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In !.!ichlgan the skunk ranks next to the muskrat as our l:lost 

important fur resource . F.owever, in the following discussion this fact 

will be ignored, as it is desirable to evnluate the creature purely on 

the basis of its hebits. There are l:lany local areas where nkunlcs are 

plentiful and yet are not trapped for fur. I n these places the modest 

value of his pelt is no advantage to the animal in his public relations. 

On the other hand we must do him the justice to r,et rid of any bigoted 

ideas connected with the fact that the species is primarily carnivor ous. 

There is an innate tendency in oost of us to impute a tinge of i.mnorallty 

to the flesh-eating habit. The writings of some of our early american 

naturalists are colored with the same idea. Uhether we like it or not 

we must accept the principle that populations of carnivores and herbivores 

have "grown up" together in this world and lone-standing adjustments have 

rendered them absolutely interdependent . A fox eatine a rabbit is no 

more vicious than a cow r:nmching away in a clover f ield. 

Pred~tory species on the f an1 not inf"requently "~-,eco1:1e unpleasant-

ly involved as a r erult of the undeniable palatability of the domestic hen. 

The skunk ia no exception, but the amount of damage that is done by the 

Slimnl is a su':>ject of some controversy. One farmer r eported to me that 

he had lost ten chickens in one night. A clucking hen with about a dozen 

yo~1 was roosting on the ground under a small lean-to shelter. Hearing 

a disturbance in the middle of the night the om1er i nvestir,ated and found 
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that ten of the young chickens wer e either dead or missing. Several steel 

traps were set nnd baited with some of the dead chickens. On the f ollowi.ng 

night tr.o skun..'<s were taken in the t r aps . I t was assumed tha.t the skunks 

were the original culprits. Considering the evidence , I believe that this 

assumption was correct , although of course ther e i s a possibility of er ror. 

Another farmer told o£ finding a. slcurlic in a poultry house feeding on the 

body of a freshly-killed young chicken. The s!runk had entered by a. door 

nearly at ground level. Cases of real or alleged skunk depredations on 

poultry nre not rare. It is co!I1I!lon, however, for a farcer who has r aised 

chickens ~or many years -;-here s~-unks are common t o report no damage at 

all. 

The •7. K. Kellogg Farm near Battle Creek is o-:med and operated 

by Michigan State College for purposes of experimentation and demonstr ati on. 

Sever nl t housnnd chickens are reared here on open rane e each year . During 

the winter they are kept i n two large poultry houses. The Michigan 

Department of Conservation, through t he Game Division, mnde n two-year 

study of ~he uildlife of this farm and, incidentally, i nventigated the 

relationrhips of skunks and other animals t o the poult ry plant. Some of 

the resulta of this investigation ore gi ven here. 

The brooder houses at the Kellogg Farm were placed in rons in an 
I 

a:ITilla field. The hay was mo;ved around t~e houses but strips of alfnlf'a 
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r.ere leftl grow.tne. \'1hile the chickens r.ere very young they were kept in 

small fenced inclosures around the brooder houses, but when sufficiently 

developed they were allowed to run throughout the field i7hich was surround­

ed with a poultry netting fence . In the en.rly summer of 1936, after the 

chickens had been turned out, sktcrL~s were often discovered in the range 

about nightfall and l'Illl!lerous chicken rer.1ains c'1'Uld be fot:t."'lrl which had 
I 

obviously been worked upon by the skunks. In addition, on one occasion 

an enployee of the farm found two s~s chasing a full-crown hen inside 

a pen near one of the large poultry houses. One of the animals was shot. 

In field work done nearly every evening after sundown I several 

times found old fe~~es and f our or five young skxullcs i n the chicken 

rnnge. On one occRsion I hRppened upon an "air-tight" case of damage. 

It r.as just dusk and all t he chickens .,-ere on the roost except a very few 

stragglers. In the edee of one of the strips of alfalfa an ndult skunk 

was eatin[ t he head from a still-warm plump broiler. An autopsy of the 

chicken showed that it was probably a perfectly healthy speciaen. This 

appeared to be good proof that a skunk could and would, at times, catch 

a chicken in t he open. About the middle of August, twelve box traps \7ere 

set in tle range by the brooder houses and baited with f ish. On the first 

nieht nine skunks and a barn rat were caught and one of the reMainine 

traps was I sprunet Seven of the skunks were yonng indivicu'lls, just weaned, 

r.hich were learning to care for themselves. All of the anicals were 



marked as individunls and liberated in a pile of stW!lps about 500 y;nrds 

fron the poultry yard. Several were subsequently retaken back at the 

brooder houses. 

