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Characteristic pencil
sharpened willows
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Aspen Leaves
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Trees protected
against beavers
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left for a further nine
years before felling
again. Perhaps aspen
too can adjust, better
than we think.

And here is a new
theory, very much still
in infancy. A hybrid
poplar half chewed by
beavers, but setting
seed before it died.
Aspen very rarely seeds
naturally in Scotland,
but can be forced to
do so by part-girdling
them. Have aspen trees declined in Scotland over
400 years or so because of the lack of an animal that
is capable of doing this, stressing them, and causing
a proportion of them to seed? Does this suggest an
important missing link in our riparian ecosystems?

Other species
Bird cherry also appears to be a favourite target species
for beaver, with birch and alders taken in other areas.
Fruit trees are vulnerable. Willows are their favourite
food species, and they are allowed to regrow for several
years before re-coppicing.
Regrowth rates of 6-8 ft in one
season are not uncommon. The
characteristic pencil sharpened
stumps are a give-away for beaver
activity, but they are not so
obvious after a summer of
regrowth. Beaver stumps hiding
amongst other vegetation are
considered a trip hazard by

many fishermen.

Improved habitat and tree
protection

In some areas of the upper Tay and, notably, along the
River Earn, the regrowth of beaver cut willows creates a
shrub layer next to the water within which a variety of
flowers and other vegetation can grow. Such a structure
would not be present if the mature trees had not first
been cut down. Beavers are therefore already creating
diversity within the riparian zone at a local level, as well
as creating a food supply that is more manageable

for themselves.

The human dimension
One of the interesting aspects of the Tayside beavers is
that they have given people the opportunity to see first
hand what beavers do in the local riparian environment
for themselves, and not simply just to rely on accounts
from elsewhere. Many people from all walks of life have
become engaged in the debate, and have built up a
degree of expertise simply by observing the animals.
There is already evidence of people protecting
individual trees against beavers, and they appear
happy to do this if the trees are valuable or strategically

important. There was an interesting incident this spring
where beavers were threatening to block the A90 by
felling some poplar trees. Those closest to the road
were pre-emptively felled by BEAR Scotland, whilst
others were protected. The media were intrigued that
an animal was capable of blocking a main road like this.
There is evidence of power lines being taken down by
beaver-felled trees, but quietly repaired with no fuss
being made. People appear willing to make adjustments
and to bear the cost.

Some concluding points
Anecdotal evidence to date suggests that we have
sufficient riparian habitat to produce a self-sustaining
population of beavers, but that trees are only one part
of the equation. People are interested in beavers, and
landowners for the most part are curious. The Press
love beaver stories, and children are fascinated by them,
with over 1000 primary school children having received
beaver talks in 2013 alone.

Opverall, the impacts, to date, of beavers on
woodlands are very modest, although they can be
a nuisance when they target high value trees in
vulnerable locations. The first reaction of many
people, 1nclud1ng foresters, is just to keep quiet about
them and not to publicise their
presence. In many ways, this is the
most valuable legacy of the Tay
beavers, giving us an insight in
to how people might react to the
introduction of a new species of
mammal in Scotland.

The best source of information
on the Tay beavers is still the Save
the Free Beavers of the Tay page
on Facebook, which is updated
daily with pictures, videos and stories from around
the catchment and from further afield. Send me an
email on victor@nativewoods.co.uk and I invite you to
join. Our understanding of this animal has increased
dramatically, simply through their presence. That is
why the Tay beavers are so important.

Victor Clements is a woodland advisor working in
Highland Perthshire.




