
The Raccoon Lnnage'!:ent InvestiGation 

The f..nccoon I.!a.nagement Investigation which was beeun here at the Swan 

Creek T,'ildlife Ex:periment Station February lst of this :rear is a Pi ttnnn­

Robert::;on project . The Plttman-Robertson Act is one passed by congress 

rovidi."'lg for the payment of runnunition and arms tax noney to those states 

cooperating in the restor8tion of uildlife. rtesearch projects for determin-
' 

ing practicable mtmage~ent methods for t;ame species is one type of project 
I 

for which ~~enditures of this money is approved. TI1e raccoon investiestion 

is one of these. The project has been approved by the Biologi~al Survey and 

· s being financed by both state and federal money as provided for in the Act. 
! 

As originnfJ-y set up the study is to be carried on for two years. Results 

f the lnvesticntion are nade available to both the Survey and the state, 
I 

eports ofl progress bein& turned in quarterly with a final report of the 

completed froject to be nade at the end of the two years. 

The reason for such a study as this of the raccoon should be evident 
I 

o oll who are in contact with vrildlife work in tl1e stnte. Before we cnn 
I 
I 

constructiyely manage nny gtirnc animal to aid in its restor:·tloq, we r.rust 
j 

mow as much ns can possibly be found out nbout its habits nnd requlremnnts. 

he raccooh is one abo·lt which we lmow very. little at the nresent time. 

Reports from hunters, trappers and fur-denlers indicate thnt there 

ave been declines, locally at least, in raccoon numbers in parts of !.1ichir,~m 

during thel past tuenty years. ~hose 1n1o are especially interested in the raccoon 
I 

from the standpoint of sport, have expressed the opinion that something 

I 
should be rmne about present conditions. Consequently it has been decided 

that the logic:ll approach to the prob:J_em of h.andling the raccoon ls to find 
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ut more about its habits nnd requirements a."'ld test out certain ma.."lagement 

)ractices ~xperinentnlly. After this hns been done we should then be able 

o detcrru1e nore dependab2.J Trhat should be done in the ~1ay of management 

I 
n any eiven area. 

Certb objectives v:ere set up for this study at the beginninc. Brleny 

hPse are, I to obtain information cncernine the den situation, the relation­

hip betwet n raccoons and oposnu~s and the val.ue of rcstoclcing, nnd to 

earn as much as possible about the breeding habits, range, food and cortnlity 

f the rac1oon. Population::: aJld economic relations are <>lso included in the 

tudy. 

The den situation is at preBent a big question mark. Is there a lack 

f dens limiting the raccoon population? If there is, can we do anything 

Can den sites be SU,?plied profitably? Is there ~my way to 

>revent thl destruction of den trees? These are some of the questions 

rhlch need to be ansvrered. Hunters claim that there is a lack of dens. 

:any believe that 1 coons can no longer find any rcf'uee places and are too 

.nsily takt >rlth dogs. ibis al.one with the fact that 1!13IlY hunters presumably 

hop out t~ees to cct the 'coons is believed to be one reason for the 

eCI'ease iri numbers . 

In oj der to obtnin information on dennine, a rather intensive study of 

eas supJrting den trees is 1:-eing mnlle . A separate record card is made 

ut for eac:h den when located and measurements and other observations nre 

ecorded. To date on mo different areas of ap'}roxir:ately one quro-ter 

ection each, twenty-cie;ht and eiehteen dens have been locAted. From the 

tudies so jfar, it seems th·1t the nUIJlber of ~vailable dens is easily sufficient 

or the poAuation of raccoons prese.l'J.t . In the oak upland only tr.o of tTimlty­

ight dens ~showed evidence of beinn used by raccoons, \'Jhile about one third 

(those ir~ the lm1land 

I 

showed slgns of use. In an effort this spring to 
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ocate :roung, a larre number of dens hove nlso been located in other Areas. 

cry den loc~ted is nnrked uith a metal tac and if time allows, other data 

a.t tl;lat time. In all cnses the tree can be found later for further 

bservations. Over seventy hollows have been tagged at the present time. 

