


From the Field:

Capturing beavers in

box traps
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Box traps have been widely used in North
American wildlife research studies for live capture
of terrestrial animals such as coyotes (Canis
latrans) (Kamler et al. 2002, Way et al. 2002), foxes
(Vulpes spp.) (White et al. 1991, Kamler et al.
2002), lynx (Lynx canadensis) (Mowat et al. 1994,
Kolbe et al. 2003), and raccoons (Procyon lotor)
(Gehrt and Fritzell 1996), but little is known about
the efficacy of box traps to capture aquatic species
such as beavers (Castor canadensis). Beavers typi-
cally are live-captured with snares (McKinstry and
Anderson 2002), suitcase-type traps like the
Hancock (Hodgdon 1978) and Bailey (Buech 1983)
designs, or, more recently, hand nets (Rosell and
Hovde 2001). In some states, like Massachusetts,
snares are illegal. Snares and Hancock and Bailey
traps can be camouflaged, partially or fully sub-
merged, and hidden from beavers. It is not known
whether beavers will enter box traps, which are
more difficult to conceal, on a consistent basis or
whether capture would be biased to specific age or
sex classes.

In a review on methods of live-trapping beavers,
Rosell and Kvinlaug (1998) reported that a variety
of box trap designs have been used in Russia,
Germany, Norway, Finland, and Sweden, primarily
for nuisance beaver control, but very little quantita-
tive information was available on the capture effi-
ciency and sex and age composition of beavers
caught with these traps. There has been no report
of the use of box traps to capture beavers in North
America. In a recent review of trapping techniques
for mammals, Powell and Proulx (2003) do not
include beaver in their list of species that can be
captured with box traps.
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In 2001-2003, we modified and used commer-
cially available box traps to capture beavers for a
study on demography and movements of beavers
across a suburban-rural gradient in 3 study areas in
Massachusetts. Here we report on capture success
of beavers in box traps, explain box trap designs
and modifications, describe our field sets, and pres-
ent costs of purchasing and modifying traps.

Study area

In 2001 we established 3 870-km? study areas in
northeastern, central, and western Massachusetts to
represent different degrees of human development,
from heavy suburban in the northeast, to mixed
rural and light suburban in central, to rural in the
west. These areas also were where the state wildlife
agency conducted annual beaver colony surveys
(Massachusetts Division of Fisheries and Wildlife
[MDFW], unpublished data). Major forest vegeta-
tion included transition hardwoods-white pine
(Pinus strobus)-eastern hemlock (Tsuga canaden-
sis), central hardwoods-eastern hemlock-white
pine, and northern hardwoods-eastern hem-
lock-white pine (Westveld et al. 1956). Elevation
increased from 36-207 to 225-438 to 207-650 m
from east to west. Percent of residential develop-
ment and human and road densities east to west
were as follows: 336, 64, and 17 people/km?
(Massachusetts Municipal Association 1995); 0.83,
0.48, and 0.28 km of roads/km? (MassGIS,
Executive Office of Environmental Affairs, Boston,
Mass.; www.ma.us/mgis), and 38%, 15%, and 8% res-
idential development (MacConnell et al. 1991),
respectively. Surveys for beavers conducted in
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Figure 1. Basic design of a single-door box trap used to capture beavers. Treadle or trip pan is set toward the back, where 20-30-
cm-long freshly cut aspen or birch sticks are tied or wired to the mesh. The door-locking pin on the bottom front of the trap would
often either not engage or be pushed down by the weight of the beaver, allowing the captive animal to then push open the door

and escape.

2001 estimated beaver densities at 0.70, 0.83, and
0.43 active colonies/km?, east to west, respectively
(MDFW, unpublished data).

Methods

We used box traps to capture beavers in
April-October 2001-2003. We purchased commer-
cially available box traps from various companies
over the internet. Box traps were constructed with
metal frames and wire mesh and had single or dou-
ble doors (Figure 1). Dimensions ranged from 38 x
38 x 122 cm to 48 x 48 x 122 cm for single-door
designs, and 40 x 40 x 152 cm for double-door
designs. Traps averaged 14.5 kg. In most cases,
especially for new traps that were shiny silver in
color, we spray painted the entire trap with 2 coats
of flat black paint. We also left traps outside to rust.
Capture occurs when the beaver steps on a treadle
plate and releases the door, which drops and latch-
es closed behind the beaver. In some cases we had
to file trigger mechanisms with a flat mill file or
grinder to allow them to release more readily; in
other cases we had to roughen trigger mechanism
surfaces with the edge of a mill file to improve sur-
face contact and prevent them from releasing pre-
maturely with very light pressure or with slight
movements of the trap.

We placed box traps along feeding trails, at
water’s edge, on dams, and in runways (Figure
2a-¢). We usually used bait (2-4 x 20-30-cm cut
aspen [Populus spp.], birch [Betula spp.], or other
available trees) dabbed with commercial scent lure
(e.g., castor, food, curiosity), which was hung at the
back of the trap behind the treadle plate (single

door design) or in the middle of the trap above the
treadle plate (double door design). We wore rubber
gloves while setting and baiting traps to minimize
human odors. At times we set double door traps
without bait or scent on dam crossovers, in run-
ways in shallow water, or on travel paths on land to
intercept beaver movements. We placed a 4-6-cm-
diameter chew stick on the bottom of the trap to
provide an extra source for gnawing; this often was
an old beaver chewed stick found in the area. As an
additional attractant to a particular trap set area, we
sometimes used scent lure placed on vegetation
several cm in front of the trap and as artificial scent
mounds just inside the trap. If available, we would
place a handful of mud from a recently made
beaver scent mound in the trap along with our
commercial lure. We covered the wire floor of the
trap with mud and leaf litter to blend with the
ground surface and provide more natural footing.
We stabilized traps with stakes and wire to prevent
them from rolling into deeper water, camouflaged
them to decrease human disturbance, and cabled
and locked traps to a tree to prevent theft in areas
with high human activity (Figure 2d). We then
doused traps with pond water to mask human
scent.

We recorded trap type (single- or double-door)
and modifications, trap placement (e.g.,<3 m near a
dam or lodge, along a feeding trail, in a travel chan-
nel, or on a dam), date set, and type of bait and scent
lure used both in and just outside of the trap. We
monitored traps on a daily basis during early morn-
ings and recorded all successful captures and all
apparent unsuccessful capture attempts. Evidence
for an unsuccessful capture included the door
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Figure 2. Box traps were used in a variety of sets to capture beavers. (a) Baited (aspen sticks and commercial lure) single-door box
trap set along beaver feeding trail. (b) Unbaited double-door box trap set on dam to intercept movement of beavers at a passage
over the dam. (c) Single-door box trap set on land at water’s edge. (d) Box trap secured with stakes to prevent rolling into water.



