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BIOLOGY AND HABITS
Skunks are members of the weasel family :
All members of this family (skunks, river otters, long-
tailed weasels and mink) have characteristic musk
glands.

The striped skunk is the most common
species in California. The striped skunk is a house-cat
sized animal 4 -10 pounds, with long black fur and two
variable broad white stripes down the back. The head is
triangular, the tail large and bushy. The strong musk
characteristic of skunks is expelled from two scent
glands near the anus.

The smaller spotted skunk has white
splotches on its back and sides. Also known as the civit



cat, adult spotted skunks are typically 14 to 22 inches
long and weigh from 3/4 to 2 3/4 pounds.

Skunks are nocturnal, preferring to hunt at night for
insects, small rodents, carrion, poultry, eggs, nestling
birds, fruit, pet food and garbage. Skunks will use any
sheltered place as a den including wood piles, animal
burrows, culverts, under houses, decks and sheds.
Breeding may begin as early as January, but usually
occurs during February and March. Litters are born 9
weeks after conception with an average of 4-8 young.
The young skunks stay with the female for several
months, but usually begin to disperse by mid to late
summer.

DAMAGE
Skunks can cause severe damage to gardens and lawns
by digging for grubs and other subsoil insects, uprooting
turf and other plants. This damage consists of small pits
ranging from 3 to 5 inches across or sometimes large
sections of sod are rolled back.

Most skunks problems are related to their ability to
discharge an obnoxious odor when provoked. The scent,
produced by two internal glands located at the base of
the tail, is usually released for self-defense. Before
spraying the thick, volatile, oily sulfur-containing
compound, skunks usually stamp their front feet rapidly,
and growl or hiss. Skunks generally walk a short
distance on their front feet and raise their tail as a
warning before releasing any scent. The fluid is released
in a fine spray directed accurately up to 10 feet and less
accurately to 20 feet. Skunks can discharge the spray
several times within a short period. The fluid is painful if
it gets in a person’s eyes.
DISEASE

Skunks are the primary carrier of rabies in California.
Rabies is a viral disease that is fatal in mammals,
including humans and domestic animals (dogs, cats,
livestock). It is transmitted by the bite of an infected
animal. Rabies is preventable through routine
vaccination, but is not curable after onset of symptoms.

When a skunk becomes infected with rabies virus, it may
go unnoticed for a period of time. Symptoms may not
appear for weeks or months. During this time, the
infected animal may transmit the virus to other animals
it contacts. In the final stages of the disease, skunks may
lose their fear of humans, seem tame or listless, show
signs of excessive salivation, become unusually
aggressive or nervous, or wander about during the
daytime.

Parents should warn children never to approach or peta
skunk or any other wild animal. If you live in an area
where there is a large skunk population, all pet dogs and
cats and important livestock should be vaccinated for
rabies.

PREVENTION
Skunks are attracted to the availability of food, water and
shelter. They can be encouraged to leave by reducing or
eliminating these attractants.
4 Remove unused pet food and water bowls at night
and keep tight fitting lids on garbage cans.
<4 Store pet food in animal proof containers.
4+Gardens should be harvested frequently and windfall
fruit picked up.
4 Food should never be intentionally left out for wild
animals.
4 Seal up entry holes in and under buildings and decks.
4+ Keep pet access doors locked.
4+ Slotted metal vent covers are preferable to screen
wire in keeping skunks from entering houses through
foundations vents.
4 Low backyard decks have proven to be extremely
attractive shelters for skunks.

SKUNK ODOR CONTROL
People often find the smell of skunk musk nauseating.
Individual reactions may range from mild irritation to
severe headache, nausea, vomiting and burning of eyes
and nostrils. No diseases are known to be transmitted
through the musk. Skunk musk on clothing, outdoor

furniture and other objects may be neutralized by a
strong detergent washing followed by the liberal use of
vinegar or household ammonia and a final rinse. Airing
these articles on hot, sunny days will also help.

To remove musk sprayed on pets, first rinse the eyes
gently with clear water, bathe with a “no tears” shampoo
taking special care around the eyes, then rinse with clear
water. You may wish to rinse the pet with tomato juice or
a dilute solution of vinegar and water. If you take this
extra step, you must then shampoo and rinse the pet
again. This treatment may need to be repeated. You may
use any over- the-counter eye drops as a final soothing
eye treatment. If your pet was bitten by the skunk, take
it immediately to your veterinarian.

Information provided by:
US Department of Agriculture and University of Missouri-Columbia.



