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Prior to European colonization beaver populations were 
estimated to number 60–400 million in North America 
(Naiman, Johnston, & Kelley, 1988). Beaver were intensively 
trapped for their pelts through the 1800s and eradicated from 
developed areas where they were often considered a 
nuisance. Beaver populations became isolated, and their 
numbers were dramatically reduced in urban and rural areas, 
with only about 10% of historical populations remaining 
(Wilson & Reeder, 2005).
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Example 1: Upper Mississippi
and Missouri River Basins (Hey and 

Phillip 1995).

Researchers estimate that
beaver ponds covered 51,100,000

acres in 1600 compared to 511,000 
acres in 1990. They estimated 

wetlands at 44,700,000 acres in 
1780 versus 18,900,000 acres in 

1980. This reduction in ponds 
(surface water stored) and wetlands 
(groundwater stored) has resulted 
in a huge loss of flood control, and 

system stability during droughts 
and years with high precipitation.

Example 2: Elk Island National
Park in east-central Alberta, 

Canada
(Hood and Bayley 2008).

Documenting changes in the 
amount of open water during dry 
and wet years between 1948 and 

2002 due to the presence, or 
absence, of beavers. The beaver 
dam building and maintenance 

made the area much less sensitive 
to drought and helped decrease 

downstream flood peaks by 
increasing the river’s rapid access 
to its floodplain during high flows.

Example 3: Crane Creek,
Oregon (Schaffer 1941).

Prior to 1924 beavers were present
in Crane Creek and the meadows had

stirrup-high native grasses. The grasses 
were sub-irrigated by beaver ponds. In 
1924 the beavers were trapped out. In 

1925 the channel began to incise and by 
1935 the channel had deepened 25 feet. 
In 1936 beavers were reintroduced, and 

by 1938 the water table had risen and the 
hay meadow production had improved. 
1939 was a drought year, yet water was 

abundant on the ranch with beaver 
ponds, while absent downstream on the 

ranch without beaver ponds.
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