  

A significant proportion of Kinmen's population still values development over conservation 

and favors traditional construction techniques using concrete over ecologically-friendly infrastructure 

(Interview with KCG official and staff, March 2022, conservationist, May 2022). During public 

consultations on water infrastructure projects, residents often advocate for the use of concrete to line 

waterways and drainages (Interview with KCG staff, March 2022; KCG official, April 2022; Chong 

Jun Engineering Consultant, 2018). In the Kinmen County Council, a few congresspersons expressed 

that development projects should not be paused "just for a few otters" (Kinmen County Council, 2019, 

2023). Additionally, some people who have begun to care about otters choose not to voice their 

opinions publicly because they consider it futile to challenge the pro-development stance (Interview 

with conservationist, May 2022). 

Given the prevailing development-oriented mindset and political climate in Kinmen, it has been 

challenging to promote impactful conservation policies. Such policies are likely to affect stakeholders 

who benefit from construction projects and agricultural production (Conversations with residents and 

conservationists, 2021-2022). As a result, the KCG's strategies have primarily focused on promoting 

otters for tourism and making minor improvements rather than substantial interventions. The KCG 

does not have a direct budget for otter conservation, as this could draw heavy scrutiny from local 

congress members (Interview with KCG staff, April 2022). The current conservation efforts for otters 
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on the islands are mainly under broader national conservation programs, which allow the KCG to 

avoid directly confronting local political and economic interests. 

Despite the challenges, I contend that increased affection for otters has generated momentum 

for change, and has mobilized actors and efforts beyond Kinmen, which has in turn impacted 

environmental planning decisions. In November 2023, the "Jinsha Artificial Lake" (JAL) project was 

suspended amid growing concerns over its impact on river otters and other species. Originally 

proposed in 2016 to augment freshwater storage on the islands, the project had been questioned by 

residents and the township representative council for its high risk of salination due to its proximity to 

the ocean, as well as its potential impact on aquaculture (Chen, 2019; Yang, 2021). However, these 

opinions never managed to stop the project as the KCG was determined to proceed (Interview with 

residents, November 2021; government official, March 2022). It was not until late 2023, when 

conservationists and scholars from both Taiwan and Kinmen held a press conference to highlight the 

project's negative effects on otters and bird populations on the islands, that the Water Resources 

Agency (WRA) – the central water planning authority of Taiwan, decided to suspend the project (H.-

Y. Yuan, 2023). By late 2024, the project was eventually canceled because "local opinions and NGOs 

expressed concerns about its impact on Eurasian otters, and no consensus has been reached despite 

multiple rounds of communication" (Water Resources Agency, 2024).  

The suspension of the JAL project has two implications: First, while other concerns, such as 

the risk of salination and impacts on aquaculture failed to stop the project, the campaign for otter 

conservation succeeded. This success underscores the political capacity of animals (Hobson, 2007), 

and their agency in co-shaping the waterscape and the environment (Hurst et al., 2022; Donfrancesco, 

2024). This agency is linked to the growing affection for and understanding of otters, which has 

fostered a different vision for the islands' waterscape, one that is beyond human usage and is shared 

by more-than-human beings. Second, as conservation voices in Kinmen are marginalized under the 

pro-development climate, external actions can be crucial. Such actions would not have been possible 

without the efforts to make otters present, especially given their disappearance from the main island 

of Taiwan. This suggests the importance of alternative encounters, such as those with the celebrity 

otters in the Taipei Zoo and monitoring videos circulated online. In the following section, I explore 

the mechanisms that have made otters present, and fostered their affective capacity.    

 

6. Cultivating otters' affective capacity 

As nocturnal animals, otters are not commonly spotted by people. Moreover, for residents of 

Kinmen who lived through the militarized period, when they were forbidden to go out at night, otters 

were absent in their daily lives. Often, residents' first and only encounters with otters were "when 

they had accidents" (Interview with residents, March 2022; Pai, 2015). As such, making otters visible 

is crucial in cultivating their affective and political capacities. I identify three types of indirect 

encounters: (1) celebrity otters; (2) otter mascot, merchandise, and artworks; (3) monitoring and 

tracking of otters. I discuss how they have helped enhance otters' visibility, foster public affection, 

and change how people make sense of the waterscape.   

