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“I now suspect that just as a deer 
herd lives in mortal fear of its 
wolves, so does a mountain live in 
mortal fear of its deer.”  

Thinking Like a Mountain
Aldo Leopold

















● 10 year study 

● Beaver dam analogs

● NOAA funding

● Objective is to improve 
salmonid habitat

● Several meters of 
aggradation in 5 years

Bridge Creek, Oregon



Outside the Box Thinking 
• Direct flows into the hillside.

• Widens the floodplain and spreads out 
energy.

• Beaver dams trap sediment increase 
floodplain connectivity, establish 
wetlands.  

• “Fight fire with fire.”





What are the effects of beaver dam building activity
on the landscape?

Pollock et al. 2014







Worldwide distribution of beaver
• Castor canadensis (N. America)
• Historically, 60–400 million pre-‐

European settlement (Seton 1929)
• Currently, 6-‐12 million (Naiman et al. 

1988), but estimates are crude
• Spatial distribution approaches its 

historical range
• C. fiber (Eurasian beaver)
• More limited current distribution, but 

expanding back to parts of its historical
range

A

Pollock MM, Heim M and Werner D. 2003. Hydrologic 
and geomorphic effects of beaver dams and their 
influence on fishes.

B



"In 1643-44 also, over 5700 pounds of beaver pelts were mentioned in debt 
cases, at a time when one pound was worth between 12s. and 24s., or from 36 

to 144 pounds of tobacco.” – Fredrick J. Fausz, “Present at the Creation”

"On more than one occasion, colonists found themselves so deeply in debt for 
beaver pelts that they mortgaged, or had to put up as security, a large portion 

of their property” – Fredrick J. Fausz, “Present at the Creation”

"Claiborne's elaborate preparations and largescale operation brought in 7488 
pounds of beaver pelts (worth £4493 at 12 s./lb.)...in the six years before Kent 
Island's takeover by Maryland in 1638” – Fredrick J. Fausz, “Present at the 

Creation”

"Claiborne's timing was perfect, for in 1629 the English had captured Quebec in 
a war with France, and beaver fever spread throughout the London merchant 

community after the Canada Company brought home some three hundred 
thousand pounds of pelts in 1630." Fredrick J. Fausz, “Present at the 

Creation”

Photo Credit: Portland State University Photo Credits: Canadian Museum of History



300 year history of beaver extirpation in US -
economic, not necessarily biological extirpation



Beaver Dams as Geologic 
Agents. Science. 
02 Dec 1938
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Stream restoration design to 
encourage beaver colonization

• Disperse energy across the 
ENTIRE floodplain.

• Leave oxbows, wet meadows
• Regenerative species - willow, 

alder, dogwood 
• Wide easement
• Landowner education
• Stage 0 restoration



Challenges

• Stringent success criteria 
• Devotion to existing approaches
• Trapping as a management tool
• Event based restoration vs. process 

based

Excerpted from a recent mitigation bank 
proposal in Virginia:

18.  I support the plan to propose dam 
removal and stream restoration on the upper 
limits of S21.  However, beaver activity was 
noted on the site.  Therefore a beaver 
eradication plan will need to be include in 
the bank proposal.
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“Move Forward Dam It”

Good Reads:

Once They Were Hats by Frances Backhouse
The American Beaver and His Works by Lewis Henry Morgan
Fur, Fortune, and Empire, The History of the Fur Trade in America by Eric Jay 
Dolin
Eager:  The Surprising Secret Life of Beavers and Why They Matter by Ben 
Goldfarb

Upcoming Conferences/Workshops:  

The State of the Beaver 2019 – Agents of Regeneration, Seven Feathers 
Convention Center, Canyonville, Oregon. 



Questions?

Scott McGill
smcgill@ecotoneinc.com


