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BACKGROUND

The ongoing biodiversity crisis, driven by habitat loss, climate change, and
overexploitation, has led to the decline of many keystone species, disrupting
entire ecosystems. Reintroduction programmes aim to restore ecological
balance by returning species to their former ranges, guided by rigorous habitat
feasibility studies. One such effort, the Welsh Beaver Assessment Initiative
(WBAI),(WBAI, 2012) investigated the reintroduction of the European beaver
(Castor fiber)—a keystone wetland engineer extinct in Wales since the 15th
century. Building on a GIS habitat study by (Chesworth, 2008), which identified
suitable catchments such as the Tywi, Dee, and Teifi capable of supporting 60—
66 beaver families, the WBAI combined spatial modelling with field surveys to
assess riparian woodland, hydrology, and connectivity. The study concluded
that Wales possesses abundant suitable habitat, with six river systems—Dee,
Glaslyn, Rheidol, Teifi, Eastern and Western Cleddau—highlighted as potential
release sites, supporting the ecological feasibility(Halley & Rosell, 2002;
Macdonald, Rushton, 2003). of a beaver reintroduction (Parry, 2016)

FINDINGS

STRENGTHS

Combines GIS mapping + field surveys to identify potential release sites.

Considers key ecological factors: riparian vegetation, watercourse
gradient, damming potential.

Highlights specific Welsh catchments (Tywi, Teifi, Dee, Wye).

Notes need for ground-truthing and references credible ecological
sources.

Final Verdict
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OUTCOME

The project at Cors Dyfi shows early success in terms of
survival, settlement and breeding in the controlled
enclosure. It meets many of the initial feasibility study
aims (settlement, reproduction, habitat use in enclosure)
(IUCN/SSC, 2013).. But full success (in terms of wild
reintroduction, ecosystem engineering at scale,
population self-sustaining in open river systems) is not yet
achieved or publicly documented. hopefully this will
become a success (Brazier, R.E. et al., 2021)

AIMS

The aim of this is to critique the habitat feasibility
study

This will be done by looking at what was done such
as phase 1 and 2 habitat surveys and GIS mapping.
to what extent was this done to

WEAKNESSES

I Largely narrative; lacks quantitative data, maps, or
scoring.

I No explicit ranking system for sites or weighting of
ecological vs. social factors.

I Assumes European beaver habitat preferences transfer
directly to Wales.

I Limited ecological realism: missing water quality, bank
composition, floodplain morphology, connectivity.

I Human factors (agriculture, roads, land ownership,
community acceptance) not integrated.

I Carrying capacity estimates (60—-66 families) overly
linear, not spatially nuanced.

CONCLUSION

The habitat feasibility study provides a useful first overview of where
beavers could live in Wales, but it lacks the detailed, quantitative
analysis needed to fully assess whether these sites can support a
sustainable population. While GIS mapping and field surveys identified
promising catchments, the study offers limited data on key ecological
factors such as water quality, floodplain structure, connectivity, and
human-wildlife conflict. Overall, the feasibility work forms a good
foundation but requires more rigorous, data-driven assessment before
informing any long-term reintroduction decisions.

STUDY OVERVIEW

To assess habitat suitability for beaver reintroduction in Wales,
the Welsh Beaver Assessment Initiative (WBAI) carried out a
series of studies, beginning with a GIS-based habitat analysis
(Chesworth, 2008) that mapped suitable riparian areas using data
on river gradient, watercourse type, and proximity of broadleaf
woodland. This was followed by first- and second-phase
catchment surveys, which conducted field assessments of
vegetation, hydrology (WBAI,2012), land use, and human
pressures to ground-truth GIS results. Together, these studies
identified and ranked potential release sites, concluding that
several Welsh river systems—particularly the Tywi, Dee, Teifi, and
Cleddau catchments—offered sufficient habitat quality and
connectivity to support a sustainable beaver population (Rural
Payments Agency, 2015).

Good first-stage assessment, identifying where beavers could
live (Seddon, P.J. (1999).

Insufficient for full feasibility evaluation: lacks detailed data,
habitat scoring, and socio-ecological integration.

Score: 6-6.5/10

Key takeaway:

The study provides a solid foundation, but future reintroduction
planning requires quantitative habitat analysis, risk assessment,
and socio-political considerations for credible decision-making.

As a habitat feasibility assessment, this report is strong on spatial analysis and technical documentation, but weak on ecological synthesis and applied feasibility.
It achieves its stated aim — identifying potentially suitable areas — effectively, but does not go far enough to evaluate true habitat feasibility for reintroduction success
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