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The striped skunk (Mephitis mephitis), a member of the family Mephitidae, is 

well known for the potent, musky odor it emits from its two anal glands as a de-

fense against possible predators. The skunk, which is the size of a large house cat, 

is typically jet black in color with a prominent white stripe that begins at the back 

of the head and splits into two lateral stripes that run down the back and some-

times onto the tail. Cream-colored, brown, and black skunks may be observed oc-

casionally. Silver and albino skunks also occur but are rare. The skunk's body is 

stout with a triangular head, round ears, and a long, bushy tail that accounts for 

almost half its body length (20-30 inches). Skunks provide ecological and eco-

nomic benefits to humans because they eat rodents and insects. 

 

General Biology 

Skunks mate between late February and late March and, after a gestation period of 62 to 75 days, give birth to 

four to seven young in May or early June. Young skunks begin to walk when they are five weeks old and are 

completely weaned by two months of age, at which time they begin leaving the den to accompany the adult fe-

male on hunting trips. At three months of age, the young are independent. Musk is present in skunks at birth, and 

young skunks can use their paired scent glands when they are two to four weeks old. 

 

Skunks are mild-mannered, slow-moving, nonaggressive animals. They make a variety of sounds, including teeth 

clicking, hissing, growling, grunts, snarls, purrs, squeals, and shrill screeches. They will often ignore intruders 

even in close proximity unless disturbed. When cornered or closely pursued, a skunk will face the intruder, arch 

its back, raise its tail, stamp the ground with its feet, and shuffle backwards. Just before spraying, the skunk bends 

into a "U" shape so that both its head and tail ends face the intended target. The musk is released either as a fine 

spray or as a stream of drops and can reach distances up to 16 feet. Skunk musk is an oily, yellowish, phosphores-

cent substance that sometimes contains small yellowish curds. The entire contents of the scent glands may not be 

discharged at once, allowing the skunk to spray its attacker again if necessary. 

 

Although skunks do not truly hibernate in winter, they become inactive, falling into a deep sleep for long periods 

(75-100 days). They do emerge periodically during winter when there is a break in cold weather. Skunks may lose 

up to 38 percent of their body weight during this time. 

 

Skunks live only about two years in the wild. Common causes of mortality include pneumonia, distemper, rabies, 

vehicle accidents, and sometimes starvation. Great-horned owls are one of the few effective predators of skunks. 

 

Habitat and Food Habits 

The striped skunk prefers clearings, cropland, pastures, and other open lands bordering wooded or brushy areas. 

Skunks are nocturnal and spend their nights searching for food along woodland, brushland, or wetland borders; 

along fencerows or wooded ravines or near stream edges. During the day skunks den in abandoned woodchuck or  
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fox burrows, culverts or hollow logs, or under lumber piles, porches, sheds, and other outbuildings. Occasionally 

skunks will dig their own shallow dens. Although skunks are not sociable animals, two to seven females may den 

with one male in the winter for warmth. 

 

Skunks spend most of their lives in a small area, usually within 1 mile of their den. Males, however, may travel 

greater distances during the breeding season in late winter. Population densities may be as low as 2 and as high as 

50 animals per square mile, and populations fluctuate greatly from year to year. Skunk densities are often highest 

in suburban areas where there are relatively few predators and food is ample. 

 

Skunks are omnivorous and have a highly variable diet that changes throughout the seasons. Foods include plants, 

berries, insects, crustaceans, small mammals, birds, eggs, amphibians, fish, and carrion. Like many other animals, 

skunks are opportunists, eating garbage and pet food left outdoors in urban and suburban areas. 

 

Description of Damage 

Skunks occasionally feed on garden crops in suburban areas and will take the lower ears of sweet corn, finely 

shredding the husk. Most damage to such crops, however, is caused by other species such as deer, raccoons, or 

birds. For example, if the stalk has been knocked over or corn has been removed from its upper portion, the dam-

age is probably not being caused by a skunk.  

 

Beehives are an attractive source of honey and insects, and conflicts often arise when skunks scratch the front of a 

hive and snag the bees as they exit. 

 

Skunks may damage turf in yards and golf courses when they dig for grubs, leaving small upturned patches of sod 

and 3- to 4-inch funnel-like holes dug into the soil. 

 

They will kill poultry and eat the eggs. Although they do not climb fencing, they will crawl underneath it to gain 

access to the pens. Eggs destroyed by skunks are typically crushed at one end with shell fragments pushed in-

ward. In contrast, raccoons will remove one end of the shell without crushing the egg, foxes will carry the eggs 

away and store them for later, and weasels and mink will crush the entire egg. In addition, skunks kill only one or 

two birds at a time, whereas other species will kill several. 

