


Table 1. Results of the beaver cache survey on the Tongue River, 1979.

Upper Area Lower Area
Number of caches abserved 25 13
Number of colonies observed* 23 12
Colonies/km 1.19 0.48
Food items
Willow 90.7%(25)** 50.8% (13)
Plains cottonwood 1.1% (5) 36.2% (8)
Boxelder 8.1% (12) 8.8% (3)
Comn (Zea mays) stalks 4.2% (2)
Rose (Rosa sp.) 0.1% (1) b
Red-osier Dogwood
(Cornus stolonifera)
Buffaloberry
(Sheperdia argentea)
Proportion of caches dominated
by willow (=50% willow) 100.0% 53.8%

*Two caches side by side were considered to represent one colony.
**Number of caches containing more than a trace of the item.
***Item recorded only in trace amounts.

Beaver fertility is related to nutrition (Huey 1956, Hay 1958, Rutherford
1964). Marked differences in cache composition on our two study areas possibly
resulted in differences in fertility. Nine pregnant female beavers collected in the
upper area in spring 1979 averaged 3.89 fetuses/female, with a 10% loss of ova.
This low rate of ovum loss may reflect high food and habitat quality (Rutherford
1964). The greater cache size on the upper area suggests that the colonies were
larger there (Hammond 1943).

The data suggest that willow is a preferred winter food on the Tongue River
and that the beaver in the lower area substituted cottonwood when willow was not
available. The presence of corn stalks in two caches in the lower section and the
lower colony density further suggest that quality food was in shorter supply there.
Cache composition in our upper section, where 100% of the caches were
dominated by willow, was similar to that reported by Martin (1977) for the entire
Tongue River in Montana, where 99% of the caches were dominated by willow.
Also, Husby (pers. comm.) observed that in fall 1978, 100% of 28 caches located
between Birney and Ashland, above our upper study area (Fig. 1), were
dominated by willow. This strongly suggests that the Tongue River provides a
high quality habitat for beaver. Habitat in the lower reaches of the Tongue,
however, appears to be of lower quality.

The suggested differences in reproductive rates and colony size between the
two areas have management implications. A census of beaver caches on the river
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will not accurately reflect variations in beaver density if colony size varies within
the river. Also, beaver with better food resources and a higher reproductive rate
can sustain a higher trapping pressure. If beaver are to be managed intensively, it
is important to be aware of variations in food habits and productivity of beavers
inhabiting different areas of the same river.
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