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Beavers 
in Dorset

Beavers are vegetarians.  They don’t eat fish.  In fact, they are
known to co-exist well with them, boosting fish populations.
Beavers snack on riverside plants and grasses as well as 
tree bark and shoots.
 
Where beavers go, more wildlife will follow.  Beavers are a 
keystone species and create diverse wetland habitats that can
provide a home for a wide range of wildlife, such as amphibians,
water voles, dragonflies, birds and even plants.  

Beavers feel safest in still, deep water (around 70cm).
They are therefore very unlikely to stray far from it and
will create dams if the water levels aren’t what 
they’d like them to be. 

WHAT YOU MAY NOT KNOW ABOUT 
EURASIAN BEAVERS...

Beaver dams vary in size and structure. In many 
cases they are small temporary structures made 
of twigs, which gradually break down as water 
levels rise.  In others, they can be larger stable 
structures that create big ponds. Both water and 
fish are able to move through and around them 
and they are not the huge dam structures made 
by the North American beaver.

Beavers can reduce flooding.  Beaver dams 
slow the flow of water;  in storms more water is 
stored; in droughts more water is available.  The 
potential for beavers to reduce flooding and 
maintain baseflows downstream is significant. 

Beavers can 
improve 
water quality. 
Impoundment 
of water behind 
dams can positively 
affect the quality of 
water by diffusing 
pollutants being 
transported 
downstream. 
Their dams act as 
sediment traps 
cleaning our waters.
     

Dorset Wildlife Trust believe that 
nature has a huge part to play in 

our lives. It brings enjoyment to people, 
and provides a vital ecological service.  
As ‘eco-engineers’, European beavers 
are perhaps the ultimate example of 
wildlife bringing great value for people 
in both ways. But this native species 
has been absent for the last 400 years.  
Our ancestors hunted these highly 
charismatic and resourceful creatures 
to extinction. At a time of great need 
for environmental solutions, could we 
be the generation to welcome back this 
species? 

The re-introduction of beavers is being 
explored by conservationists, water 
managers and landowners alike. Dorset 
Wildlife Trust is keen to understand how 
beavers could help provide natural and 
cost-effective solutions to the serious 
problems of flooding, pollution and 
species loss in this country. At the same 
time, we respect concerns that some 
may have about changes beavers could 
bring and will work with all interested 
parties through our proposed project.   

In the next few pages we will look 
at what beavers can do; the positive 
impacts they might have on the water 
environment and its associated wildlife. 
We’ll get the view of the latest science 
and outline our new project to bring 
beavers back to Dorset for the first time 
in over 400 years. We want to watch 
and study their impacts and further our 
understanding of this wonderful animal. 
Most importantly we invite you to get 
involved too!   
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Amphibians; The creation of ponds through 
damming of watercourses is likely to have positive effects 
for our native frogs and newts.  These species which 
breed in, and whose larval stages need the shelter of, still 
waters should increase in beaver altered landscape.  In 
Dorset we would expect to see positive impacts on great 
crested newts, a species which has seen huge population 
declines in the latter half of the twentieth century.

What can beavers do for Dorset’s wildlife?
Studies have shown that through increasing available niches and habitat 

heterogeneity we can enhance the landscape for a wide variety of flora 
and fauna.  Increased connectivity between wetland habitats will help 

aquatic/amphibious species to disperse within the landscape. This could 
become ever more important with a changing climate.

Mammals; A key species which 
could benefit from beaver presence 
is the water vole. The slower 
moving water and abundantly 
vegetated channels created 
provide ideal habitat.  Bats and 
otters have also shown positive 
responses to beaver activity.

Invertebrates; A variety of species 
both aquatic and terrestrial will likely benefit 
from beaver modification. Dragonfly species 
diversity may well increase as further open, 
aquatic habitat is created. Along with this 
other saproxylic (feeding on dead wood) 
species will benefit from increased 
deadwood produced by beavers.

References: Stringer and 
Gaywood, 2016. The impacts 

of beavers Castor spp. on 
biodiversity and the ecological 
basis for the reintroduction to 

Scotland, UK. Mammal Review 
46 (2016) 270-283.

Fish; though it is early days in the research, evidence 
so far suggests that there is an increase in fish spawning 
opportunities within beaver territories. Anglers in places 
like Bavaria, that have healthy beaver populations, welcome 
their presence, knowing the positive effect they have on fish 
numbers. Fish migration through and around beaver dams is 
possible, but more research is needed in the UK to improve 
our understanding of this.

Beavers play a vital role in 
river ecology, benefiting 

the biodiversity of our 
wild spaces, but there can 

also be many potential 
benefits for us too.

What can 
beavers 

do for us?

The Eurasian beaver was once widespread throughout 
Europe, ranging as far as Mongolia and China, and has 
been around since the late Pliocene.  Beavers are one 
of the largest rodents in the world, with the average 
weight of a Eurasian beaver being 18kg and a body 
length of 1.3m nose to tail tip. Fur colour varies but is 
generally pale to reddish brown.

