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Paul:

My journey has brought me to Devon, famed for custard, cream teas and the mighty River Tamar.
This is a river that is facing its fair share of problems from agriculture as well as sewage pollution.
But there are a couple of fellas who think they have a solution to the issues affecting our rivers.
And it might not be one you'd expect.

Derek:

Nice to meet you. How are you doing?

Paul:

Derek. Tay.

Tay:

Nice to meet you.

Paul:

Ex-intensive farmer Derek and ecologist Tay are part of a growing rewilding movement.

Derek:

Basically, we have a few animals that are still domestic animals, we have some Highland cattle
here, there are a few unusual ones like water buffalo. And we have wild beavers living on our
farm.

Paul:

Right. Rewilding divides opinion. The idea is that giving land back over to nature can restore
degraded landscapes and habitats, including our waterways. But many believe that land is needed
for rearing livestock and growing crops to meet our food needs. Despite the controversy, Derek
and Tay are committed to the cause. That was a fairly dramatic drive through the savanna.
Derek:

The safari. The animals here are all here to perform a function.

So the digging, we see in front of us is wild boar in here somewhere.

The buffalo are in here to create big wallows that are full of insects like dragonflies and beetles,
and the cattle are here to graze in a random way, as are the ponies, so the whole idea is we are
creating a landscape using these animals that is fit to offer living space for a range of wild
creatures. That's what we're doing.

Paul:

But at the pinnacle of what you're doing, | think is, the beavers. Would that be correct?

Derek:

Yeah. I've been involved with, with the reintroduction of the beaver for about a quarter of a
century.

Paul:

Because they're quite controversial, aren't they? The reintroduction has got it's detractors, as well
as it's proponents like you.

Derek:

They're not controversial with anybody that thinks. It is the genesis of life. Next to humans,
elephants, beavers are the third most impactful species on the planet.

Paul:

They're not on human level, I've never seen one pilot a Concorde. But they are builders and they
change the environment in a way not many other species do.

Derek:

It's the great water gardener, that makes living space for all other life. Bare in mind they're very,
very friendly but bouncy.

Paul:

Now, if you haven't quite guessed it already, Derek is bonkers about beavers. And loose in this
twenty acre plot, there's a colony of his little furry friends. it's quite magical in here, isn't it?
Derek:

It's beautiful. Here's a patch here, but the bark's been removed. Can you see all those slots?
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Paul:

Yeah

Derek:

That's the tooth marks coming through.

Paul:

So is this a beaver's playground?

Derek:

Yeah. There's a nice example of their handiwork down there on the floor.

Paul:

That's like, that's like a dumbbell isn't it?

Tay:

Yep, go on.

Paul:

That's enough. There you go Tay.

Tay:

Don't want to strain yourself.

Paul:

No.

Beavers have been keeping waterways healthy across the globe for millennia. They were once
native to Britain, but became extinct in the 16th century. But now, they are back in Devon.
Derek:

So this is a beaver dam here. So it's-

Paul: What?

Derek:

What?

Paul:

| would never have that down as a beaver dam in a million years.

Derek:

That's what they naturally looked like, the beavers move a lot of plants and roots and they
vegetate over and they're completely green in the light, so the structure you'd normally associate
with is people standing next to something that's really dramatic, stark.

Maybe it's just been newly built.

But all those dams, in the end when they're not new any more, and when the mud takes and the
plant roots take, they all look like this.

The dams are catching 80% of the silts that are coming off the land. If you're trapping the nitrates
and phosphates, all that silt will be going into the streams, the rivers, and down into the sea,
polluting the estuaries.

So the beavers are providing natural filter systems.

Paul:

Did you assess the quality of the water before reintroducing the beavers? Because surely they
need fairly pristine conditions to thrive and survive or are they very hardy?

Tay:

Beavers, beavers are fine with whatever water. Um, certainly when they build their dams, they
actually catch a lot of those pollutants, it kind of acts like a filter system.

Paul:

Great. So beavers one, everyone else nil, so far. Yeah?

Derek:

Pretty much.

Paul:

You're biased, you two. Come on.

Tay:

A little bit, a little bit maybe, yeah.
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Paul:

Now, | didn't come all this way just to see some nibbled logs and muddy dams, I'm here to see a
beaver. And, as dusk set in, I've been promised they'll come out and play. At least, that's the idea.
Derek:

Well, that, that's one lodge there in the middle and that's got a big pile of sticks and aquatic
plants and everything else, which they build into huge stick nests. And where's the other one. Tay,
then?

Tay:

Uh, it's just on the right. You can just about make out the top of the pile of big sticks with some
purple loosestrife coming out the top.

Paul:

Is there any way we can lure them out? | could sing, perhaps?

Derek:

| really wouldn't do that actually, no | don't think that's going to be the way.

Tay:

I don't know that it would be you singing that would really bring them in.

Paul:

Turns out beavers are a bit shy. Orders are to keep quiet and wait. Bit like fishing, really.

Derek:

That's a baby, do you see it? They're so playful that their parents try and keep them together, and
then they just, they just do their own thing.

Paul:

Like any good teenager. He looks bigger than the, he looks bigger than the other one but maybe
hit's the same one.

Thankfully, they showed up at the end, they popped up, they beavered around. You've got fifteen
seconds to sum up why we need more beavers.

Derek:

They produce life in great profusion. We can't sort this problem out, they and help us solve it.
Paul:

So you two, you're just beaver obsessed.

Even for an old cynic like me, the sight of a beaver swimming about is pretty special. But you need
more than a few of them to solveour river problems.

And at the moment, that doesn't look like happening any time soon.
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