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Branching Out Winter 2026

Skunks - pesky and stinky, but beneficial too

Striped skunks are common across Ontario, living in forests, grasslands, and urban areas where they
often den under decks, sheds, or in foundations. These burrowing, nocturnal, cat-sized omnivores are
valuable for insect control but can become pests by raiding garbage, and spraying when threatened.
Fallen logs in forests provide ideal habitat for these interesting and beneficial creatures, so keeping
our lots natural helps these stinky critters and helps us too. Because they rarely emerge during the
day, these oft maligned but very helpful creatures co-exist well with us in our lovely oak savanna
forest.

Where do they go in winter?

Skunks are still around but over winter in a state called torpor, not true hibernation, but rather a deep
sleep. Skunks have been known to share their dens with other critters like rabbits and even cats
during winter months. These partners share warmth and reap the benefits of the considerably
effective defensive weapon the skunk can provide. Skunks emerge from their dens to feed before
returning for a continued snooze.

Other partnerships include hanging out with raccoons and opossums and taking rides across rivers on
the backs of crocodiles in more southerly climates, clear proof that these defensive creatures are
valued friends in the wild.

Deterrent measures

A cloth soaked in apple cider vinegar will
encourage a prompt exit. In addition, you
can install an L-shaped galvanized screen
around the perimeter of the porch or shed.
Making sure to leave the entrance/exit hole
open. To do this dig a one-inch deep by one-
inch-wide trench around the perimeter.
Then place the screen in the trench to form
a backwards ‘L’. The base of the ‘L’should
be at least eight inches wide. Fit the screen
tightly against the building then fill the
trench in with dirt.
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Diet

Skunks, like raccoons, are omnivores. Their diet consists mainly of insects, but also includes mice, moles and other
small mammals. Skunks may also eat eggs, fruits, nuts, vegetation, carrion, and garbage. This varied diet is one of
the reasons they have easily adapted to living in residential areas. The wide variety of food choices in our oak
savanna forest make life in Huron Woods a skunk's dream.

Reproduction

Skunks breed in late winter to early spring and usually give birth in May or June. They have between three-to-10
young per litter. These young remain in the den for six-to-eight weeks before venturing out with their mother.
Skunks do not develop their distinctive odour until 6 weeks of age

How to Test if a Skunk is Still Around

To determine if the skunk is still using the den, place a ball of newspaper in the entrance/exit or cover the hole
loosely with dirt. The skunk is still residing in the den if it moves the newspaper or dirt. Thus, you can continue the
above deterrent techniques. You can take steps (described above) to permanently seal the entrance when the dirt or
newspaper has not been disturbed for several days.

Note: if you see a skunk pacing and digging frantically to gain access to the den, assume there are young inside
and immediately unseal the entrance hole.

I have a skunk trapped in my window well. What should I do?

Slowly and carefully lower a rough board into the window well, at a gentle slope to serve as a ramp. The skunk can
use this to climb out of the well. Keep people and pets away from the area and the skunk will use the ramp to
escape. Skunks can spread rabies so avoid approaching one in daylight hours. They are shy and avoid humans, so
if a skunk approaches, back away and call pest control experts.

We Benefit Too

A little known fact of skunk life is their ability to find and destroy wasp nests, in particular, yellow jacket nests
which are constructed at ground level. Skunks can catch the insects nimbly in their paws, scratch at the nest to
evacuate inhabitants and show remarkable tolerance for wasp stings.

Because they also eat carrion, skunks help to keep our forest clean of potentially disease causing leftovers. Skunks
are seen as valuable agents to keep the balance in nature.

The Spray's the Thing

Skunks employ warning signs before they spray, such as stamping their feet, fluffing their fur, and raising their tail.
A skunk's handstand immediately before spraying is a sure warning to leave. Humans or dogs rummaging around a
skunk nest while babies are in residence are asking for a spray that can hit a target up to 15 feet away!

If the skunk’s spray is unavoidable, there are several solutions that can be used to help the smell fade. However,
only time can permanently eliminate the odour. Here are some suggestions:

*  Hydrogen Peroxide Solution (4 cups of hydrogen peroxide (3% strength, 1/4 cup of baking soda
and] teaspoon of liquid hand soap ) Use on pet but wash off immediately.

* Carbolic soap — use only on human skin and clothes

* Use commercial products such as shampoos for animals which can be purchased at vet clinics

If you or your dog get sprayed in the eyes, you should immediately flush the eyes with cool water. Skunk
spray in the eyes is painful and irritating, but not expected to cause blindness. If irritation does not
subside, seek medical advice. The spray contains sulphuric acid so flushing with water immediately is
important. Breathing in the spray can be harmful for those with breathing problems like COPD.

Sources: Ontario SPCA, Skeedadle pest Control, Salthaven Wildlife Rescue
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