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 I set out on this research project by taking a survey of places in Oregon named after the             

North American Beaver (Castor canadensis).  After a brief search on the internet, I found 

Beaver, Beaver Marsh, Beaver Creek, and Beaverton; all proudly named after the beaver or 

named for their proximity to natural landscapes affected by beavers. Of these, Beaverton seemed 

an ideal site in which to investigate beaver-human relationships. Many of our readings on 

beavers have focused on the historical or the environmental, examining the near extinction of the 

beaver, its role in the fur trade, and its effect on the environment as a keystone species. But we 

also have very real, contemporary relationships with beaver: we cohabit the same spaces, and 

both humans and beavers leave very large footprints on the environment. What is this 

relationship and how is this relationship framed? In the Northwest, both in the media and in our 

day-to-day lives we are in constant dialogue (and sometimes battle) with beavers. What are the 

considerations that go into managing these places of cohabitation? Can they be managed? And 

most importantly, can we collaborate with beavers in productive, generative ways? 

 I’m interested in contemporary beaver relationships because they help to tell the story of             

our ever-changing relationship with the environment. It shows the potential for cross-species 

collaboration, and situates humans within an environment, rather than as masters over an 

environment. Expanding out, it helps outline the history of white settlement of the Northwest, 

and the evolving view of our environment from resource to be plundered towards a vital support 

system within which humans exist. This change in perspective has not been fully realized, but 

piece-by-piece we are beginning to understand the effects that each species has upon the whole 

system. As an artist, my practice has often involved the translation of our environmental 

relationships into visible or communicable formats. In this paper, my goal is to gather and 
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examine information relating to human-beaver conflicts in Beaverton, Oregon. I see these 

conflicts as a reflection of policy changes by the City of Beaverton, Tualatin Valley watershed 

conservation, and the growing body of knowledge on the importance of beavers that has 

prioritized cohabitation over extermination.  

          

 To begin to tell the story of beavers in Beaverton, we will need to set the stage.  Above             

you can see the 1852 Oregon public land survey, and the marshes and fields that were definitive 

of early Beaverton. It was in fact the beaver who first laid claim to the lands in and around 

present-day Beaverton. It was called Chakeipi, which meant ‘place of the beaver,’ by the Atfalati 

branch of the Kalapuya Tribe due to the huge concentration of beavers and beaver dams in the 

area (Wong 2016). The work that beavers had done over the course of thousands of years had 

created an ideal situation for early settlers, who arrived in 1847. By draining the dams the settlers 
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gained access to acres and acres of cleared, arable land with rich soil upon which they started 

farms. This abundant landscape lead to the rapid increase of Beaverton’s population, where “in 

just 25 years since becoming a town, there were enough people in Beaverton to incorporate as a 

city. In 1893, businessman Alonzo Cady became Beaverton’s first mayor.” (Wong 2016).  It is 

important to think about the current beaver conflicts in terms of this original displacement. 

Beavers are currently pushing out humans in certain parts of Beaverton, creating a sort of 

inversion. 

 In the past two decades, thanks to policies and public opinion that protect the beaver,             

beavers have found an ideal suburban environment in which to create new habitat. A report from 

the Fish and Wildlife Service describes the comeback of the beaver as so successful “that their 

burgeoning populations have migrated into human-occupied territory, sometimes causing 

localized flooding or loss of vegetation. This has contributed to people’s negative perception of 

the species as a pest or nuisance animal.” (USA p. 20). Here, it is hard to ignore the militaristic 

phrasing of this process, with the ‘human-occupied territory’ being besieged and infiltrated by 

beavers. This vocabulary of conflict comes up again and again, pitting humans against beavers in 

a battle over control of urban and suburban space. Beaverton has grown into a city of almost 

100,000 people, and while the beaver can be found in many logos and mascots, beavers were 

virtually non-existent in Washington County until the last fifteen years. In a 2000 case study 

included in the above mentioned Fish and Wildlife Service report, only 4.6% of stream reaches 

in the Tualatin Valley were home to beavers (USA p. 20; About Beaverton 2016). 

 Watershed planning efforts that began in the 1990s led to new policies that excluded             

trapping beaver, and focused on invasive species such as nutria: “…in 2005, an informal 
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agreement was negotiated between Clean Water Services, member cities, Washington County 

and APHIS, to redirect trapping activity to non-native species (nutria) and, stop the trapping of 

beaver in the urban reaches of the Tualatin basin.” (USA 131). This cease fire was achievable 

thanks to growing evidence of the environmental benefits of beavers, and almost instantly they 

were transformed from enemy into collaborator. Yet the shift in management tactics has required 

a huge effort in order to transform public opinion. While in secluded locations, beaver ponds and 

beaver dams pose no serious intrusions on human lands, in the urban and suburban settings of 

Beaverton they have clashed with property owners and city parks, challenging the limits of a 

community’s tolerance for natural intruders. 

 It only took the Beaverton beavers ten years to make national headlines (AP,  “Beaver             

Problems in Town Called Beaverton in Beaver State”). The hands off approach of city officials 

and park workers led to a massive increase in beaver activity. The case study on the 

reintroduction of beavers highlighted by the FWS concludes with at 2012 study, seven years after 

the ‘cease fire’: “The Willamette Riparian Revegetation Effectiveness Study (BEF, 2015) 

completed a sub-study of 40 sites within the original 509 reaches, confirmed beaver use at 25 

sites (62.5% of those assessed), and a local park district documented another 26 sites in 2012 that 
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were not occupied in the 2000 assessment” (USA 131). The beavers’ invasion pressed on, until it 

came to a head in the 

Greenway Park incident in 

2015, when beaver dams 

flooded a disc golf course. 