 

Celebrity otters  

Celebrity otters, in contrast with wild otters, are individual otters that are known to the public 

and are captive in zoos. Given the disappearance of otter populations on the main island of Taiwan, 

celebrity otters are typically those that had accidents in Kinmen as noted above, and were 

subsequently rescued and transferred to the Taipei Zoo, as well as their offspring that were born and 

raised in the zoo. The first celebrity otters emerged in 2014. As mentioned, the number of otter 
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accidents peaked in that year, and the rescued otters gained public visibility through increased media 

coverage in both local and national newspapers, with a total of 47 news articles on them. This 

exposure was important, especially since most residents in Kinmen and Taiwan had never seen otters 

in person. The narratives and photos presented in the news reports, accompanied by the naming of 

individual otters, helped personify them, enhancing public familiarity with otters, and establishing 

connections between otters and Kinmen. 

 News articles covering the condition of the rescued otter babies have helped establish stories 

and cultivate empathy for t so he species. They are often accompanied by pictures, videos, and 

anthropomorphic descriptions of their behaviors. For example, a news piece describes the rescued 

otters as "not only outgoing, but also very smart. After swimming they would even run to the towels 

and hay to dry their bodies" (C.-T. Hsu, 2014). Here, the playfulness of otters, or their 

anthropomorphic cuddly charisma (Lorimer, 2007), are vital for triggering public emotions. 

Compared to otters, other conservation species on the islands, such as the Chinese pond turtle, pythons, 

or the endangered freshwater fish Metzia mesembrinum, do not receive comparable attention. As a 

government official pointed out, "Otters get so much attention because they look cute, but pythons 

are unlucky since snakes generally give people a bad impression" (Interview with government official, 

March 2022). Another ecologist made a similar comment, "We [as ecologists] think that this fish is 

cute and precious, but who cares about fish [as compared to otters]?" (Interview with ecologists, April 

2022). 

Naming otters further helps individualize them. When referring to otters, respondents quickly 

brought up the names of the three well-known celebrity otters: "Da-jin" (大金), "Xiao-jin" (小金), 

and "Jin-sha" (金莎). The names not only make the otters more memorable for the public but also 

help establish their individual personhood (Milton, 2003). For example, a news article describes how 

"the younger sister Jin-sha prefers staying in the water, while Da-jin and Xiao-jin move between land 

and water. When Jin-sha is fully engaged in play and her brothers attempt to climb onto the shore, 

she always grabs them and pulls them back into the water" (Z.-T. Wu, 2014). The names help maintain 

the public's continuing attention to these individual otters. In the following years, news continued to 

cover Jin-sha's newborn babies, keeping the public updated with the stories of the otter family (C.-C. 

Li, 2019; Y.-H. Tsai, 2020).  

Additionally, these names have strengthened the connection between otters and Kinmen. The 

names were chosen by the public from hundreds of proposals, with each selected name including the 

word "Jin (or Kin, in pinyin)", which is the first word for Kinmen (金門, Jin-men). Subsequent 

rescued otters were also named using the word "Jin", or local place names in Kinmen, reinforcing 

their ties to the islands. Even an otter baby born in the Taipei Zoo had its name "determined" by the 

city god of Kinmen through the casting of divination blocks (Z.-T. Wu, 2019). This place connection 

has especially influenced the sentiment in Kinmen. The Kinmen Daily News began referring to the 

otters in the Taipei Zoo as "Kinmen otter" or "the Kinmen-born otter" (C.-C. Li, 2019) to remind 

people that these otters originally came from the islands. These news articles frequently highlight the 

endangered status of otters in the region and Kinmen's role as their critical and only habitat (e.g., C.-

K. Hsu, 2019; C.-S. Li, 2015). Residents of Kinmen began expressing a desire to bring the otters back 

(C.-S. Li, 2015). While otters have long lived on the islands, their visibility and connection to Kinmen 

were made more explicit in Taipei.  
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Otter mascot, merchandise, and artworks  

With the increased popularity of otters, the KCG and local civil society saw it as a marketing 

opportunity and began using otters as a mascot and producing merchandise and artworks related to 

otters. Since encounters with wild otters can be rare, these various forms of otter representations 

provide an alternative way to maintain and enhance public interest in otters. Meanwhile, otter mascots 

have been mobilized for anti-development campaigns for their cuteness and association with ecology 

and natural environments.   