 

The Skunk's Odor 

Most people try to avoid skunks because of the nauseating odor. The odor can be experienced indirectly such as 

when a skunk takes up residence under building foundations, under porches or outbuildings, or in someone's yard. 

This is particularly common in late winter and early spring, which is the skunk's breeding season. People or their 

pets may also be sprayed directly, which causes irritation to mucous membranes around the eyes, nose, and 

mouth. Humans can experience temporary blindness for 10 or 15 minutes as a result of being sprayed in the eyes, 

and the musk is extremely irritating and painful. Skunks will not spray unless they feel threatened, so avoid mak-

ing loud noises and quick, aggressive movements when confronting a skunk. Back away slowly and quietly. 

 

Laws and Regulations 

Skunks are protected furbearers in New York and there are established hunting and trapping seasons, although 

very few persons hunt them. A trapping license is required to trap skunks unless they are causing damage or have 

become a nuisance. Current New York State Environmental Conservation Law (Section 110523) states that 

skunks that are injuring property or have become a nuisance may be taken at any time in any manner. Any skunks 

taken under these laws and outside the open season must be immediately buried or cremated or released alive 

somewhere on the property. They may not be transported alive or dead away from the property where the damage 

occurs. Licensed nuisance wildlife control operators may transport wildlife off of the property and will do so for a 

fee. Contact your local Department of Environmental Conservation office for the name of a licensed nuisance 

wildlife control operator in your area. 
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When using a firearm or trapping to manage skunk problems, you must follow local ordinances. It is best to con-

sult with local law enforcement authorities if you have questions regarding the laws of a specific municipality. In 

other states, consult with the state wildlife agency about laws and regulations pertaining to skunks before shoot-

ing or trapping nuisance animals. 

 

Preventing Damage 

Population Reduction 

Live traps (10 x 10 x 30 inches) baited with sardines, fish-flavored cat food, or peanut butter can be set near the 

den entrance to capture skunks. Although skunks can be captured with live traps, most homeowners do not want 

to risk being sprayed. Because New York Environmental Conservation Law prohibits anyone except nuisance 

wildlife control operators or wildlife rehabilitators from transporting live-captured animals, the landowner must 

euthanize captured skunks or release them elsewhere on the property. To avoid the risk of being sprayed, contact 

a professional or experienced trapper to handle your skunk problems. 

 

Chemicals 

No toxicants or fumigants are currently registered in New York State for skunk control. Paradichlorobenzene, or 

moth balls, is not registered for use against skunks and, when used in sufficient quantities to be effective, could 

pose a hazard to human health. Other repellents have been ineffective for skunk control. 

 

Fencing and Other Barriers  

Exclusion is the best way to prevent or reduce encounters with skunks. Skunks generally do not climb, but they 

can dig below a fence. To prevent skunks from denning under buildings, seal off openings in the foundation with 

sheet metal, concrete, or wire mesh. Skunks are capable of squeezing through a very small hole or crack, even as 

small as 4 inches across. Exclude skunks from outbuildings, decks, and porches by constructing a 2-inch wire mesh 

fence that is at least 3 feet high and extends 1 foot below the ground surface with an additional 6 to 12 inches at 

the bottom bent outward at a 90-degree angle. This will keep skunks from burrowing under the fence. To 

make sure that skunks are not trapped under structures, first seal all possible entrances into the area, leaving the 

main entrance or burrow open. Then sprinkle a thin layer of flour on the ground in front of the opening. After 

dark, examine the flour for tracks to make certain that the skunk has left. Once the skunk has left the den, cover 

the remaining entrance immediately. 

 

Reopen the entrance the next day for one hour after dark to allow any remaining skunks to exit before you seal 

the entrance permanently. An alternative is to install a one-way door at the main opening that will allow skunks to 

leave but not re-enter. After three or four days, the opening can be permanently sealed. To avoid entrapping young 

in an area, do not conduct exclusion from May through July when the young are not yet mobile. If entrapped, the 

young will die of starvation, leading to strong odors of decay. 

 

Beehives can be fenced with chicken wire or 2-inch wire mesh. If hives are protected from bears or livestock by an 

electric fence, add an additional wire 5 inches above the ground surface to keep skunks out. Elevating the hives to a 

level of 3 feet is also an effective preventive measure. 

 

Occasionally, a skunk looking for insects or toads will become trapped in a window well. To help the skunk exit 

safely from the well, nail narrow pieces of lumber at 6-inch intervals to a board and lower it slowly into the well 

at an angle. This will allow the skunk to climb to safety. 