The conflict brought 

headlines such as “Beaver 

dams cause ‘dam’age” and 

“Man vs. Beast.”  Beaver 

dams have caused other 

problems as well, flooding 

property owners’ land and 

initiating a public debate about where we draw the line between respecting beavers and offering 

recreational space to humans (Patton 2015).  

 The Greenway Park beavers constructed dams that flooded a large portion of the park,             

and displaced disc golfers from several of their fairways. This became a huge community issue, 

forcing the parks to address the beaver invasion, and weigh the costs and benefits of cohabitation 

with urban beavers. John Gaddis, a park ranger at Tualatin Hills Parks and Recreation District 

(THPRD) describes this balance as a matrix: “Working through the Greenway situation we 

developed a beaver practice, not an official policy.  We developed a crude matrix with one axis 

the level of impact (seasonally flooded, year round flooding, storm event flooding, etc.) and the 

other axis type of area flooded (woods, turf, loop trail, regional trail, structures, etc) and this 
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helps us decide on a level of action” (Gaddis 2017). His response highlights the fundamental 

challenge of cohabitation, and one that is also at the core of many human conflicts: competition 

for resources. The truce made in 2005 with Beaverton’s beavers has resulted in a land grab, 

putting the city’s open spaces and parks at the center of an ongoing conflict. 

 The THPRD’s response was ultimately muted, and continued to posit the value of             

cohabitation and collaboration with beavers, over trapping. But this was not before a lengthy 

series of public forums and news articles. Some of the most telling accounts of our relationship 

with urban beavers are highlighted in news reports on the flood at Greenway Park, as well as 

Yelp reviews that users write about the park. James Wilson, a park user interviewed in an 

OregonLive report, states: "Beavers are cool animals but you can't let them destroy the thing," he 

said. "This is not a lake, it's a park.” (Owen 2015). In a one-star Yelp review about the park, 

Johhny L. writes, “First they tried to fix/move the creek and made it worse, then they planted a 

ton of new trees, but then they let beavers destroy them all and flood most of the park. It is now a 

disgusting wet land that is not worth your time” (J. Jacob 2016). In another, even more violent 

response to the beavers at Greenway, Yelp reviewer Dave F. writes, “The park is completely 

flooded and they aren't doing anything about it because they don't want to disrupt the beavers 

who caused it........kill the beavers” (J. Jacob 2016). These reactions reflect a sense of entitlement 

to the city’s parks that is at odds with the truce made in 2005, where park, city and regional 

officials chose to conscientiously value the contributions beavers make to the quality of water in 

the Tualatin Valley as much as citizens ability to access green spaces. 

 Media accounts themselves frame our cohabitation with beavers as a battle. In one article             

by Eric Apalategui, he writes that “while many homeowners occasionally lose precious trees to 
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the toothy mammals, THPRD is besieged with beaver activity because it manages many of the 

parks and green spaces bordering creeks that the beavers call home” (Apalategui 2015). Indeed, 

faced with the loss of a back yard, or a favorite trail to beavers, one might indeed feel besieged. 

But this media framing puts little emphasis on why the beavers are here, and the benefits they 

provide. When every article puts beaver activity in terms of loss (loss of green space, recreation 

space), the conversation must struggle to arrive at what is gained. 

 Nonetheless, the beavers’ advocates are loud and plentiful, and the negative responses to             

the beavers presence certainly do not outweigh the positives. While most news articles framed 

the Greenway Park incident as a conflict, or even battle, the majority of responses defend the 

beavers and put more value on the increased wildlife and habitat they create. In the OregonLive 

article titled “Man vs. Beast,” Wendy Owen interviews a frequent park goer who says, “"There's 

no reason they (THPRD) can't find a way to make it work for both” (Owen 2015). This middle 

ground opinion is bolstered by even stronger voices such as that of Nancy Freeman, who was 

interviewed by KGW: “So much has been displaced because of development. Our animals, the 

creatures that were here first, we sometimes forget and want to displace them because they 

inconvenience us” (Melhaf 2015). This view is a healthy reminder of Beaverton’s history, and 

one that puts the beaver’s activity in a much broader context. The parks and public opinion have 

stayed on the side of the beaver, and Greenway Park was able to reopen with modifications to its 

trail system and disc golf course. 

 The Greenway Park incident is an important case study of human-beaver relationships on             

public land. The debate is over a space held in common and used by many people, and the 

choices made uphold a commitment to cohabitation and conservation that will continue to allow 
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Beaverton beavers to grow and take up more space. What this conflict represents symbolically is 

a new playing field on which humans and non-human species vie for space and resources. This 

playing field is created through an understanding that non-human animals have much to offer to 

the environment from which humans benefit. Once trapping and extermination practices are 

stopped, a new set of considerations are created about how to live with other species. Beavers are 

on the forefront of this process, but similar considerations exist around the reintroduction of 

wolves and other keystone species. The Greenway Park incident is about a struggle between two 

species that are prolific environmental engineers. We are willing to tolerate their control of 

habitat, as long as we can still have some of our own. The results are rich wetlands, improved 

water quality, and a reshaping of what we consider a green space to look like.  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