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Beaver Fun Facts and Adaptations
All living things have adaptations that allow them to live in their habitat. Some of those
adaptations are body parts and some are behaviors. Beaver adaptations help them to live in
and around water.
Beavers are the largest
rodents in North America.
An adult beaver’s tail is
about 12 inches (30 cm)
long. Including the tail, a
beaver can be up to four feet
(1.2 m) and weigh as much
as 70 lbs. (31 kg). How tall
are you and how much do
you weigh? How does that
compare to an adult beaver?

American beavers live near rivers,
streams, ponds, lakes, and marshes. They
are slow moving on land but are graceful
and fast swimming in the water.
They live all over North
America except for
Florida, the deserts of the
US Southwest and Mexico,
or the very northern part
of Canada and Alaska.

Busy as a beaver . . . beavers spend much of their time looking for food, knocking down
trees, building or repairing their lodges or dams. They are most active at night (nocturnal).
Beavers living in cold climates will store food underwater for the winter near their home.
Beavers eat the inner bark and leaves of some trees. Because they can’t reach the leaves or
high bark, they chop the trees down. They also use the wood from felled trees to
build dams and lodges.
They will also eat some flowers and plants.
When swimming, special “valves” on the nose
(nostrils), ears, and back of the throat close so
beavers can carry sticks in their mouths.
Beavers mark their territory with scents.
Because they use their tail and back feet to
swim, they can carry things when they swim.
They slap their tails on the water to warn
other beavers of danger.
Young are born in the spring
and are called “kits.”

Their front
feet are like
hands and are
used to hold
things and dig.

Humans have adaptations too. Our hands have opposable thumbs to pick up and hold
onto objects. We make and use things to make up for body parts we don’t have. Can you
match the objects we use to the beaver adaptations? Use the images below to answer the
questions. Answers are upside down, below.

eyes: Beavers have a clear cover (called nictitating membrane) over their eyes
so they can see while underwater. What do we use to see underwater?

Feet: Their big back feet are webbed for swimming. What do we use on our
feet to help us swim?
The 4th toe on each back foot is split and is used to comb their fur.

Fur: Like many mammals, beavers have two layers of fur: long, thick
waterproof “guard” hair (that’s what we see) and a layer of short, soft
underfur for warmth. What do we use to stay warm and dry in cold weather?

tail: Beavers use their tails to warn of danger and to steer and push through
the water (like a rudder). They also use it like a “kickstand” to balance when
cutting down trees, to store fat, and have sweat glands. What do we use to
steer and push a boat through the water?

teeth: Long front teeth are used for gnawing on and cutting down trees. The
teeth are constantly growing but the gnawing keeps them from growing too
long. What do we use to cut down trees or to cut wood?
Answers: eyes: swim goggles; feet: swim flippers; fur: a coat, sweater, or jacket; tail: a
paddle; teeth: a saw

Hands On: Lodges and Dams
Using sticks, branches, grass, rocks, and mud, beavers build homes, called lodges, on the
shoreline or in the middle of a lake or pond.
The lodges usually have two underwater entrances, to help beavers
stay away from predators. If a predator comes in one entrance, the
beavers can leave through the other. The living area stays warm
and dry since it is higher than the water level. The living area is
about 8 feet (2.4 m) wide and is lined with bark and grass. Beavers
leave a hole in the ceiling so fresh air can come in.
The only other animals that change their environment more than beavers are humans or
elephants. Beavers change woodlands into wetlands and elephants change woodlands
into grasslands.
If the water around their lodge or den is not deep enough, beavers
will build dams out of the same materials as their lodges. The
dams block the water flow, raising the water level, making new
beaver ponds. Ponds are safer for the beavers to get away from
land-based predators. Beavers also dig canals to make it easier to
get in and out of the lodge.
Since beavers are slow moving on land, the higher level of the new pond and the canals
make it easier for the beavers to reach trees for food and building materials. Beavers would
much rather haul branches by swimming than by walking through the woods!
Beaver ponds become home to many wetland animals and migrating birds. As long as
the beavers live in the area, they will repair the dam if it breaks or leaks. After beavers
leave the area, the ponds often turn into meadows and then forests, changing the animal
habitat again.
Build Your Own Beaver Dam
Find and gather sticks, twigs, rocks, pebbles, and dirt from your yard. If gathering from
someone else’s yard or property, make sure to ask permission first.
Find a long, deep container or pan.
Use your gathered materials to build a dam going through the middle of the container.
Pour water into the container on one side.
Does your dam hold the water back?
If not, how can you fix it so the water is
blocked from getting to the other side?

Busy Beavers: Pests or Environmental Engineers?
Beavers are engineers—they change their environment through their work.
Some people think that beavers are pests because the beavers change people’s land.
Other people like the way beavers create wetlands used by many other animals and plants.
What do YOU think?
Are these beaver behaviors good or bad from a human point of view?
What about other animals?
Which human behaviors prevent beavers from damaging property?

A pair of beavers can cut down up to 400 trees every year. Trees felled
by beavers can damage buildings or fences.

Many people live near the rivers and streams that the beavers dam.
Roads or people’s backyards can disappear under the beaver ponds.

Beavers create ponds, wetlands, and new-growth forests that become
habitats for many other animals. Because so many other animals rely on
these habitats, beavers are said to be a “keystone species.” If the beavers
aren’t there, the other animals won’t be either.

Beaver ponds act as sponges to absorb sediments or pollution running
off the land from farming, logging, or mining.

Some people set traps on their land for beavers. Once trapped, the
beavers are sometimes moved to another location and let go.

People put up fences so the beavers can’t get into yards or around
individual trees. Some people use piping systems to control the water
level in a beaver pond. The pipes let the water get deep enough for the
beavers but not deep enough to flood.