Cultural Practices 

You can take several simple steps to minimize the attractiveness of your property to skunks. Remove obvious sources 

of food or shelter. Lumber piles, junk cars, and piles of other debris may attract skunks. Avoid leaving pet food out 

 



Skunks—Page 4 

 

side, and store garbage in metal or plastic containers with tight-fitting lids. Cover compost piles to reduce their attrac-

tiveness to skunks and prevent skunk feces from entering the compost. Skunks are often attracted to rodents living 

in barns, sheds, garages, and other areas. Reducing rodent populations can eliminate this attraction. 

Neutralizing Odors 

Several home remedies and commercial products have been found to neutralize skunk odor on your pet, clothing, 

or in your home. 

 Tomato juice and vinegar. Mix equal parts of tomato juice and vinegar, then soak your pet for at least one hour.   

Wash the animal with a mild detergent after soaking. Tomato sauce or paste may be substituted for tomato juice 

or try Hydrogen peroxide, baking soda, and soap.  

 Paul Krebaum, a chemist from Molex in Illinois, developed this home remedy. A 1993 article in Chemical and 

Engineering News listed the following recipe: 

1 quart 3% hydrogen peroxide  

1/4 cup baking soda 

1 teaspoon liquid soap 

      Mix these ingredients together and immediately wash your pet or soak your clothing while the solution is bub-

bling. Rinse with water after washing. Because the mixture generates large amounts of oxygen, do not try to bottle 

it or it may explode. 

 Ammonia or bleach in water—clothing and objects only (Caution: never combine bleach and ammonia; 

when combined their resulting fumes are toxic.) To remove musk odor from clothing you can use a solution of 

ammonia and water or bleach in water. Soak the clothing for several hours then wash with a mild detergent. 

These solutions may cause some materials to change color. 

 Neutroleum alpha. This is a popular commercial deodorant that can be obtained from the United States 

Department of Agriculture Animal Plant and Health Inspection Service, Wildlife Services (USDA-APHIS-WS) 

Pocatello Supply Depot. It comes in a variety of concentrate sizes ranging from 1/2 pint at $14.00 each to a gal-

lon at $151.50. Because it is toxic, special precautions must be taken and dilution is required. Order from 

Pocatello Supply Depot, 238 E. Dillon Street, Pocatello, ID 832016623, phone: 208-236-6920, fax: 208236-

6922. 

 

Health Concerns 

Rabies is a deadly disease caused by a virus that attacks the nervous system. Animals most often infected include 

raccoons, skunks, foxes, and bats. The virus is present in the saliva and nervous tissue of a rabid animal. Be par-

ticularly wary of animals that act strangely, especially those that are unusually tame, aggressive, or appear to be 

paralyzed. Be suspicious of daytime activity in skunks, which are usually most active at night. 

 

Wild mammals as well as cats, dogs, ferrets, and livestock may contract rabies. Thus, it is important to have all 

dogs and cats regularly vaccinated for rabies. If your pet has been in a fight with another animal, wear gloves to 

handle it. Isolate it from other animals and people, and telephone your county health department or animal control 

officer for instructions. 

 

If you or someone you know is bitten or scratched by a skunk, wash the wound thoroughly with soap and water 

and contact your physician immediately. Rabies post-exposure vaccinations may be necessary. Consult with your 

county health department, the N.Y.S. Bureau of Communicable Disease Control (518-474-3186) or, during eve-

nings and weekends, the N.Y.S. Department of Health duty officer (518-465-9720) for additional information. 
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General Information 

 

Size:  20–30” long, including 10–15” tail. They weigh 6–12 pounds. 

 

Signs of their presence:  Visual sighting of animal. 

 

Sounds: Adults are generally quiet, although you’ll hear them stamp their feet. Young skunks are more vocal, 

especially when playing. You may hear teeth clicking, hissing, grunts, growls, purrs, squeals, and shrill screeches. 

Odor is nauseating, penetrating, acrid musk. 

 

Tracks:  Small relative to body size, 5 toes on all feet, smooth continuous palm pads, long front nails. 

 

Scat:  Scat includes mostly insect body parts, some fur, and seeds. (May be slightly curved), 

 

Evidence of their feeding: Funnel-shaped holes in lawns, 3–4 inches in diameter, where skunks dig for grubs.     

Eggs that have been crushed at one end, with shell fragments pushed inside. (Raccoons usually remove one end of 

the shell without crushing it. Foxes carry eggs away. Weasels and mink crush the entire egg.) Another sign that 

skunks have been raiding the chicken house is if only one or two birds have been killed, because most other pred-

ators will kill several birds. 

