                                  Changing Misconceptions – the Beaver


The phone rang and the person on the other end quickly dove into a litany of problems he was having with “all those beavers”.  This fellow was the president of the homeowners association where he lived.  He said it had been a heated debate between the home owners about what to do and the majority voted to give trapping a try.  I was soon to find out who had voted no but in the meantime they wanted me to start yesterday.  
     I had done this before and it usually followed a fairly simple pattern.  At first the majority of the people thought the beavers were nice to see swimming in their lake.  Then as time went on culverts were plugged and roads were flooded but still they dealt with it because it did not directly affect anything they owned.  Finally their own property was being destroyed and they wanted something done about it!   From yard trees disappearing to trees being felled on something other than the ground the homeowners wanted something done.  When they talked to me things were usually pretty bad and personal property had been destroyed or damaged at a number of homes..  

     The following weekend I met with Sam the president of the homeowners association and he showed me around the different properties where they were having beaver damage.  We didn’t have far to travel.   There were trees down in a majority of the properties we looked at and to top that the beavers were active during the daylight hours.  Not having to worry about anyone bothering them, the beavers had become pretty brave.  Sam and I finished our recon of the development and we came up with a plan.  The areas showing the most damage would be trapped first and once those beavers were removed we would meet again to see if the association would allow more to be done.  I would be using 3 different methods I explained to Sam.  Now Sam was not a hunter or a trapper but he knew about both and agreed to the methods to be used.  The first type of set was a foot trap attached to a drowning wire or the castor mound set as is it usually called.  As any beaver trapper knows this is the tried and true method for taking beavers.  I would dig a shelf in the bank in about 4 inches of water to try for a front foot catch.  This would be about the size of the #4 coil spring I would be using.  The trap would be bedded firmly and slightly offset to one side of a slide coming off the bank.  Then one end of the slide wire would be anchored up on the bank and the other to a feed sack filled with anything on hand that would sink (rocks, dirt, scrap metal, etc.).  This sack was thrown into deep water (at least 3’ deep or more) and then I made sure the wire was fairly tight and without any kinks.  The final step was to pull up some mud from the area and make a mound about 2’ above the level of the water.  I usually put them on the slide or on the slide that I make to entice the beaver that much more.  Lastly, I put on a castor lure or castor from another beaver colony on to the mud pie.  This set is actually very quick and easy to make and does a good job no matter what time of year it is.  One word of warning though, if you use white feed sack for your drowning bag it is very visible if trapping in clear water.  So if your trapping in an area that has people in opposition to what you are doing keep that in mind.  There is nothing more aggravating and infuriating then walking up to your set and finding your traps missing.  The same holds true for the next set I used, floats.  With these I would build an “A” shaped float and hang a conibear in the opening of it.  In the rear (or top of the “A”) I would nail a bait stick and put some castor lure on the cross piece.  This set works best with 330’s but other sizes can be used if needed.  The float is anchored to the bank and the real beauty of these is that with fluctuating water levels they keep on working.  But as I mentioned earlier they are very easy to notice and if a person sees them with a trapped beaver in them and they are against what you are doing it can be a situation that can get some people very emotional.  So to keep the peace I used these floats in the most remote areas of where I was trapping to cause the least amount of problems.  The 330’s can also be used in a number of other sets too, but I chose floats because I had them and they are very easy to check. The third method used were snares, and with these you can be very effective and also easily pack everything you need in a 5 gallon bucket.  I use 72’” snares with about a 10’ loop.  In the water I leave about half the snare above the water and use some fencing to guide the beaver into it.  On the bank I set the snare right on the ground with loop still about 10”.  The best location I have found is right in the center of the slide. All three sets produced with no problems or incidental catches.