The opossun, favored by few sportsmen, is also blacklisted by the rnccoon 

lUnters . Though they perhaps are not just sure how this species affects r accoons , 

hey do knL, that th;:.ir does nre often given a chase b y an onossum instead 

f their r l vorite quarry. J.h.is L'Yl itself has probably set many of then agninst 

his lo,.1ly invadcll. Data on t!1e relationship between the two are being 

·athered during the study. Opossums are plentiful on the area, as a le.rge 

UI:lber have been caught in both 1 coon and rabbit traps . 'l'l.w. t 1 t is a pro-

lfic specier is shorm by t he. fact that l itter s of as high as eleven h:1ve 

found L'l tl e pouch of a fem~.le . Some of these adults carrying young, welch 

than three pchunds themselves. Lnrce n:ales weiehlng up to eight pounds 

been taken. So f ar no seriou r conflict between the 'b.'lo species has 

een observed. A nu~ber of holes, dug out l::>.st winter, yielded seber al 

a."ld a number of ground dens now in use by them nre mown. further 

that the opossum is not a competitor for tree dens is 1ndioated by 

t~'lat no evidenc e of use by them has been found L"l any of the seventy 

exnmined so far. 

Considerable data on sow~ of t~e habits of raccoons have been obt ained 

y live-trapping. Catching t he rudmDls in this way for marking a.nd hand-

ing has br n !m progr ess f or nome time. P:eell t inary studies prior to the 

eginning of this investigation rs a Pi ttmnn- P..obertson project were made 

two summers . Durint; tho.t t ir.1e s eventy three raccoons were handl ed . 

though several were taken by doge at nieht and one family Tias taken from 

chicken boop near Holland, the rest \'lere caught in the trn.ps . !:.tmy of 



the animals have repeated in the traps several times so that raccoons were 

I handled approxlontely 120 times . The trnps used for the work are of the 

box type, bout one foot in both width nnd hcie;ht tmd about two feet long . 

A sixteen runge netting as covering for the traps is becessnry to prevent 

a raccoon roo going out through the side. Ear corn and salted, sr~ed 

herring o1 "blind robbins" hnve been used as a bait combination. The dike 

running the lenr;th of the farm, bnyous and ditches seem to be about the best 

locations ~or traps . As many as seven raccoons ~ere caught in one night last 

I 
smnr:er whT the younE were travelllne about . Quite a l arr;e nUJ'lber of opossuns 

noodcl:n\cks! and fox squirrels are caught as ~ell as the raccoons. In order to 

subdue tte raccoons for taking weights, marking and making other observations, 

I have usf a 11 cone• constructed of a laree mesh fox-n-..tt1ne . By letting the 

animals run into this, one can easily make his observations with little 

danger of ~eing bitten or scratched if he is Cfll'eful. 

Trap~ing has sho\1!1 that adult raccoons are markedly dovm in weicht in 

spring . r .• f y of both the males tu1d females beinc: caur,ht at the present time 

reigh only between eight and ten poUl'ldc. These animllls are thin end will 

likely wei h about tv1enty pounds by next fall . During the late su'1cer 
I 

nst yea:r they averaeed heavier than those c:~.ught ncm. Youne raccoons , 

hen first gettine out of the den to help hunt f~~d for themselves in early 

summer, weieh between three and four pounds. By early September they had 

six and seven pound mark and some taken by hunters in fall 

ere repor ed to be twelve and fourteen 'ounders . 

