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Adapted to Aquatic Life



What Do Beaver Eat?
• Fall/Winter: cached woody plants, tubers 
• Spring/Summer: herbaceous plants
• Woody plants ~85% of winter diet; ~15% of 

summer diet
• Prefer aspen/cottonwood, willow  
• Incisors (big front teeth) grow continuously

Photo: C. Demers, SUNY-ESF



Beaver Colony
• Mate for life
• Litters = 2−5 kits
• Stay for 2 years
• 5−8 in family



A Habitat Generalist

• Lakes
• Rivers and streams
• Abandoned channels on 

floodplains
• Wetlands

Pierre Côtacute

California Academy of Sciences

Slide from John Stella



from Boreal Forests….

http://www.for.gov.bc.ca/dfn

Fred Hirschmann—Science Faction/Getty Images 

Slide from John Stella

http://www.for.gov.bc.ca/dfn


…to Deserts

http://www.rv-boondocking-the-good-life.com/

Slide from John Stella

http://www.rv-boondocking-the-good-life.com/


Common Habitat Ingredients:
Water + Wood

• Northern tundra 
water

or wood 
limitation

Slide from John Stella

• Southern Deserts



Kelly Wheaton

So Why Do They Build Dams?



Dam = Deep Water
• Beaver more agile in water
• Predator refugia
• Extend foraging area
• Deep water ponds do not freeze in the winter 

Photo credit: Jeff Hunter



Dams Complexes



Why so many dams?

• Further extend 
foraging area

• Easier to move wood 
around

• Not all eggs in one 
basket



Primary and Secondary Dams

Secondary 
Dam

Primary Dam



Lodges

• Lodge 
includes 
underwater 
entrance, safe 
rest and 
feeding area 
above water

Photo by Anna M. Harrison



Lodges

Mid-stream lodge 
(Colorado Natural Heritage Program)

Bank den (Colorado Natural Heritage Program)

Mid-lake lodge

Slide from John Stella

Bank lodge 



A Beaver Food Cache…



Left Over Food Cache…

Lodge w/ 
underwater 
entrance Left over food 

cache from 
winter



Beaver Dig

a lot of tunnels…

…and channels
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Direct Changes to the Environment

• Channel Modification: dams, channels, tunnels, lodges
• Vegetation: harvest, consume, store



Review: Beaver Dam Activity

Figure 2.4 from Wheaton et al. (2019a) Chapter 2 LTPBR Manual 
DOI: 10.13140/RG.2.2.34270.69447

http://dx.doi.org/10.13140/RG.2.2.34270.69447


Dams
– Slow water
– Raise water



Dams
– Slow water

• Change hydraulics Deposition/Erosion
– Increase geomorphic unit diversity
– Aggradation/floodplain reconnection

• Change water residence time
• Water quality

– Decomposition
– Nutrients sink/source
– Sediment storage
– Heavy metals



Dams

– Raise water
• Increase surface area and volume

– Increase surface water storage
– Increase sunlight input
– Increase hyporheic 

and groundwater storage
– Temperature

• Indirectly alter vegetation 
 riparian expansion



Beaver Are Central Foragers 



Beaver Are Like Rotational Crop Farmers

• Selectively work an area 2-3 years
• Let it recover, and move nearby

1-3 Years of 
Regeneration



Beaver harvest  Coppicing



Aspen Clone



D. Bartos (https://www.fs.fed.us/wildflowers/beauty/aspen/grow.shtml)

Beaver – Aspen Feedbacks

https://www.fs.fed.us/wildflowers/beauty/aspen/grow.shtml


D. Bartos (https://www.fs.fed.us/wildflowers/beauty/aspen/grow.shtml)

Beaver – Aspen Feedbacks

https://www.fs.fed.us/wildflowers/beauty/aspen/grow.shtml


Beaver – Aspen Feedbacks



Beaver – Aspen Feedbacks



Beaver Footprint Much Larger in Aspen Communities 
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But Beaver Can Also Be Pests!
• they can cause flooding
• block culverts, which wash out roads
• chop down our ornamental landscape trees
• impact irrigation diversions



Beaver Management/Restoration Strategies

 Conservation / Promotion (leave them alone)
 Living with beaver 
 Translocation to areas with suitable capacity
 Restore riparian -> Followed by Translocation
 Help beaver out – Beaver Dam Analogues
 Mimic Beaver



Passive Beaver Strategies
Beaver protection- work with wildlife departments to get 
closures for trapping in targeted areas



• Beaver Deceivers
• Pond Levelers
• Caging trees

Living With Beaver Strategies…



Relocation 
• Find a source population of 

nuisance beaver OR area with 
ample population…

• Relocate to areas with no or 
limited population & high capacity

Kent Sorenson 
(UDWR)

Nuisance beavers being translocated from Henry’s Fork to High Unitas (Courtesy of Sorenson)



The Beaver 
Ecology and 

Relocation Center
(BERC)

USU



Help Beaver Out – BDAs and Lodges

“After a desirable planting site has been located, it is 
necessary to choose the place to build a house and dam.”

Photo courtesy of William Meyer (WDFW)



Take Aways…
• Beaver need water and wood… not dams
• Beaver can survive in many different environments
• Most critical requirements:

• Deep water
• Herbaceous or woody vegetation for nutrition
• Adequate vegetation to wear down incisors

• Where streams or rivers don’t provide habitat they need, they 
build dams (ecosystem engineers)

• Their dam building activities can lead to positive ecological 
feedbacks

• They can be pests- but there are strategies to making living with 
beaver possible

• Sometimes they need our help to get established
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