 

Diet:  Opportunist. Their diet changes seasonally. Skunks eat primarily insects (including ground bees and 

wasps), as well as earthworms, snakes, mice, moles, fruit, nuts, fish, amphibians, crustaceans, birds, eggs of birds 

and turtles, poultry, garbage, pet food, and carrion. They’re particularly fond of grubs, and occasionally raid vege-

table gardens. 

 

Typical activity patterns:  Social style: Generally solitary except for female with dependent young and when 

denning in winter.  

 

Daily activity: Nocturnal. During the summer may see daytime activity as females forage with their young. May 

bed down during summer in open sites away from the den. 

 

Hibernator?  Skunks sleep deeply for up to 31/2 months at a time but are not true hibernators. They’ll emerge 

periodically during warm spells and during the mating season. Skunks den alone or in a group of 2–7 females and 

1 male. They may lose up to 38% of their body weight during the winter. 

 

Migrates?  No. 

 

Where found:  Distribution in NY and the Northeast: Common. Can reach densities of 50 skunks/square mile in 

suburban areas. Less common on Long Island, but population may be increasing. 
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Habitat: Widespread, from coastal habitats to mature woodlands and small woodlots. Prefers open fields, lawns, 

and agricultural areas with areas of mixed shrubs and forest edges, near buildings, barns, or porches. 

 

Territory and home range:  Skunks rarely travel more than one mile from their den except during breeding sea-

son. 

 

Breeding habits 

 

Pair bonding style:  Polygamous. Females raise young alone. (Male skunks will kill their young.) 

 

Breeding dates:  Late February through March. Gestation takes about 62–75 days. 

 

Birthing period:  May through early June. 

 

Litter size:  2–10, often 4–7. 

 

Weaning dates:  At 2 months old. 

 

Amount of time young remain with parents beyond weaning date:  Kits forage with their mother when 

they’re 7 weeks old. They’re independent at 3 months, and disperse in the fall. 

 

Common nuisance situations 

Time of year:  Calls peak in February and March when they’re mating. In May and June, calls are usually related 

to their grubbing in lawns. This picks up again in late July continuing through mid-October. Also during that peri-

od you may get calls about “rabid” skunks that are active during the daytime.  

 

 What are they doing?  Seeking a sheltered place to raise their young. They may den under porches, decks, foun-

dations, garages, barns, or sheds. 

 

 Stinking up the place. Skunks can be very smelly, especially from the mating season through the whelping sea-

son if the female fights off a male. If the smell seems to come and go and is more noticeable at dawn or dusk or 

with a shift in wind direction, or seems to be coming from an area with evergreen trees, it might be the odor of 

a great horned owl. These owls commonly eat skunks. 

 

 Defending themselves. Skunks are a mild-mannered, slow-moving, mind-your-own-business kind of animal. If 

provoked, they may spray people or pets. Their spray can reach up to 16 feet. Skunks can spray once they’re 2–

4 weeks old. They can spray up to six times in a row, then need a day to “recharge.” 

 

 They’ll fall into window wells while searching for insects and toads and then become trapped. 

 

 Skunks dig in lawns for grubs. They’ll sometimes scratch beehives in search of honey and insects or raid poul-

try houses for eggs and chickens (but that’s rare and such damage is more likely the work of a raccoon). 

 

 Disease risks: Rabies (they are a rabies vector species in New York), distemper. 

 

De-bunking myths about skunks: 

 A skunk that’s active during the day isn’t necessarily rabid. It may be a healthy female that’s feeding more of-

ten than usual, because of the demands of her young. 
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 Adult skunks are not trigger-happy but “teenaged” skunks may be. Very young skunks squirt small amounts of 

fluid as they walk because they’re not yet mature enough to have control of the “spray muscles.” If you can 

“talk skunk,” you can usually tell if an adult skunk intends to spray. 

 

 Grubbing by skunks is sometimes blamed on other animals because there’s no skunk smell. Skunks spray in 

defense. 

 

Legal status in New York 

Protected. Game species with set season. Rabies vector species, so you may need to consult with the county 

health department and follow their guidelines for disposing of the animal. From ECL 11-0523: “5. Skunks injur-

ing property or which have become a nuisance may be taken at any time in any manner.” 

 

Best practices 

When dealing with skunks, a new factor enters into the choice of capture, transport, and dispatch methods—how 

to keep the skunk from spraying. NWCOs (Nuisance Wildlife Control Operator) who have handled skunks suc-

cessfully for decades advise those less experienced with handling skunks to relax. Move slowly and quietly, and 

don’t wave your arms around. Be patient and gentle. Learn their habits and use those to your advantage. 

