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Beavers are common and abundant throughout most of

Massachusetts. They are becoming increasingly common
in southeastern Massachusetts, but are still absent from

Cape Cod and the Islands. Since European settlement,
more than half of the wetlands in the lower 48 states have

been lost. By damming streams and forming shallow ponds,
beavers create wetlands. These wetlands provide habitat
for a tremendous diversity of plants, invertebrates, and
wildlife. People benefit too. Wetlands control downstream
flooding by storing and slowly releasing floodwater. They
also improve water quality by removing or transforming
excess nutrients, trapping silt, binding and removing toxic
chemicals, and filtering out sediment.

DESCRIPTION

Beavers are North America's largest native rodents,
weighing between 35 and 80 pounds as adults. They can
be 2-3 feet in length, with an additional 10-18 inches for
the tail. Males and females are similar in size. Beavers have

dark brown to reddish brown fur. Large, webbed hind feet
and a flat, wide leathery tail help them to move swiftly
in water. An animal often mistaken for the beaver is the

much smaller muskrat, which is another aquatic rodent.
However, muskrats weigh only 2-3 pounds and have a
narrow, rat-like tail.

LIFE HISTORY

Adult beavers have few predators and may live up to
20 years or more. They stay with the same mate for life
and breed during winter (January through March). The
females give birth to 1-9 kits inside a lodge between April
and June. These kits stay with their parents through two
winters before dispersing the following spring. A single
family unit is called a colony, and is typically made up of
6-8 individuals; two adults, that year's kits, and the young
from the previous year.

FOOD, HABITS, AND HABITAT

Beavers are strict vegetarians. They feed on a variety of
aquatic plants (especially water lilies) and the shoots,
twigs, leaves, roots, and bark of woody plants. The
bark, particularly the inner bark of trees and shrubs, are
important foods, especially in winter. Aspen, birch, alder,
and willow are particularly favored foods. Beavers favor
habitat containing shrubs and softwood trees, flat terrain,
and perennial streams that can be dammed to create
ponds. They are unique among wild mammals in that
they alter their habitat to meet their needs. They do this
primarily by damming up small rivers and streams to form

ponds.
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