A thorough investigation was made of the situation and every 

effort mnde to discover the true extent of the damage done by skunks to 

this poultry plant. Observations on the habits of the chickens the~ 

selves proved to be very profitable. The entrances to the brooder houses 

were vd.ndolis about 2 feet above the ground. It is certain t hnt no sktmk 

ever found its way into one of these houses. ~any chickens roosted 1n the 

windows or outside on the covers over the mash troughs. These birds were 

all from 2 1/2 to 4 feet above the ground. There was no indication that 

any of these individuals ever fell prey to t he skunks. 

Among several thousand chickens it is inevltable t hat there 

should be some diseased individuals which would die in t he open. It 

was noticed that nearly every evening several sick chickens would be 

roosting outside the brooder houses on the ground. A f ew could usually 

be found on low blocks of wood. Birds that \vere very ill appeared to 

lack the i nclination to seek a higher perch. With a nashlignt nany of 

these chiclcens '\"Tel'e caught and examined and the healthy vigorous in­

dividuals ~ere nearly always perched on the highest available roost . 

Birds on the gvounp. were almost invariably t hin and those on low blocks 
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were usually in poor condition. Female sbmks tho.t were lactating needed 

plenty of food to nourish their broods and found an easily available supply 

in the dead chicken~ in the ranee. They also utilized those thnt roosted 

on the ~ound and were so nearly dead that they- were easily caueht. In 

a few cases healthy chickens were pursued and, at least once, one was 

caught . 

.Slrunlc damar,e was very st1o.ll here i n COI:I nrison with what might 

have bee:1 expected from the conditions. This poultry pl3l1t housed more 

than three t housand chickens, and the number of skunks, o.ll of which had 

easy access to the range, was very high. i.iany of t he animals present were 

females faced with the necessity for providing with food a litter of young 

hungry for f'resh meat and t he cal.citm from bones. It is conceivable that 

these sco.veneing skunks in one •vay served a useful purpose by r emoving 

disease c~iers among the chickens more quickly than would otheruise have 

been the case. 

There is good evidence that under ordinary conditions many 

skunks m.ll not attack live chickens. One farn:er tells me that his capt1ve 

skunks would not molest a live chicken that was placed in t he pen with 

the!:l. Uh.Em t he chicken was killed, houever, they fed upon it r eadily. 

On three different occasions at the Kellogg Farm a skunk was lulicnowinely 

shut into one of the large !'Oultry houses when the building wns closed for 
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the nieht. In the morning these rulimals were discovered and driven out. 

In no case was any hnrm done to the chickens. It appears that certain 

individual skunks 't'11ll , when the proper opportunity is presented, take to 

k1111.ng chickens; hcmever, this is very probably exceptional rather than 

the rule. I r chickens are shut in at night 1vhen young, and provided with 

perches sever~l feet off the eround as they get older, little trouble 

need be anticipated evem ..-here skunks are very numerous. The sound 

policy prob"bly is to manage the chickens rat~er than t he skunks. The 

al.ternativ€:j D local. extermination of these an1 mal a) is more trouble and 

very likely to be unsuccessful. It should also be remembered that, in 

general) every animal carcass that is found that has been fed upon by 

another animal does not represent a kill. ':ihat mq at first sight appear 

to have been an act of violence may merely represent the peaceful removal 

of n source of flies and bad odors. 

Skunks are inordinately fond of all kinds. of'~'insects. Under 

some conditions thay will eat yellow-jackets, hornets, and bumblebees. 

They appear usual.ly to do this when the temperature is low enough to 

render the bee in question incompetent to defend himself. I t is not 

surprisine that hives of honey bees nith drones and dead r.or~ers lying 

outside are rn attracti on to skunks. These a.nlmals may visit a hive 

regularly to clean up the dead bees and they sometimes dig up the grown 



Flashlight photo of a chicken nearly dead from oocci diosut 
not go to roost and were eaten by skunks. 

These birds did 

Dieging t skunk burrows i s poor economy for tt;appers. t gets mostly 
females and cuts down next year's. crop. Where control ~ o the object 
the method i s of oervide. 



The skunk is of immense value to agriculture. Its sins are spectacular-

its benefits easily overlooked. 
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