     As I said earlier not everyone was “on board” with the trapping of these problem beavers.  I found this out after the first trap check.  It was early in the morning and I was walking back up to my truck.  I was wearing a pair of waders and gauntlets so I kind of stood out. I heard the car coming in the distance and didn’t pay it much mind.  They would usually get my customary wave and that would be that.  Then as I waved the car came to a stop and I noticed it was an older couple and as I walked up the bank he got out of his car and I could tell he was not happy.  He quickly told me he was absolutely opposed to what I was doing and proceeded to tell me as much in no uncertain terms.  Now his wife was still in the car and she added into the “discussion “whenever she could.  To make a long story short this couple was going to do something about me being there!  Now I just stood there and tried to add into the conversation but in the end I just thanked him as he finally went on his way.

     I talked to Sam and he filled me in on some more details about this couple.  They lived on the opposite end of the lake away from the majority of the damage.  In fact their property had received no damage.  So after removing several problem beavers things calmed down for these homeowners.  So I packed up my gear and left. They were glad I was no longer trapping even though after talking with some of them they realized it was necessary to keep their population in check and the only way to do that was through trapping.

     Fast forward about a month.  The phone rang and it was Sam again and he again needed to have some problems beavers removed – and quick!  I agreed to meet with him the following week and we went though the same scenario as before this time I was on the other side of the lake and it was a mess. The beavers had dammed up a small creek draining into the lake and the water was backed up and in turn the water had swallowed up a few backyards as well as their yard trees.  Now the beavers were in the process of dining on the rest of there trees which were above the water line.  In some of the yards there were some well manicured fruit trees which had been taken down.  The homeowners really wanted to save the ones that were left and get their yards back in the process.  I explained to them what I planned and all were in agreement.  Plane and simple these problem beavers were now causing damage to their own property and not just their neighbors.  

     I agreed once again to do the job and was prepared the next week to set traps and to put up with the anti trapping members of the homeowners association.  The trapping was very straight forward and typical with beavers in lake or pond so the set locations were easy to find.  I tried to be subtle in the locations as to keep them away from prying eyes but the people on this end of the lake were adamant that the critters be taken care of quickly.  A few beavers were taken the first night and I left the traps out to try to nab as many as possible.  While checking traps one Sunday morning I noticed the usual traffic as families headed to church.  Then as I was heading down over a bank to check another set I saw the familiar vehicle of the older couple I had dealt with earlier.  They honked their horn and called me over.  Reluctantly I walked back up the bank to the road and was preparing myself for the ear full I knew I was about to get.  To my great surprise their attitude and demeanor was the exact opposite of our last meeting.  They proceeded to tell me how good of job I was doing and what a blessing I was to their community by getting rid of the nuisance beavers.  They explained what happened to their property and how they were amazed at the damage that was done.  Their yard was flooded to within a few yards of their back porch and most of their trees were gone!  To say the least they saw first hand the need to keep the animals in check because of what the beavers nature makes them do.  The beaver changes its environment to suit their needs and in the process of doing just that they affect everything in that area whether it be a landowners timber or a homeowners fruit trees.  We talked a little longer and left on friendly terms.  As I walked down over the bank I had to smile.  It sometimes takes a kick in the pocketbook to change misconceptions about many things but the beaver does it very quickly and it is plain to see.  This older couple was very involved in civic organizations so by having them tell other people who had the same mindset they did, it could only help to educate more of the non trapping public that we do not get to interact with very often.  So even though things started out a little rough, the end result was worth it.  As trappers we deal with a public that is strongly influenced by stereotypes and misinformation so by doing what we love in a way that helps people a lot of these misconceptions can be shown to be not only untrue but actually all out lies.  

     This story was about beavers but the same setting could easily be played out with muskrats, coons, or coyotes.  In fact coons and coyotes in my area could keep me busy year round if I had the time to do it! When it finally affects a person’s bottom line we can step in and show that what we do is not cruel and unthinking.  It is a job that needs done and one which we are willing to do with a professional attitude and skill as well as compassion for the animal we are pursuing.   And when you do a job you really like it is that much more enjoyable and rewarding!  So keep in mind, some of the people you deal with have no clue what trapping is all about and what you tell them and show them can influence more people than you know.  I think that simple education we provide can only help the future of trapping and hopefully change some of those misconceptions people have.                 