Some very interesting information has been obtained on the distances 

'Ihich raccoons go, from the returns of t ags of mar::Ced animals in the fall by 

1unters . '.lhe lons;est travels so far recorded have been those of two raccoons, 

I 
oung of t e year, rrhich were t:·ken in the fall approximately eighteen 

from where morked in swnuer. •;,bether these two individuals had n touch 
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f wanderlust not comr1on to others of the specieo, or whether such lone 

ravels t~re the us~ thing is not :vet known. HoY!evcr it is knovm that, ln 

all at least, they do move around consldernbly or some of ther! spread out 

ondiderabt c distMces to remain there. Several others on which returns 

ere obt ed had gone three, four a:1d five miles from where marked. Still 

thers ho\1 ver, were \1lthin one quarter to one hl.llf mile of ><here they hnd 

een known to be ln summer. Indications are that the young have n greater 

desire or deed to move around more \".'ldely than the :1dultn. !Jo returns from 

ld animall have been received from farther than one mile. 

I not 
It df esAseen likely that those youne raccoons wluch went neerly 

eighteen miles would cone back to their old home territory to rflise their 
I 

own young . I However at least some of those marked last summer have been 

found to rplse theirs in the same locnlity in which they themselves t;rf!\"1 up. 

Although t~apping was res~ed in !.:at-ch o! this year, very few raccoons were 
I 

taken. until Ua.y. This sugeests the possibility that they may not becone 

very a.ctivl until after the young are born. Since about the first weel( of 

I.•ay, nine individuals have been hnndled by J:te fifteen times and Haue;en hod 
. I 

taken severnl i.'1 his rabbit traps. From examinations of these, some information 
I 

has bee."l obtained. on breeding. Of those handled, seven :'lave been females, 

three of + ch were lactating and one was pregnant. It seCl!IS that some of 

the young,r t not a,_l, breed their first yenr. Four, known to he juveniles 

last yetu' old breed this sprine, VThile three others which nppe~ed to be 
' 

young of last year failed to do so. 
I 

Litt·ers of young ' coons for '7hlch records "11ere obtci.ned this spring 

are four . Observntlo::1s of these has been linlted to the one handline, 

except fo~ one litter born in cnptivlty, ns the young hnve been moved after 

cllscovery n every case. The flrst two werP rer:!Oved from the den, weighr d an 

The next d~y they were eone. A third den, located late one 
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~ternoon , contained one deserted young 'coon out of ~ litter of three the 

ext cornil.r;. In this instnnce the fel':lale Y:as not even with the young 

Ihen the dr was first exaolned. The fourth litter was born in captivity, 

o a femn.l j cr.ur;ht a fC\1 <Ulys after being bred in the \'lild. These younr; are 

eine h~dl!ed reeulai:l-y to check on weights and other developnents. From 

he data od these, s:nce the day they were born, it has been possible to m~e 
ery close estimates ns to the a.r:es of the other litters. I believe nll 

' ere born very nearly durine the L-iddle of Apr~l. This would make the 
I 

reedine s efson come dluring the first p:U"t of' Febr•ary. Younc taken in lnte 

uly last yl ar , weighinc; about tr.ree pounds, check wlth this . In size the litters 

J
umbered three, three, .four and five. By usmn& a doe to trail females t p 

heir de.!ls , I it is hoped that more young can be located yet this year before 

lEY leave t he de!:s . 

I n or~er to check of food habits , fecal materlttl is collected at dens 

d feedingll grounds . The Ottnwa I.'lnrsh seems to be n good place to c&Uect th 

e scats e pecinlly i n the fall . Stocachs !lre also to be collect ed fro!:l hunters. 
I 

Raccoons have already been given R chnnce to try out artlflcial dens. 

st fnll f Jrty- four uood duck nest boxes uere pl~ced in trees along the 

*you. Thc~c :U"e one f'oot square, tr.o f'eet hieh and have an opening me~sur­ir four on~ one hcl.f inches in dl!"meter . Cot~pared to the dens .i.n which 

yfung have been found , these nest boxes should be plenty lnrce enough, if 

r ccoons wJ e inclined to u tie them. Upon exrunlnation of the boxes the first 

w ek in May, however, none shov:ed any evidence of use by reccoons. Starlincs 
I 

d .fox squitrrels \7ere usinc severcl end three contnined wood duck nests. 

I 

Frederick W. Stuewer 
r:ay 24, 1959 