They are very social animals with family groups 
consisting of a breeding pair and their last two years’  
litters.  Adult size is reached at three years and they 
live on average 7-8 years.  Mating occurs in January, 
which normally produces on average 2-3 young (kits), 
born in spring/summer.  At 1 - 2 months kits can look 
after themselves and will venture out of the lodge (the 
breeding home). 

They are amphibious, using freshwater and don’t feel at 
ease too far from still, deep water.  Their sleek, torpedo-
shaped bodies, webbed hind feet and flat scaly tail 
make them excellent swimmers.  When diving they 
hardly make a ripple at the surface.  Moving quickly 
underwater, up to 2.1m per second and can dive for a 
maximum of 15 minutes.  Beaver kits can swim at four 
days old and can dive within a fortnight! 

Beavers are nature’s engineers, coppicing woodlands, 
creating tunnels, channels, lodges and dams.  Their 
winter and breeding homes can be simple excavated 
tunnels or woody constructions away from banks.  They 
consist of chambers for sleeping and feeding, and food 
stores at the entrance.  Considerable time and effort go 
into them.  One lodge in Russia was occupied for forty 
years.

Dams are built if there is insufficient still water around 
their homes and feeding areas.  Dams can be built 
from mud in their simplest form or incorporate other 
materials for larger projects.  Dams provide safety by 
increasing water levels and allow storage of winter 
food. 

Their very large curved orange incisors are perfect for 
tree felling, but they need to be kept sharp.  They stop 
every ten minutes or so to sharpen their teeth, by using 
the bottom incisor as a grinder to sharpen the top one.  
Their teeth, as with other rodents, continue to grow 
throughout their life.

Beavers are herbivorous, feeding on herbaceous 
vegetation; shoots and leaves when available, and tree 
bark in winter.  A variety of tree species are consumed, 
with willow and aspen being favourites.  They are 
discerning diners, sampling trees for anti-herbivory 
toxins, before chomping in.  Their lack of rumen to 
digest the herbivorous diet, means they rely on their 
caecum (hind gut) to digest cellulose, which isn’t very 
effective.  Hence, they eat lots of food – 2kg or 10% of 
their body weight per day!  They also do something 
called caecotrophy – eating their own poo! 

Getting to know 
Eurasian beavers...

Waterflow and Flooding

As ecosystem engineers, beavers can 
change a landscape like no other wild 
animal. As they create a safe place to 
live, they produce a rough and complex 
wetland landscape that can help with 
potential flooding issues within a river 
catchment, storing water and slowing 
flow at times of heavy rainfall.

Beaver release trials in Scotland and 
Devon have shown evidence of this. 
Studies indicate a 30% decrease in 
average peak flows of water entering 
and leaving a site during storm events.  
In summer the retention of water also 
helps during periods of low rainfall and 
drought.

Water quality

As well as retaining water, beaver 
habitat can filter out pollutants.  As 
water slowly flows through the 
landscape an increasing amount of 
sediment is captured.  Excess nutrients 
like phosphates and nitrates are taken 
out of the water with the sediment and 
are taken up by wetland plants.  This 
reduction in the sediment and nutrient 
load significantly improves water quality 
downstream, benefitting wildlife.

Evidence for this is growing, with 
studies in Devon since 2011 indicating 
that each litre of surface water leaving 
a beaver project site has 3 times less 
sediment than water entering.
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Beaver channel

Beaver lodge
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Please tell us how you will be donating
Credit or Debit Card (Visa, Mastercard, Maestro, CAF & other cards) 
Cheque (please make cheque payable to Dorset Wildlife Trust)
CAF Voucher  

/ /

/ /

How to donate
I would like to make a gift of 

     £90            £50           £30          £20          

Another amount ________________________________________

Card number If using Switch/Maestro please use the number printed across the middle of the card.

DORSET WILDLIFE TRUST 
DATA PROTECTION
Dorset Wildlife Trust 
is registered as a Data 
Controller with the 
Information Commissioner.   
The information you provide 
to us will be held on our 
systems for the purpose of 
administration and will be 
treated in confidence.

Donating is easy.  Your donation 
will help Dorset’s beaver project

Please complete all 7 sections so we can process your donation 
swiftly, securely and according to your wishes.

Expiry date                                       Start date

Security Code

Signature Date

1

2

3

Charity Gift Aid Declaration
Boost your donation by 25p of Gift Aid
for every £1 you donate

Gift Aid is reclaimed by the charity from the tax you pay for the current tax year.
In order to Gift Aid your donation you must tick the box below:
      I want to Gift Aid my donation and any donations I make in the future or have 
made in the past 4 years to Dorset Wildlife Trust.

