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BEAVER (Castor canadensis)
BIOLOGY AND BEHAVIOR

Beavers are chunky, yedlowish-brown to brownish-black
aquatic mammals. They have short legs, dexterousfore-
feet, large webbed hind feet, and a spatul ate (broad and
flattened), leathery tail. Bright yellow-orange incisors
(front teeth used for gnawing) protrude from the mouth

and are readily visble. The beaver is the largest North

American rodent and attains an overall length, including
tail, of 34-40in. (86-102cm.) and aweight of 27-671b. (12-
30kg): Beavershavelivedfor upto 20 yearsin captivity,
however, they rarely survive beyond 10 yearsin the wild.

Although beavers are nativeto New England, by the late-
1800s they were nearly extirpated from this region by
commercial overharvest. With the implementation of
protective regulations and the help of successful beaver
reestablishment programs by federal, state and private
conservationagenciesor organi zations, theseanimal sreoc-
cupied most of the origina range by the mid-19003, and
their numbersconti nuetoincreaselocaly throughout much
o New England. Beavers occupy a variety o aguatic
habitats, including streamsand riversbordered by woods,
lake shores, impoundments, and marshes. They prefer
water courseswith low gradient and abundant, high quality
foods.

Beaversaretruevegetarians,consumingleaves,bark, small
twgs, sprouts, fruits, and budsof shrubsand treesaswell as
aquatic plants (eg., sedges, rushes). Woody plants pre-
ferred by beaversinclude alder, aspen, birch, gum maple,
poplar,and willow. A beaver may consumeupto20-30 oz.
(567-8509.) of food per day (approximately theamount of
bark andsmaller branchesdf al-3in. (25-7.6cm] diameter
treeevery 2 days).

Beaversare usually nocturnal (activeat night) but they may
be observed duringdaylight hours as they make repairsto
their structuresor gather food. Their ahility to build dams
and lodgesis well known. When beavers establish a new
territory in suitable, unoccupied habitat, they build a dam
beforeany other constructionactivity begins (usudly April-
Juneor August-October). Beaver damsrangefrom 2-10ft.

(0.6-30 m.) in height and can extend more than 100ft. (30
m.) inlength. Lodgebuilding, or bank denexcavation, and
creation of a food cache (a pile of freshly-cut branches
placed in the pond next to the lodge that will remain

accessible as a food supply beneath winter ice) begin in
August or September, after the dam is completed and the
level of water in the pond stabilizes. L odges often exceed5

ft. (L5 m) in height and 20-40 ft. (6-12 m.) in diameter.
After establishing a territory, beaversconstruct scent mounds
(pilesof mudand secretionsaf castoreumfromthebeaver's
scent gland) about itsboundary. It isbdieved thisform of
chemical communicationwarns beaversfrom outside the
colony not to intrude.

Beaversaremonogamousand, unlessamatedies, they pair
for life. They breed in late January and February and
produce alitter o 3-5kitsduring May or June. A typica
beaver colony conssts of the adults, their kits, and the
previousgeneration o yearlingsand may includeup to 12
individuals. Two-year oldsleave, or are driven avay from,
the colony to establish new colonies o their own; when
dispersing, these offspring travel an average distance of 4
mi. (7.4 km.) from their natal colony.

ECONOMIC STATUSAND IMPORTANCE

Thevaued thebeaver asafur animal contributed signifi-
cantly to the exploration of and western expansion of
civilization in North America. Today, beavers are an
important recreational and economic resourcebecause of
thevalue d their pelt and the rolethey play in modifying
habitat. Beaver dams create or enhance wetland wildlife
habitats, stabilizewater flow, reducesiltation, and conserve
water. Impacts on fisheries depend upon the type and
locationdf that resource; cold-water speciesmay suffer as
water temperature rises in new beaver impoundments
whereaswarm-water speciesmay benefitfrom more avail-
able habitat and food sources. Beaverscan cause consider-
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abledamageto property by: floodingroads, septicsystems,
fidds, and pastures; floodingor cutting timber or orna-
menta plants, and destroyingwater retentiondevices. Al-
though many other potential hostsand vectorsdf transport
exig, beavers often are blamed for contaminating public
water supplieswith Giardia cysts For dl thesereasonsand
many more, the beaver isone of the most intensively man-
agedwildlifespeciesin North Americaand presentsagrest
chalengeto wildlifemanagers.

CONTROL TECHNIQUES

In New England, thereare no federal regulationsprotect-
ing beavers, however, each state has lavs governing their
capture, taking, and disposdtion. Consult loca wildlife
authorities before beginning any damage management
program.

Preventive Measures

Thereare noknowntechniquesto discouragebeaversfrom
occupying suitable habitat. Reportsd deterring beavers
through harassment with loud noise or bright lights are
usudly unfounded. Modification of habitat (remova o
food and construction materias) has been suggested but
remains untried and suspect.

Non-Letha Controls

To protect ornamental plantsor trees of high vaue from
beavers, hardwarec oth or wiremesh screening about 3ft.
(1 m) in height can be wrapped around the base of the
trunksand securedwithwiretwigs. Exdusionfencingalso
maybe used to redtrict beavers accessto plants. Because
both techniques are labor intensive and somewhat codly,
they should be used only wherethearead damageissmall

or thevaued the plantsinvolved ishigh. Chemosterilants

(i.e, birth control) havereducedthe productivitydf captive
beaversbut an effective ddivery method has not yet been
devised to introduce these compounds to wild beaver

populations. Partial or complete removal of dams or lodges

usudlyisineffectiveinreducingdamagecausedby anactive
beaver colony because they can repair or replacedamsin
lessthan 24 hours. Also, remova of structuresassociated
withanactivecolony may beaviolationdf statewildlifelavs
as wdl as conflict with wetland protection regulations.
Evenwherea colony hasabandonedits pond, permitsmay
be necessary to remove a beaver dam. Although used
extensvelyin the padt, livetrapping and relocation of indi-
vidudsis discouraged becausethe practiceislabor inten-
sive, codly, and, in mogt cases, amply transfers problem
beaver to another site.  And, most habitat suitable for
beaversareadyisoccupied by activecolonies. Indallation
of a water control device (eg, 3-log drain, T-culvert,

wooden box pipe) is useful in manipulating the level o

water in apond where maintenanced beavers presenceis
desired.

Lethal Controls

Becausebeaver populaionscan increasesubgtantialyina
short periodd time, themogt effectiveway tominimizethe
potentid for problems with beaversis to hold their num-
bersin check. Research indicates that the incidence o
beaver damageisinversdy proportional to the worldwide
demand for and vdue d their pelts (i.e, when pdt prices
and beaver harvest dedline, reports o beaver damage
increase). When properly conducted, trappingcap be an
effective techniquefor managing beaver populaions. Consult
your statewildlifeagency regardingspecificregulationsor
prohibitionson the use o trapsand snaresbefore placing
any sets. Shoatingat night with spotlightsmay beeffective
in eiminating problem individuds, but specid authoriza-
tionisneeded to dothis. Therepresently are notoxicants
or fumigantsregistered for usein the control o beavers.
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