 

For example, skunks like to see their targets. If they can’t see, they’re not likely to spray. So if you use a plastic 

box trap, or cover the sides of a cage trap, you’ll reduce the risk of being sprayed. For a more securely covered 

cage trap, attach 1/4” plywood to the sides and top. Leave room to reach the trigger release and the carrying han-

dle. 

 

Some NWCOs have found that it’s better to work with a covered trap than to cover the trap after you’ve caught 

the skunk. You may want to create a partially covered wire trap to use during hot weather when the plastic traps 

could cause the skunk to overheat and die. 

 

Here are some tips for capturing a skunk that’s indoors: set up a covered trap and then slowly and quietly ap-

proach the skunk from behind. Guide the skunk toward the trap by gently pushing it with a broom or occasionally 

squirting it with water from a spray bottle. 

 

Another option for nervous skunk handlers: don’t do it! You are not required to handle all nuisance species. Some 

NWCOs specialize in one, or perhaps a few species, and have successful businesses. If you’ve spent some time 

with experienced skunk handlers and still don’t feel your skills are adequate, consider referring customers to 

someone else. 

 

Remove food sources and shelter: 

 Put trash out in morning instead of the evening, if possible, or keep it in a protected area. 

 Skunk-proof garbage can with a tight fitting lid or secure it with straps. 

 Don’t leave pet food or their food bowls out at night. 

 Enclose compost piles in a framed box using hardware cloth or welded wire; in a sturdy container, such as a 55-

gallon drum; or in a commercial composter. 

 Treat lawns to reduce grub populations (biological controls are preferred. In the southern part of the state, 

where it’s been proven to work, try Milky Spore). 

 Keep mice out of buildings. Skunks eat them and will go inside buildings looking for them. 

 Remove brush piles and debris. 

 

Protect vulnerable areas and crops: 

 Close garage doors at night. 

 Cover window wells. There are readily available commercial window well covers that are inexpensive. 
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 Close basement windows at night and keep them in good repair. 

 Fence beehives or poultry areas with 1-inch chicken wire, 1 x 1” or 1 x 2” vinyl coated or galvanized welded 

wire mesh, or hardware cloth (1/4” or 1/2” mesh). If there’s already an electric fence, add a wire at 5” off the 

ground or place the hives 3 feet off the ground. 

 

Keep them from denning under buildings: 

 If this is a preventive action or there are no young present: 

 Ensure that the skunks have left the den. Close all of the entrances to the den except the main hole. You can 

place a one-way door over that hole for 3–4 days to give the skunks time to leave or use the soft plug method. 

Sprinkle flour, talc, or nontoxic tracking powder on the ground inside the den area near the hole, then cover the 

hole with hardware cloth. Return the next day to check for tracks. Once you’re sure the skunks are gone, you 

can permanently seal the hole. 

 

 Screen areas under decks, porches, and houses (foundation skirt) with a “rat wall.” Use 1 x 1” or 1 x 2” vinyl- 

coated welded wire mesh or hardware cloth (1/4” or 1/2” mesh). The fence must be buried 3–6” deep, with the 

bottom edge bent outward at 90° into a “L” shape that sticks out 6–12” to prevent the skunks from burrowing 

underneath it. If you can’t bury the fence, the 90° bend extending along the ground can be effective. This de-

sign also works for a freestanding fence. If the top isn’t attached to the deck or porch, the fence should be 3 feet 

high. 

 

 Skunks can squeeze through small openings in buildings. Seal any hole or crack that’s 3–4 inches across with 

sheet metal, concrete, or hardware cloth.   

 

If young are present, remove or evict the entire family before blocking the entrance to their den: 

Trap and release strategies to reduce the risk of orphaning wildlife. The best way to prevent orphaning is to con-

vince your customers to wait until the young are mobile before removing, repelling, or excluding the family from 

the site. If that’s unacceptable, you can try to capture and remove both the female and all of her young and hope 

that she will retrieve them and continue to care for them. Some NWCOs are trying to refine removal techniques to 

increase the chances that the female will retrieve her young. Here are their suggestions. 

 

Capture the mother and young. Release them on-site, at dusk or in the evening. 

 

 Place the female and young in a release box. Many NWCOs use a simple cardboard box, others use a wooden 

nest box, such as a wood duck box, and some prefer plastic boxes. Match the size of the box and its entrance 

hole to the size of the species. (One NWCO recommends a 2 x 2 x 1 ft. box.) 

 

 Make sure the animal cannot immediately get out of the box by covering the hole. Then move them to a quiet 

place outdoors. Unless they’re likely to be disturbed, keep the box at ground level. Remove the cover so the 

female can get out of the box. Another  option is to build a box with a sliding door. Leave the door open 

about an inch, to keep the heat inside but make it easy for the female to slide it fully open so she can retrieve 

her young. 

