
Dealing with Drought: Beaver and  
Restoration in the Montane West

A little theory and a little practice



IN UTAH… EVEN THOUGH A DRY STATE
• We have over 85,000 miles of 

rivers and streams 
– 81% (65,000 miles) are non-

perennial and/or ditches

– 16,000 miles are perennial

– 1980 estimate that 4,000 miles 
had suitable beaver habitat

• Historically… 
– Beaver were pervasive 

throughout this network

– Much greater proportion 
perennial



POPULARITY GROWING RAPIDLY RECENTLY



UDWR – BEAVER MANAGEMENT PLAN
• One of most progressive plans in US

• Specifically relies on beaver as a 
restoration tool



BRAT – BEAVER RESTORATION ASSESSMENT TOOL

http://brat.joewheaton.org
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http://brat.joewheaton.org/


BRAT IN A NUTSHELL
• Existing & Historic Capacities → Potential Conflict → Management



WHAT WE DID WITH BRAT…

• Ran BRAT for whole state

• Created a decision support elements of BRAT in 
bespoke manner for UDWR

STATE OF UTAH (> 
225,000 km2)

Run Model with Nationally 
Available Datasets

Resolved at every 250 m long reach 
within State (27,000 km)



WHAT I REALLY WANT…
• Healthy Riparian Ecosystems and 

Watersheds

• The scope of the degradation problem is 
enormous – I want to help you find 
pragmatic approaches to fix it!

• I propose that ‘cheap and cheerful’ 
restoration is the only way we’re 
realistically make meaningful progress 
towards recovery

• I see 
– beaver as one critical tool

– sustainable grazing as another critical tool
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IN SOME PLACES… THEY ARE A NUISANCE

• In residential areas they can cause 
flooding…

• They often block culverts, which can 
flood roads

• They can chop down our ornamental 
landscape trees

• They can make a mess of irrigation 
diversions

Practical application

-Increase flow duration later into the 
year
-Increase width of riparian corridor
-Alter plant community by changing 
water availability



Getting by until they get there…



Beaver surrogates



If you build it…



If you bring them…





TAKE AWAYs – BEAVER RESTORATION

• Tremendous potential for beaver as a 
‘cheap & cheerful’ restoration tool 

• Expectation management is important… 
they are not appropriate everywhere

• Statewide BRAT provides realistic 
scoping, planning and implementation 
tool

• Policy is already in place…

• Beaver’s track record is proven… ours is 
not… BUT you could help them
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