Relevant GLEs

LS_ 31   Describe and evaluate the impact of introducing nonnative species into an 

              ecosystem

LS_ 32   Describe changes that can occur in various ecosystems and relate the 

               changes to the ability of an organism to survive.          

LS_34    Explain how environmental factors impact survival of a population    
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The ravenous, semi-aquatic mammals, which look like small, rat-tailed beavers, eat the equivalent of 25 percent of their body weight in water plants every day. 


When vegetation is removed from marshland, the area is exposed to erosion through wave action. If damaged areas do not regrow quickly, the marshland becomes open water. 


In addition to devouring vegetation, nutria also damage the wetlands by burrowing into levees and embankments. 


Native to Argentina, nutria were initially imported to stock fur farms; but, in the 1930s, a number were released into the wild, both intentionally and accidentally. 
The fledgling nutria population quickly grew.


Because of their appetite for marsh grasses, nutria were initially seen as a way to control aquatic weeds, especially water hyacinths, one of the world’s most invasive water plants. In the battle against water hyacinths, nutria colonies were transplanted throughout the Gulf region. Their numbers soared.  By the mid 1950s, the nutria population had reached 20 million, and the potential threat was quickly becoming evident.


Fortunately, the international fur trade boomed; and, as a result, the nutria population was held in check somewhat by the growing demand for nutria pelts.
In the 1980s, the fur industry began to wane and the demand for pelts dropped accordingly. As a result of fewer nutria being trapped, nutria populations increased astronomically, along with reports of ravaged marshlands. 


In an effort to control its burgeoning nutria population, the state of Louisiana put a bounty on nutria, paying $5 per tail.  

Other efforts included promoting the use of nutria fur and finding new uses for it, as well as creating a demand for nutria meat as a healthy food for human consumption.  Nutria meat is higher in protein and carbohydrates and lower in fat and cholesterol than most meats.


Nutria are extremely prolific and, other than fur trappers, alligators are their only significant predators.  Nutria breed year round and have up to three litters a year, four to five young per litter.  Females have four pairs of teats located on the sides of the body, rather than on the belly. This allows the young to nurse with their noses above the water while the mother is floating. 


Nutria predominately feed on the base of plant stems and dig for roots and rhizomes in the winter. They often construct circular platforms of compacted, coarse vegetation, which they use for birthing, resting, grooming, and even for food. 


At one time, an estimated 103,000 acres of coastal wetlands were impacted by nutria, according to the Louisiana Department of Wildlife and Fisheries. However, as a result of the department’s nutria control program, the impact has been reduced to 4,500 acres.


As nutria move into an area, the vegetation is gradually destroyed until, finally, open water results. Lost wetlands mean trouble for animals such as mink, otters, bald eagles, and migrating waterfowl. This land loss also hurts communities that depend on coastal wetlands for hurricane protection and livelihoods.


Generally, nutria feed on the soft, succulent parts of grassy plants, but they will occasionally strip bark from trees. This leaves the trees susceptible to rot and disease, as seen in the picture above. Sometimes, nutria will strip so much bark from a tree that it dies from the mutilation alone. 


When available, nutria will eat cultivated crops, including sugarcane, rice, and corn.

For additional information, contact Louisiana Department of Wildlife and Fisheries, www.wlf.louisiana.gov and www.nutria.com.

Sample Text Dependent Questions
1. According to the authors of this article, how were the nutria first introduced to Louisiana?  How were they initially thought to be beneficial to Louisiana?  In your discussion, include the relationship between the nonnative water hyacinth and the nonnative nutria, as described in this article.   
2.  What has been the impact of introducing nutria, a non-native species, into our Louisiana wetlands?  Cite evidence from the article. 
3.  One of the enduring understandings for this unit states, “All living things, including people, are interdependent with one another and with the environment.”  Citing evidence from the article, discuss that understanding as it relates to the relationship between the nutria and the people of Louisiana.   

Source: Capital City Press 








Text Source:  “Nutria,” (2011). Louisiana NIE, The Advocate Newspaper, Capitol City Press, Baton Rouge, LA at  http://nie.theadvocate.com/csp/mediapool/sites/NewsInEducation/Stories/story.csp?cid=6615198&sid=326&fid=157
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