Welsh Beaver Project
Frequently Asked Questions

Q. How are the Wildlife Trusts in Wales involved in beaver work?

Since 2005 the Wildlife Trusts in Wales have been leading the Welsh Beaver
Project, investigating all the aspects of a managed reintroduction of beavers
to Wales for the many benefits their presence can bring to wildlife, the
environment and the economy. Reports have been produced covering all
issues and suitable sites for a reintroduction have been selected'.

Q. Is there sufficient habitat for a beaver reintroduction in Wales?

An ecological feasibility study commissioned as part of the Welsh Beaver
Assessment Initiative has shown that there is an abundance of habitat suitable
for beavers in Wales'.

Q. How would beaver reintroduction in Wales work?

Suitable sites across Wales have been identified for a reintroduction. Beavers
for the reintroduction will be sourced from the wild in Scotland or captive
animals already in Britain. All animals selected for the reintroduction will be
health screened prior to release. Local volunteers will be trained and equipped
to monitor and manage the effects of beavers into the future. Educational and
research opportunities will be developed that demonstrate how effectively
beavers manage natural habitats and benefit people and wildlife through water
resource and environmental management.

Q. What do beavers eat?
Beavers are herbivores. They eat deciduous trees such as willow and birch,
aguatic plants, grasses and shrubs.

Q. Why reintroduce beavers?

The reintroduction of beavers in being considered in Wales because of the
positive impacts they can have on the environment. Beavers are often referred
to as ‘ecosystem engineers’ because they can modify and help restore the
habitats and landscapes they live in through coppicing, feeding and in some
cases damming (beavers living on lakes or main rivers have little need of
constructing dams). Research has shown that these activities have a positive
impact on the ecological functioning of local ecosystems, which can benefit

plants, invertebrates, amphibians, reptiles, fish, birds and other mammals™ ™

iv, v, vi

Beavers forage close to water with activity usually concentrated within 20
metres of the water’'s edge"!, 90% of activity being within 10 metresi x % X,
Beavers fell broad-leaved trees and bushes to reach upper branches to eat
the bark during the winter and for construction of lodges and dams. Most
native tree species regenerate, which diversifies the surrounding habitat
structure and create areas of mixed-height, mixed age vegetation. Coppicing
has been practiced by foresters throughout history as a method to manage
bankside trees. The actions of beavers are very similar, meaning woodlands
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Research has also shown that the creation of beaver dams can improve water
quality by trapping sediment and can oxygenate water throughput, which can

reduce the impact of pollution from runoff and moderate acidity levels* X"

Q. What are the impacts on agriculture?

Beaver impact on livestock farming, the form of agricultural land use occupying
the greatest proportion of any prospective beaver territory in Wales, is not
seen as a significant issue. Problems can sometimes occur with crops growing
close to the water’s edge, including maize and roots, especially sugar beet,
but these impacts are usually localised since beavers tend to forage mainly
within 10-20 metres of a riverbank and only rarely range further than 100
metres™ * X, A number of management options can address this situation.
Large mesh fencing and standard low-voltage electric fencing can be highly
effective. Beavers have good memories and electric wiring placed for one
week will prevent them from attempting entry for up to 3 months*¥. Overall,
experience from beaver reintroductions in continental Europe suggest that the
cost of any impact is likely to be substantially outweighed by the revenue
potential obtainable, both directly through nature tourism and indirectly via
future recognition of ecosystem services, which could generate further agri-
environmental support. Beavers are now present throughout almost all of
Europe, having been reintroduced to over 25 countries”, including areas of
highly intensive agriculture. With adequate management strategies in place,
these reintroductions have not posed a significant problem.

Q. What are the impacts on fish?

The relationship between beavers and fish is complex* i, However,
research has shown that overall beavers have a positive impact on fish by
increasing the habitat variability for fish rearing and overwintering, creating
refuges for different fish species, increase in aquatic invertebrate prey species
and improvement in water quality below beaver dams. In some cases, short-
term negative impacts can occur, for example low flow conditions may create
a temporary barrier for migratory fish over a beaver dam* >, but there are a
number of management techniques that can be employed to avoid these
negative impacts if required. Further information can be found on the Scottish
Wildlife Trust website.