I am a UK taxpayer and understand that if I pay less Income Tax and/or Capital Gains 
Tax than the amount of Gift Aid claimed on all my donations in that tax year it is my 
responsibility to pay any difference.
Please notify the charity if you:  • want to cancel this declaration    
• change your name or home address
• no longer pay sufficient tax on your income and/or capital gains

If you pay Income Tax at the higher or additional rate and want to receive the 
additional tax relief due to you, you must include all your Gift Aid donations on your 
Self-Assessment tax return or ask HM Revenue and Customs to adjust your tax code.

5

          CONTACT PREFERENCES - Please tell us how you 
          would like us to contact you.
I am happy to be contacted by Dorset Wildlife Trust about 
conservation, membership, fundraising and other activities by:
post          email          e-newsletters         telephone
Your personal data -  Dorset Wildlife Trust will never sell your 
contact details to another organisation and never share your 
data with other charities for marketing purposes. Please refer 
to our Privacy Policy at www.dorsetwildlifetrust.org.uk/privacy 
If you would prefer not to receive appeals in the post please 
tick here 

7

Please tick if you would like to receive a thank you for your donation.
4

6

Title: ______________ Forename/s: _______________________________________
Surname: ____________________________________________________________
Address: ____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________
___________________________________ Postcode: ________________________
Tel. no. ______________________________________________________________

Email: _______________________________________________________________

Please fill in your personal details using BLOCK CAPITALS

Please return your completed form in the FREEPOST envelope enclosed with 
this magazine or send to Beaver Appeal, Dorset Wildlife Trust, Brooklands 

Farm, Forston, Dorchester, Dorset. DT2 7AA

A Dorset beaver project
Our aim is to set up a home for a pair of Beavers, with plenty of space to 
safely study how they impact on wildlife and water. The project will also 
enable people to get a close-up view of these wonderfully charismatic 
creatures. We will use the trial site sensitively as a place of learning, for people 
from all backgrounds; farmers, landowners, anglers, conservationists, local 
communities and academic institutions.     

We need your help to bring beavers back to Dorset.

We have a potential site and have secured a significant part of the total 
funding needed to start the project, with major contributions from several 
partners and donors.  However, we urgently need to raise £20,000 from the 
generosity of local people and organisations to ensure we can deliver the full 
project.

What do we need the funding for?

Match funding for grants - for every £1 donated £10 extra 
could be released.

Project set-up costs - preparing the site to welcome 
the beavers including a new lodge.

Monitoring of the wildlife, water (flow & quality) 
and landscape of the site and surrounds. 

Sourcing, health screening, transporting 
and releasing a pair of beavers.

Monitoring the beavers’ activity and health.

Training and equipping volunteers 
and project officers.

Hosting educational and research site visits 
and organising beaver watching.

Creating and running a programme of talks 
and workshops for all.

£30

£50

£90

£20

Working with the experts

Dorset Wildlife Trust has been 
working with leading international 
experts on Eurasian Beaver, in 
particular Dr Róisín Campbell-
Palmer, Derek Gow and the team 
from Exeter University, who have 
worked on a number of beaver 
trials nationally and have published 
many papers on the subject. 
‘There is a need nationwide to 
develop innovative approaches to 
river catchment management to 
address multiple objectives using 
more nature-based management. 
Due to Eurasian beaver’s (Castor 
fiber) well recognised role as a 
keystone species and ecological 
engineer, it has been suggested 
that they could have a key role to 
play. There remain research gaps 
in understanding of the impacts 
of beavers, particularly in the 
intensively managed, landscapes 
of Southern England’. (Exeter 
University, 2019).
In looking to develop a project, 
Dorset Wildlife Trust and our 
partners (Wessex Water, Natural 
England, Exeter University and 
others) would aim to:  
1. Assist with continuing the 
national and local research base.  
2. Create an opportunity for a local 
demonstration site to engage key 
stakeholders.

The Wildlife Trust 
projects so far

Members of the Wildlife Trust 
network have already been 
involved in beaver reintroduction 
projects across the UK and there 
are more in the pipeline, including 
ours. There are enclosed trials 
led by Wildlife Trusts in Devon, 
Cornwall and Kent and wild trials 
in Scotland and Devon. So far, 
these projects have shown that 
beavers have highly positive 
impacts on water quality, flood 
storage and biodiversity. They also 
provide evidence helpful to future 
management of the species should 
it become more widespread.

This what your 
donation could 
achieve:

could release a 
further £80 in 
grant funding for 
the whole project.

given by 30 
people will pay 
for the beaver’s 
home called a 
‘lodge’. 

given by 40 
people will pay 
for the arrival of 
one beaver.

could pay for a 
camera trap to 
help monitor 
progress as the 
beavers settle in.

Beaver 
project

 appeal

We invite you to be 
a part of this special 
moment, and make 
a real difference to 

wildlife conservation 
in Dorset.  

Beaver 
Appeal

£90
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To donate f ill in this donation form or visitwww.dorsetwildlifetrust.org.uk/beaverappeal
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