 

Figure 5: Otter tourism map. (Source: Kinmen County Government) 

 

Since 2014, otters have frequently been adopted as a mascot in Kinmen, featured in events such 

as the Kinmen County Games (Yang, 2014), the City God Tourism Festival (Shen, 2019), and local 

product exhibitions (T.-W. Li, 2020). Various types of otter-themed products and artworks are created 

on the islands, including mugs, picture books, animation films, and a park with otter-shaped 

playground equipment. Many communities or government buildings incorporate otter murals and art 

installations in new construction projects. Although these installations or murals of otters are mostly 

just for "environmental beautification," they also serve as a reminder of otters' connection to Kinmen. 

The KCG even published a map marking locations of otter artworks and shops that sell otter souvenirs 

(see Figure 5), allowing tourists to get a taste of otters without needing to see a real one. 

In many cases, otters are used as a symbol for wildlife or the natural environment of the islands. 

However, this association does not always translate into conservation efforts. For instance, otters were 
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elected as the "eco ambassador" of Kinmen in 2015, but the role of this "ambassador" seems to be 

more about marketing Kinmen than about conservation, as the magistrate noted that "the online 

viewership of otters rivals that of pandas and could serve as ambassadors for Kinmen tourism" (Yang, 

2015). While the magistrate did also suggest that Kinmen Kaoliang Liquor, the primary government-

owned industry in Kinmen, create an organization for otter conservation, his emphasis was on 

"establishing corporate image and branding Kinmen" (ibid). In the end, according to a local 

conservationist, the proposed organization was never successfully established because "various 

parties sought to take a share, leaving the organization committee disheartened and dissolved the 

committee" (Chuang, 2022).      

 

 

Figure 6: Poster for the anti-development campaign. (Kinmen Eurasian Otter 

Conservation Alliance, 2014) 

 

For conservationists, on the other hand, otters as symbols of wildlife and the natural 

environment are often mobilized for anti-development campaigns. They are referred to as the top 

consumers of wetland ecosystems and indicators for healthy water environments (C.-S. Li, 2014; H.-

Y. Yuan, 2023). Additionally, the fact that otters are endangered in the region and can only be found 

in Kinmen is frequently emphasized to strengthen the case of preserving their habitat from the impact 

of development (C.-C. Tsai, 2014; T.-H. Wu, 2019). In the anti-BOT movement in 2014, otters were 

depicted as victims whose homes might be destroyed by numerous development projects. The 

activists named the campaign "Give Otters a Home" and utilized several elements in their poster (see 

Figure 6) to raise the stakes: a map showing the locations of otter traces overlapped with 14 proposed 

projects to suggest the potential impacts on otter habitats; images of otters' dead bodies alongside 

descriptions of the multiple roadkill incidents occurring that year to visually and statistically heighten 

the impact of development on otters; and an image of an otter holding hands and appearing like it is 

praying, which was considered as "too cute, making people think that development is a terrible thing" 

(Interview with KCG official, March 2022). Since this campaign, otter mascots have often been used 
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by conservationists to represent victims or fighters against development projects, including the anti-

casino campaign in 2017, and the suspension of the Jinsha Artificial Lake project in 2023. 

 

Monitoring and tracking of otters 

Over the past decade, enhanced monitoring and tracking efforts have offered new ways of 

understanding and representing otters. In Kinmen, tracking and monitoring started in the late 1990s 

through surveying projects funded by the national park, yet these early initiatives were not continuous 

and often did not cover the entire islands. Additionally, the data collected during this time was 

relatively inaccessible to the public. In the late 2010s, the KCG became involved in otter tracking and 

monitoring efforts. These programs have become more thorough and continuous, with broader 

coverage by infrared cameras and systematic surveys. They are also more publicly available, with 

many videos shared on social media. Moreover, there is a growing civic participation component in 

recording otter tracks, monitoring, and habitat patrolling, which has fostered the public's affection 

and caring relationship with otters and the waterscape.  