 

 Some NWCOs prefer to use heated release boxes. Use heat only when appropriate and make sure that the box 

doesn’t get too hot. You may want to provide heat in just one area. Also, assume that if you put something in 

the box, they will chew on it. Don’t give  them access to anything that they shouldn’t eat, such as wires. That 

means that if you choose to use a household heating pad as the heat source, make sure the animals can’t reach 

the wires. To avoid that problem, one NWCO builds his boxes with a double floor, placing the heating pad in 

the space between the floors. Other options for heat sources include microwaveable heating pads and warm 

soapstones. 
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 If you can’t catch the female, put the young in the release box and locate it as close to the entry site as possible. 

 

 Check the next day to see if the young are still there. If so, they’ve probably been abandoned. There hasn’t yet 

been enough research on this technique, so its effectiveness is unknown. Cover the hole to the den with a soft 

plug to make sure that no skunks are still using it before permanently sealing the hole. 

 

 If the young are older and mobile, install a one-way door over the entry hole. They’ll leave but won’t be able to 

re-enter. Wait 3–4 days before sealing the entry permanently. 

 

How to avoid being sprayed: 

 Skunks give a warning before they spray. They turn to face the aggressor, arch their backs, raise their tails, 

stamp the ground, and shuffle backwards. Then, just before spraying, they bend into a “U” shape, so both their 

head and tail faces the target. Should you see any of these signals, back away slowly and quietly, and don’t 

wave your arms around. 

 

 Take precautions before letting dogs out at night, or keep them on leashes and maintain control. 

 

And how to get rid of that lovely “eau de skunk”: 

 First, ventilate the area. 

 

 A mix of equal parts of tomato juice and vinegar will clean a dog, but most people don’t realize that you’d have 

to soak your pet for an hour—and then wash with soap. Here’s an easier recipe, developed by chemist Dr. Paul 

Krebaum: 

 1 quart of 3% hydrogen peroxide 

 1/4 cup baking soda 

 1 teaspoon liquid soap 

 Mix ingredients together and immediately wash your pet, or soak your clothing, while the solution is bub-

bling. Rinse. Don’t try to bottle this mix because it generates a lot of oxygen and could explode. 

 

 To clean clothing or objects, two household products will work: ammonia or bleach (oxygen or chlorine 

bleach). You must choose one OR the other. Don’t mix them because together, they form toxic fumes. So, ei-

ther pour a little ammonia into water, or a little bleach into the water. Soak the clothes for several hours, then 

wash as usual. You may have to wash the clothes a few times, and there may be some discoloration. You could 

also try Dr. Krebaum’s recipe, listed above. 

 

 There are many commercial deodorizers that can neutralize or mask the odor. 

 

Trapping strategies 

Live traps: 

 Cage trap should be 9 x9 x 24” for a single door model, longer for a double door model. 

 

 Bait with commercial fruit-based bait or peanut butter (sardines and cat food are effective but will also attract 

cats).The skunk will be calmer if it enters a dark space. Use a plastic box trap, except during hot weather, or 

cover the sides of a cage trap with  boards. 

 

 Foothold trap, #1 or 11/2 (double-jawed traps preferred, but can also use standard jaw or laminated traps), or 

the Lil Grizz Get’rz™, Duffer™, or EGG ™ foot encapsulating traps designed for raccoons. 

 

 How to get a skunk out of a window well. Skunks are poor climbers. Many people will suggest placing a board 

in the well to allow the skunk to climb out on its own, but this will only work if the window well is large  
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enough so the board can be placed at a shallow angle of less than 45° (if you try this, give the skunk some traction 

by nailing a few boards or some cleats across the board). Unfortunately, most window wells are too small for this 

technique. Instead, try restraining the skunk with a Cat Grasper™ (akin to a catchpole) and then lifting it out, or 

place a small cage trap or small cardboard box in the well and guide the skunk into it using a long stick. Work 

calmly and you should be able to remove the skunk without being sprayed. 

 

Lethal traps: 

 Body-gripping trap, #120, #160, or #220 preferably in a restricted opening set that reduces the risk to dogs and 

cats (vertical cubby, bucket with restricted opening, or a deep-notch box set). The skunk may spray.  

 

 Modify the trigger to help ensure a top-to-bottom strike (which is more humane) and to prevent the skunk from 

refusing to enter the trap. Skunks don’t like to have anything brush against their eyes or whiskers, so separate 

the trigger and center it on the top or bottom of the trap. Proper positioning helps to ensure a cleaner, more hu-

mane catch. 