Q. Do beavers cause flooding?

Beaver dams and associated wetland habitat can significantly reduce flow
velocity and even out the throughput of water following heavy rainfall. Beavers
can thus play a role in mitigating downstream flooding and erosion. By contrast
water retention resulting from beaver activity can also help sustain flow in
rivers and streams during drier periods™.

Beavers rarely build dams in main rivers where there is a sufficient depth of
water and strong currents make dam construction impossible, but may build
dams in smaller streams or tributaries. Beavers may also make their way into
low lying floodplains where agricultural activities depend on land drains and
deep ditches, and it is in these areas where beaver dams can have more
significant impacts. They can obstruct culverts and “restore wetlands” in
places that are not compatible with the existing land-uses and therefore create
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https://scottishwildlifetrust.org.uk/news/beavers-impact-upon-fish/
https://scottishwildlifetrust.org.uk/news/beavers-impact-upon-fish/

both real and perceived conflicts. In these situations, dams will either have to
be removed or modified with flow devices to manage water flow.

Q. What are the disease risks?

The reintroduction of beaver does not pose any greater risk for the
transmission of disease®". Many of the parasites that beavers can carry are
already present in Britain and the presence of beavers does not increase
disease transmission to livestock or people. To minimise risk, all beavers that
are sourced for a reintroduction are health-screened prior to release*'. This
will ensure that only healthy individuals are reintroduced.

Q. How would the cost of beaver impact compare with that of other
wildlife?

Deer damage to agriculture alone in England has been estimated at £4.3
million, or £33 per km? per annum*. Rabbit damage has been cited as
£44/km? per annum for Britain®™ depending on the incidence of myxomatosis.
Overall, the benefits of beaver reintroductions have been calculated to
outweigh the costs of management by up to 100:1. A study on the economic
impacts of the beaver by the University of Oxford's Wildlife Conservation
Research Unit™ concluded that "with forethought, prior consultation and
planning, a beaver reintroduction should bring significant monetary benefits
within the local economy and communities that could greatly outweigh any
potential negative impacts”.

Q. What are the tourism benefits?

In Europe beavers are a major attraction for wildlife watchers. In Denmark
beavers were reintroduced in 1999 and tourists can visit the beavers through
organised tours, attracting over 2000 visitors per year'. Beavers were also
reintroduced to Belgium during the late 1990s and similar beaver watching
tours are organised every year and advertised worldwide'. The Scottish
Beaver Trial (2009-2014) in Knapdale, Argyll attracted many visitors to the
area. The value of wildlife experiences at Knapdale, such as guided walks
were calculated between £355,000 and £520,00 over the five-year trial
period®. This can also benefit local hospitality industries with tourists staying
near known beavers sites and private tourism ventures have also been set up
by landowners establishing their own beaver watching visits and tours on their
land.

Q. Why did beavers go extinct in Wales?

Beavers were once widespread across Wales but due to hunting by humans
mainly for their fur and meat they became extinct by around the 15%
Century i,

Q. Once reintroduced, could beavers become an uncontrollable pest?
No, beavers cannot become an uncontrollable pest, like for example, grey
squirrel or rabbit as their populations are severely limited by habitat and food
availability.

Experience from Europe indicates that control and impact mitigation is quite
straightforward"i. Beavers are restricted to suitable rivers, streams and lakes
usually staying within 20 metres of the riverbank and rarely ranging further
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than 100 metres. They do not like crossing land between water courses so do
not readily spread between catchment areas™.

Beavers have been reintroduced to over 25 countries in Europe®. If this
process had posed a significant overall problem, and not brought substantial
benefits, such reintroductions would long ago have been halted and reversed.
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Q. Would a beaver population need to be controlled by culling? GOGLEDD CYMRU
Lethal control would very rarely be needed because of the relative cost- NORTH WALES
effectiveness of alternative management methods"". Beaver population growth

is very slow for 20-30 years following reintroduction®™V, and thereafter removal Ymddiriedolaeth
to another site could be a practical option for many decades. In many Natur Gogledd

European countries it is already possible to undertake localised lethal control
with a licence, where nuisance can be proven and there is no feasible
alternative.
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