Tracking otters involves searching and collecting otter droppings, as well as capturing their 

occurrences with infrared cameras. These efforts enable researchers to map their distribution and 

numbers (e.g. Lee, 1996; Hung et al., 2004; S.-L. Yuan, 2022), study their eating habits (Jang-Liaw, 

2021), and evaluate the quality of their habitat and anthropogenic disturbances (Van Looy et al., 2014; 

S.-L. Yuan, 2022). These results offer a strong rationale for waterscape conservation. Researchers 

have utilized these findings to propose policy suggestions, such as the implementation of Ecological 

Checks, managing water extraction and pollution, and recharging wastewater into desiccated streams 

(S.-L. Yuan, 2022). Here, an enhanced understanding of otter behavior and changes in their 

distribution have prompted a reconsideration of the changing quality and functioning of water 

environments. The visualization of overlaps between otter movement and development projects has 

been utilized to campaign for otters as well as for landscape and waterscape conservation (such as 

Figure 6).     

There has also been a growing public participation in searching for otters and otter tracks. An 

otter reporting platform was established in 2020, allowing individuals to record sightings and their 

footprints or droppings. Finding otters and their droppings has also become a key component of 

ecological tours organized by KNP, KCG, local NGOs, and private businesses. While spotting wild 

otters during these tours is not guaranteed, discovering otter droppings and footprints provides an 

indirect form of encounter with them. Through this process, participants gain new ways of looking at 

the environment and "learn to be affected" (Hinchliffe et al., 2005). 

On the other hand, the release of monitoring footage offers close observation of otters in their 

natural habitats, triggering the public's curiosity, awe, and sentimentality (Lorimer, 2010). Videos of 

otters carrying or eating fish, swimming, playing, pooping, and taking care of their babies, effectively 

showcase their lively and playful nature (e.g., Eurasian Otter in Kinmen, 2021; Eurasian Otter in 

Kinmen Island, 2022a). Additionally, some recordings accidentally capture the richness of Kinmen's 

wildlife, including turtles, snakes, birds, and herons, highlighting the importance of its environment 

as a critical habitat for various species and fostering audiences' interest in other species. For instance, 

one video unexpectedly featured a large python, which drew significant attention from viewers, with 

one comment noting that their "originally favorite otter became second place [after python]" 

(Eurasian Otter in Kinmen Islands, 2022b). These videos often stimulate discussions about animal 

behavior, evoke memories of wildlife sightings, and enhance awareness of habitat preservation. In 

sum, monitoring otters has not only satisfied public curiosity about otters but also broadened their 

understanding of the islands' biodiversity and cultivated a different envisioning of the waterscape.  
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Recent community monitoring initiatives have further fostered a sense of care for otters. These 

programs were launched as part of Taiwan's "Endangered Species and Critical Habitat Payments for 

Ecosystem Services Program" to encourage community-led habitat and species monitoring and 

protection for several endangered species, including the leopard cat, eastern grass owl, pheasant-tailed 

jacana, and Eurasian otter (Ministry of Agriculture, 2023). In 2023, twenty communities in Kinmen 

participated in the program, through which they engaged in activities such as monthly habitat patrols, 

cleanups, infrared camera monitoring, educational training, and the production of documentaries 

about otters (Wild Bird Society of Kinmen, 2023). Many participants are middle-aged or elderly, a 

demographic often associated with pro-development views.  

Through these programs, participants have begun to develop their care for otters and the 

riparian environment, even reconsidering their perspectives on development. For instance, some 

participants reported discovering habitat destruction during their patrols, which was caused by a new 

development project (ibid). This project was subsequently suspended due to concerns about otters 

and their habitat (Yu, 2023). One participant reflected on how their view towards otters has shifted: 

"We didn't get to be exposed to this [before participating in the program], and if you are not involved, 

you of course do not think about them" (Interview with resident, April 2022). Their affection for otters 

has grown through exposure to knowledge and images about otters, as well as through taking care of 

their living environment. In Singh's (2013) words, the participants developed 'embodied relationships' 

with otters and the environment. This change is particularly important, as it has the potential to 

influence practices and perspectives on development and conservation in Kinmen.  