 

Preferred killing methods: 

 The skunk will probably spray, so be prepared 

 CO2 chamber (let the animal settle down before turning on the gas, and use a lower flow rate to avoid frighten-

ing the animal) 

 Lethal trap 

 Lethal injection of barbiturate, if possible 

 Shooting, using a shotgun with #6 shot or a .22 caliber rifle (target the head, if no rabies testing is needed, or 

the heart/lungs. The skunk will almost certainly spray if you use the head shot). 

 

Acceptable killing methods: 

Stunning followed by chest compression. The skunk will probably spray, so be prepared. 

 

Control methods that don’t work well, or aren’t legal in New York: 

 No toxicants or fumigants are registered for skunks in New York. 

 Mothballs aren’t registered for this use and could be dangerous to people if used in the quantity that would be 

needed. 

 Other repellents haven’t worked against skunks. 

 
This publication contains pesticide recommendations. Changes in pesticide regulations occur constantly, some materials mentioned may 

no longer be available, and some uses may no longer be legal. All pesticides distributed, sold, and/or applied in New York State must be 

registered with the New York State Department of Environmental Conservation (DEC). Questions concerning the legality and/or regis-

tration status for pesticide use in New York State should be directed to the appropriate Cornell Cooperative Extension Specialist or your 

regional DEC office. READ THE LABEL BEFORE APPLYING ANY PESTICIDE.  

 
DISCLAIMER:  Please note that neither Cornell Cooperative Extension of Oneida County nor any representative thereof makes any 

representation of any warranty, express or implied, of any particular result or application of the information provided by us or regard-

ing any product. If a product is involved, it is the sole responsibility of the User to read and follow all product labeling instructions and 

to check with the manufacturer or supplier for the most recent information. Nothing contained in this information should be interpreted 

as an express or implied endorsement of any particular product or criticism of unnamed products. With respect to any information on 

pest management, the User is responsible for obtaining the most up-to-date pest management information. The information we provide 

is no substitute for pesticide labeling. The User is solely responsible for reading and following the manufacturer’s labeling and instruc-

tions. (October 2009) 

 

 

 

Updated 2011 

Sources: http://wildlifecontrol.info/pubs/Documents/Skunks/Striped%20Skunks.pdf; http://nwco.net/ 
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General Background 

Skunks are famous for their odorous defensive spray. When alarmed or threatened, skunks have been known to 

spray people, pets, and automobiles. They also spray in basements, garages, window wells, and under porches. 

The musk they spray is a yellow-tinted oily liquid stored in two sacks located on opposite sides of the anus. Each 

sack holds about a teaspoon of musk, enough to allow multiple sprays. Skunk musk does not emanate from the 

animal as it does in the PePe LePew cartoon; it is discharged through two "ducts" that allow the skunk to adjust 

the spray to a mist or stream, to direct it at a specific target, and to shoot up to 20 feet with "both barrels."  

Skunk musk can temporarily blind and stun individuals unlucky enough to be sprayed in the face. Victims experi-

ence watering eyes, nasal irritation, and nausea. Asthmatics also may experience breathing difficulties when ex-

posed to the odor. The rabies virus is not transmitted through skunk musk.  

 

Skunk musk is composed primarily of seven ingredients, six of which are sulfur-containing thiols that give the 

skunk musk its awful smell. Humans can smell skunk musk in concentrations as low as one part per billion.  

 

Deodorizing Treatment 

 Consider these approaches when dealing with skunk odor:  

 Remove the source of the odor.  

 Ventilate the area with fresh air.  

 Wash or apply deodorants to the source of the odor.  

 Use air fresheners to mask residual odor in the air.  

 Use laundry detergent to remove residual odor in fabrics.  

 Skunk odor may reactivate during periods of high humidity. If the odor does not decrease in a week or two, the 

skunk may have resprayed or died on the property.  

 

Home Remedies/Over-the-Counter Products 

 Never overlook the simple act of taking a shower and washing clothes to mitigate skunk odor. Time, air, soap 

and water, and ammonia in water are recommended to remove odor from fabrics. Other treatments include 

washing items with a strong soap, a heavy-duty laundry detergent, or borax. Be sure to follow any directions 

that are specific to washing a particular fabric.  

 

 A chemist by the name of Paul Krebaum discovered a solution that chemically neutralizes skunk odor. The in-

gredients for the formulation are:  

 1 quart 3 percent hydrogen peroxide (fresh bottle) 

 1/4 cup baking soda (sodium bicarbonate) 

 1-2 teaspoons liquid dish soap. 

