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Abstract

Introduction

We all know beavers as cute animals with flat tails. They 
gnaw down trees with their sharp teeth and build dams in 
rivers. But beavers are much more than lumberjacks. By 
building those dams, they reshape the whole environment 
around them and provide their surroundings with more water.

And this actually helps the plants around beaver dams to 
survive during wildfires! Therefore, we can think of beavers 
not only as great lumberjacks, but also as effective firefighters.

Beavers live all across North America and also in Europe 
and Asia. They are very well known for building dams out 
of wood. They usually also add stones and mud to build a 
stable dam. These dams make the rivers flow more slowly. 
They even keep back enough water that a new pond forms 
behind the dam.

But beavers do far more to reshape the environment around 
them. They also dig canals from their ponds out into the 
surrounding lands. These canals look like tiny rivers and are 
filled with water from the pond. As a result, even plants that 
grow a bit farther away from the pond get enough water 
from the canals (Fig. 1). This makes beavers very important 
for protecting the environment against droughts.

Would beavers make 
good firefighters?
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Figure 1: 
Beavers have 3 important functions for the environment:

This protects the plants around them from dying even if there is a drought, because there is far more water available. 
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Results

Figure 2:
Even during a wildfire, more plants survive near beaver dams than in those areas without dams! 
Photos: Joseph Wheaton (Utah State University) / CC BY 4.0

You can probably imagine that it is harder to burn plants 
that are healthy and green from drinking enough water. 
Dry, brown plants burn more easily. So we asked ourselves: 

if plants around beaver dams are better hydrated, would 
this be enough to protect them from wildfires?

Methods
To test our theory, we chose five different locations across 
North America. Wildfires have affected all five places in 
recent years. All five spots had some parts with beaver 
territories in them and some parts without beavers.

We looked at satellite images from all five spots. The 
pictures allowed us to identify the areas where beavers 
lived, because you can see the beaver dams and their ponds 

on the satellite images. So, we had pictures of areas with 
beavers and of areas without beavers from five different 
wildfires.

We then looked at the images from one year before the 
wildfire started and also at images taken during the wildfire. 
We compared how green the areas around the beaver dams 
were to the areas without beaver dams.

According to our theory, areas with beavers should stay 
greener during wildfires. And we were right! The wildfires 
burned in both the areas with the beavers and the areas 
without beavers, but the beaver territories stayed much 
greener during wildfires (Fig. 2).

We are pretty sure this is because of the beaver dams 
and canals. The plants there have more water available 
and therefore don’t burn as easily as plants that are less 
hydrated.

How do we know that beaver dams 
protect the surrounding area from 
wildfires?

Without BeaversWith Beavers

https://tinyurl.com/29df2n96
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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Discussion

Conclusion
If you live in an area that is prone to wildfires – or if you 
know people living in such areas – you could make other 
people aware of the advantages of beavers. You could talk 
to your friends, teachers, wildlife organizations, politicians, 

or even the public in your town. Tell them that beavers could 
help them in their wildfire management. This could not only 
save the lives of plants and animals but also get you a cool 
firefighting beaver in the neighborhood!   

Although it might seem obvious that plants with more water 
are less likely to burn, our findings are of great importance! 
We proved that beaver activity can sustain enough water in 
the environment so that areas are less affected by wildfires. 
Not only does this mean that more plants survive, but it also 
creates a refuge for animals during wildfires. Not all animals 
can fly away, swim away, or run fast enough to escape the 
spreading fires. They can find shelter in the areas around 

beaver dams, where the fire cannot reach them.

So beaver activity reshapes the environment and protects 
plant and animal life from wildfires. This is something people 
living in areas that are prone to wildfires should keep in 
mind. Maybe it would be a good idea to introduce beavers 
into these areas. That way, the beavers would help create 
fire-resistant spots in the landscapes just by living there!

Glossary of Key Terms
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Drought – an extended period of dryness, especially when it causes damage to plants.

Hydrated – hydration is the level of water in people, animals, or plants. If you drink enough water every day, you are 
hydrated.

Prone – being likely, having a tendency.

Refuge – a place where you are safe from whatever danger you are facing. A refuge might be your home if you feel 
overwhelmed by school or it might even be a whole country that takes you in if you need to flee from your own country. 
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How would you describe a beaver? What do beavers do?

Why do plants around the beaver dams have access to more water?

How do beavers also protect animals from wildfires?

Use books and the Internet to do some more research about beavers. Write at least four 
facts to share with your classmates.
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Check your understanding
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