 

7. Conclusion 

In this article, I first demonstrate the growing public attention toward otters alongside the 

changes in waterscape-related policies and practices in Kinmen to suggest otters' capacity for 

influencing the waterscape. These changes include the success of anti-development campaigns, the 

suspension of the JAL project and several other development or construction projects, small-scale 

habitat improvements, and the implementation of Ecological Checks. Although some of these 

initiatives are still far from ideal, otters have clearly emerged as significant political actors within 

Kinmen's waterscape. A local technocrat expressed to me, "when it comes to otters, it is like stepping 

on a landmine" (Interview with technocrat, March 2022). Otters have caused headaches for some 

technocrats, politicians, and developers, who see them as obstacles to development and infrastructure 

projects. This indicates that otters possess the capacity to influence policy decisions, thus their 

agential role in co-shaping the waterscape. While political ecological research has highlighted the 

hybrid nature and uneven processes of waterscapes, most studies remain anthropocentric, primarily 

focusing on social-political and economic dynamics. Therefore, the case of Kinmen otters 

underscores the role of nonhuman beings as political and affective subjects (Hobson, 2007), 

complicating our understanding of the politics surrounding the production of waterscapes.   

Due to otters' elusive nature, the role of alternative encounters becomes crucial in this case, 

including with celebrity otters, otter mascots and artworks, and monitoring and tracking of otters. 

Each of these encounters involves different mechanisms and produces varying effects. Celebrity otters 

draw public attention in the early stage of conservation. An important reason for their influence is 

that otters' aesthetic charisma becomes perceivable by humans due to the confined environment of 

the zoo. As otters' low detectability offers them relatively low "ecological charisma" in the wild, the 

zoo provides a platform for humans to encounter individual otters and perceive their aesthetic and 

corporeal charisma (Lorimer, 2007). Moreover, these individual otters are given names and stories, 

which allot them 'personhoods' that are crucial for fostering humans' affection (Lorimer, 2007; Milton, 
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2003). These names often include words associated with Kinmen, helping people establish a 

connection between otters and Kinmen. 

This connection is further strengthened and maintained through otter-themed merchandise and 

artworks found throughout the islands. These have become a central element of Kinmen's landscape, 

serving as representatives for wild otters to remind residents and tourists of their presence. 

Additionally, otter mascots are utilized by the government to promote the islands and are also 

mobilized by conservationists in anti-development campaigns. In this context, otters are framed as 

both a cute symbol and a potential victim of proposed development or infrastructure projects. This 

representation, combined with an emphasis on their endangered status and Kinmen being the only 

habitat, has resulted in the successful suspension of several projects. Yet in different situations, otters 

can also be framed as a harmful actor to the environment (Goedeke & Rikoon, 2008). This highlights 

the necessity to examine how otters are represented and mobilized by humans.     

Finally, tracking and monitoring provide new ways of sensing, observing, and representing 

otters. Tracking allows researchers to advance knowledge about otter distribution and their 

connections environments, making a stronger case for waterscape conservation. Monitoring footage 

offers a close observation of otter behavior and interactions with other species, sparking viewers' 

curiosity, awe, and sentimentality (Lorimer, 2010). The otter videos circulated online also serve as a 

form of virtual encounter, enabling people from other locations to care about them, thus mobilizing 

conservation actions beyond Kinmen (Büscher, 2016; Fair & Schreer, 2025). Community monitoring 

and patrolling programs enroll a wider demographic to engage with and care about otters and the 

environment, and have the potential to reshape community views on conservation, development, and 

the waterscape. Locals are beginning to consider the water bodies not just as resources for human use, 

but also as habitats and essential spaces for nonhuman species.   

By focusing on these three forms of alternative encounters, I have demonstrated that otters' 

charisma and agency in coproducing the waterscape is relational. Without these human-mediated 

alternative encounters and representation of otters, they may not have become present and affective. 

However, the heightened presence of otters also risks making other species absent (Hinchliffe, 2008) 

and 'simplifying' the waterscape in Kinmen (Probyn, 2017). Some ecologists have noted that certain 

animal-friendly infrastructures in Kinmen are only friendly to otters. To achieve a more inclusive and 

just more-than-human waterscape would therefore require continuous efforts to foster people's care 

for nonhumans and to extend such attention beyond otters.  
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