 Ingredients must be mixed in an open container and used immediately. Never mix the ingredients in ad-

vance because oxygen released from hydrogen peroxide may cause a closed container to explode. The solution 

can be used on people or pets; avoid splashing the product in the eyes or mouth. Allow the solution to remain on 

hair for five minutes before rinsing with water. Repeat as needed. Do not use this solution on clothing — it may 

discolor the fabric.  

 

 For clothing that cannot be washed or dry-cleaned, such as shoes, suspend them outdoors allowing fresh air to 

carry away the volatile thiols. The odor will decrease over time provided the material is not re-exposed to 

skunk musk. Any cleaning fluid or household chlorine bleach also can be used to remove skunk odor from fab-

rics. Use these products in separate steps — not together. Test cleansers first on an inconspicuous portion of the 

fabric before applying to the entire fabric.  

 

 When deodorizing a house, don't forget to change the air filter to the furnace/air conditioner. Sometimes it can 

become contaminated with skunk odor and continue to disperse the smell throughout the house after the initial 

source of the odor has been treated.  
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 A variety of odor control products are available in area stores, including Skunk-Off®, Odor-Mute®, Nature's 

Miracle Skunk Odor Remover®, and Earth Friendly Products®. Homeowners also may find the following 

products helpful in deodorizing their property. With any product, always follow the instructions on the label.  

 

Electric Foggers/Atomist Sprayers 

Sometimes the skunk odor is so dispersed that fogging a deodorant is necessary to cover a large area. Atomizers, 

by converting the deodorant solution into fine mists, provide two key advantages for odor control over hand-

pump sprayers. First, the small droplets they produce stay airborne longer, thereby circulating throughout the 

treatment area. The tiny nooks and crannies present in basements and crawl spaces can be completely treated by 

exploiting natural air movements. Second, smaller droplets allow less product to be used and still eliminate odors. 

As a rule of thumb, 16 ounces of neutralizing deodorant solution, atomized with a droplet size of 15 microns can 

deodorize a 1,500 square foot residence.  

 

Several foggers are available. Consider the following to determine the type that will best suit your needs.  

Portability—Evaluate the weight, balance and power source.  

Versatility—Use a flexible spray hose to direct the fog to different areas of the room.  

Cost—You can rent foggers or purchase them for less than $100.  

 

Deodorizing Techniques to Avoid 

Ozone generators are sometimes marketed as having deodorizing abilities. Studies have raised significant ques-

tions regarding their safety and effectiveness.  

 

Never mix deodorants with other chemicals or products unless the directions specifically permit it. Although 

widely believed, tomato juice does not effectively neutralize skunk odor. Users assume that tomato juice works 

because the odor of tomatoes has replaced the odor of the skunk. What actually occurs, however, is that the nose 

blocks out the skunk odor, allowing the person to sense only the tomato smell.  

 

General First Aid Tips 

First aid guidelines are often included with product directions. Be sure that you and those around you are familiar 

with the guidelines before preparing and using the product. Keep the product container/label/instructions handy in 

case you need to re-read the safety information. If a poisoning event has occurred, contact your local physician, 

emergency services or the Poison Center (800-222-1222) immediately. The following information contains basic 

protocols for properly handling common poisoning events until medical personnel arrive.  

 

 If someone is experiencing headaches, nausea, fatigue or difficulty breathing, immediately move the individual 

into an area with fresh air.  

 Seek medical advice.  

 Remove clothing soaked with deodorants and flush exposed skin with clean water for 15 minutes to prevent 

any chemical burns.  

 Flush eyes that are exposed to caustic deodorants with clean water for 15 minutes. Use tepid water, if available. 

While flushing, make sure run-off water does not contaminate the unaffected eye. For more control, pour water 

from a large cup and hold it 2 to 4 inches above the affected eye. Have someone else call for emergency assis-

tance during the flushing process. If deodorants are ingested call the Poison Center (800-222-1222) for detailed 

instructions. Do not encourage vomiting or give fluids without label or medical recommendation.  
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Cautions 

Some deodorants contain toxic materials and may cause adverse reactions in people sensitive to the ingredients. 

Thus, all chemicals, whether natural or synthetic, should be used in a manner that reduces exposure. Special care 

should be taken to avoid exposing children, pets and plants to chemicals unnecessarily. Remove or secure food-

stuffs and food preparation areas whenever possible to prevent being contaminated with the chemicals. Read and 

follow all product label directions and warnings. It is preferable to use deodorants in ventilated areas. Some prod-

ucts may discolor fabrics and other materials. Always test the product on a less noticeable area prior to treating 

more visible areas. Multiple deodorant treatments may be needed whenever odors penetrate porous surfaces, such 

as wallboard, concrete or unpainted wood, etc. Sometimes removing contaminated materials will be the only solu-

tion.  
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