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Rabbits, Rodents and People 
 
Human beings have lived alongside the various species of rabbits and rodents for 
many years. The First Nations peoples hunted and trapped rabbits and rodents for 
food and for fur. Later European settlers would also place great value on rabbit and 
rodent pelts for trade. 
 
Sometimes, the relationship between rabbits, rodents and people has been a 
contentious one. The demands of the fur trade almost pushed the American beaver 
to extinction in many regions of North America. Conversely, certain rabbit and rodent 
species have eaten and done costly damage to human food crops and agricultural 
lands. 
 
Rabbits and rodents are interesting inhabitants of our wilderness areas, and are 
enjoyed by many Albertans. Ongoing management of these species, coupled with 
public education about them, can help ensure that the relationship between rabbits, 
rodents and people remains beneficial for all. 
 
Beavers and the Fur Trade 
 
Of all the wildlife in Canada, none has affected 
people more than the beaver. The beaver was one 
of the first natural resources to be exploited by 
Europeans. The quest for beaver pelts opened the 
country to exploration and settlement. 
 
Prior to the arrival of Europeans, the warm beaver 
pelt was already prized by the First Nations. It 
quickly became the currency of exchange when 
European traders arrived. 
 
Unfortunately, beavers were trapped out of many areas, and by the 1930s they 
became nearly extinct in many regions of North America. At that time, trappers and 
the public began to realize that their renewable resources were limited. Through self-
interest and with the encouragement of wildlife agencies, many trappers began to 
trap only limited numbers of beaver, leaving enough to reproduce and replace those 
that had been removed.  

Today, the beaver is common throughout 
most of Canada, and has returned to the 
list of most valuable furbearers. 
 
Unfortunately, this increase in numbers 
has caused the beaver to become a pest 
in many regions. Beavers plug culverts 
and otherwise dam streams that cause 
flooding of agricultural land, roads and 
railroads. 
 

Muskrats 
 
Like the beaver, the muskrat is an important and valuable furbearer. It is a very 
prolific species, and unlike the beaver, has never been seriously threatened by past 
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over-exploitation. However, because of its high reproductive rate, it is more subject 
to wide fluctuations in numbers than the beaver. 
 
Porcupines 
 
Although not a furbearer, the porcupine has quills that have long been used by First 
Nations for decorating clothing. Because they are slow moving, porcupines are easily 
killed with a club, and have been a source of survival food for stranded outdoors 
people. Unfortunately, porcupines cause much damage to trees by eating bark. 
 
 
 
Woodchucks 
 
Of the marmots, the woodchuck has had the most important impact on man. 
Because it inhabits agricultural areas, its burrows are a hazard to field equipment 
and livestock. Woodchucks also eat and trample crops near their burrows. On the 
positive side, woodchuck burrowing activity turns over the soil, and provides homes 
for a variety of wildlife, including foxes, skunks, and cottontails. 
 
Hares and Rabbits 
 
Hares and rabbits have a long association with man. The snowshoe hare has been an 
important food for First Nations, trappers and others who live in isolated areas. 
 
The snowshoe hare and white-tailed jack rabbit sometimes damage gardens, grain 
fields, and haystacks.  

Management of Rabbits and Rodents in Alberta 
 
Rodents and lagomorphs, like all wildlife, are a renewable resource. They have the 
ability to replenish what is used by people. As long as a renewable resource is 
managed wisely, it can always be used and enjoyed by people. 
 
Trappers and Rodent Management 
 
Alberta's Wildlife Act protects all furbearers and their homes, and specifies how they 
can be harvested or controlled. All trapping in Alberta is carefully regulated by 
Alberta Sustainable Resource Development (SRD). All trappers are licensed to trap in 
specified trapping areas. Trapping seasons are set and fur sales are monitored by the 
Fish and Wildlife Division. 
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Most species of wildlife, including beaver and muskrat, produce more offspring each 
year than their habitats can support with food and shelter. Thus, there is a surplus 
number of animals in each population that will die from predation, diseases, 
accidents or starvation. Trappers remove many of these animals without 
endangering the population's ability to replace them. Indeed, many trappers 
continually under-harvest beaver and muskrat; and some of these populations have 
grown and invaded agricultural lands, where they conflict with other interests. 
 
Beaver Management 
 
Landowners experiencing property damage resulting from beaver activities may look 
to provincial and local government authorities for assistance. The Fish and Wildlife 
Division may provide information and advice on beaver and beaver dam removal and 
may assist in locating trappers to assist with beaver removal. Beaver control may 
also be available through municipalities and the local Agricultural Service Board, who 
may assist on a cost recovery or fee-for-service basis. 
 
Habitat Conservation 
 
All wildlife require suitable habitat in which to feed, reproduce and seek shelter. The 
protection and improvement of habitat is the best way to ensure that there will 
always be gnawing mammals to provide food for other wildlife, to trap and hunt, and 
to enjoy as part of the natural world.  
 
Alberta Conservation Association's habitat programs maintain and improve habitat 
for many kinds of wildlife, including rodents and lagomorphs (rabbits and hares).  
 
For more information about these habitat conservation programs, visit: 
 

 Alberta Conservation Association 
http://www.ab-conservation.com/go/default/index.cfm  
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