Find our entire library of C3 articles
at wolfcenter.org/C3!

Living in balance with wild
and domestic carnivores

Continued...

skunk will head in the opposite direction. If cornered
or aggressively confronted, striped skunks will then turn
around and run backward toward the threat while spraying. So, if a
skunk ever quickly flips their backside toward you with tail up, run
away! Still, it is extremely rare for people to be sprayed.

The

COLD?

CONCLUSION
Although living around skunks requires some awareness and
avoidance of possible spraying, the ecological benefits of the
important mesocarnivore far outweigh the effort of precautions.
Without striped skunks in our world, insect and rodent populations
could overwhelm our society. So instead of fearing this
misunderstood mammal, we should instead be supporting their
existence and promoting them to live among us. If we understand
their behavior and act accordingly, they pose no threat to us or our
dogs. Science has shown our ecosystem and society are healthier
with striped skunks around, so give them a break. They can be
good neighbors.
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Non-Sporting dogs tend to be good house dogs and watchdogs.
Some are more active than others in their group, but
in general, most of the dogs in the Non-Sporting
Group need moderate exercise and don’t need
to be running around all the time in order to
burn off their energy.3
Which dog in the Non-Sporting Group is your
favorite?
Sources:
1.
2.
3.

https://www.ckc.ca/en/Choosing-a-Dog/Choosing-aBreed/Non-Sporting-Dogs
https://www.akc.org/dog-breeds/non-sporting/page/2/
https://www.purina.com/dogs/dog-breeds/collections/
non-sporting-dog-breeds
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These dogs are the ones who didn’t quite fit into any of the other
groups.1 So they have a group of their own! All the dogs in this group
vary wildly in size, appearance, and personality.2 Some of the dogs you’ll
recognize in this group are:
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Not a Problem
for Arctic Foxes!

T

“

hese foxes hang out in the Arctic region,
usually near the water. They are active at
various times of day and live in burrows. Their
life expectancy in the wild is about three years.1

These foxes are
listed as “Least
Concern” according
to the IUCN. They
were once killed
frequently for their
fur, but thanks
to the decrease in
popularity of fur,
that isn’t as much of
an immediate threat
as it used to be.3

These foxes are well equipped to handle any
cold weather. They can live in temperatures
that plunge as low as -58 degrees Fahrenheit.
Their short ears and muzzle, furry paws, and
bushy tail are all adaptations that enable them
to keep warm.2
Their fur is white or grayish-blue in the winter
and turns brown or gray in the summertime.
This helps them blend in with their
surroundings in their Arctic habitat.1
Arctic foxes feed on pretty much anything
that’s available to them. They’ll eat rodents,
birds, and any leftovers that polar bears leave
behind.1
In turn, polar bears may eat them, too. The
same can be said for wolves and wolverines.
You know what other animal can handle the
cold? Wolves! Find out more at Wolfcenter.org.

Sign up on our
website to make
C3 part of your
learning routine. Go to
wolfcenter.org/support!
Sources:
1.
2.
3.

https://www.britannica.com/
animal/Arctic-fox
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/animals/mammals/facts/
arctic-fox?loggedin=true
https://www.worldwildlife.org/
species/arctic-fox

Misunderstood
Mesos:
The Striped Skunk
By Jeremy Heft

T

he striped skunk is built for a life foraging at the ground surface,
with short, powerful legs and a stocky body. The head and body
measure 13-18 inches, with the notorious tail adding another 7-10
inches. Weight varies greatly, mostly due to geographic location and
subspecies, with average adults between 5-10 pounds, but some as
heavy as fourteen pounds. Males are slightly larger than females on
average.
The plush fur is primarily black, with a single white thin line between
the eyes, then a large white patch on top of the head that diverges
into two wide stripes down the back to the tail, which may also have a
white tip. This pattern has evolved to warn predators of their noxious
defenses and has become one of the most well-known warnings in the
world.
Two highly developed anal scent glands accurately shoot an ultra-pungent musk up to twelve feet or more is the only defense skunks maintain. The musk is concentrated enough to cause temporary blindness
if sprayed in the eyes and mark a predator for months with the obvious
odor, making future hunting difficult. The unique scent is said to carry
for more than 1.5 miles.

RANGE
One of the most widely distributed mammals on the continent, striped
skunks inhabit most of North America, from Northern Canada down
to Northern Mexico and spanning from coast to coast of the United
States. However, striped skunks only exist in North America, where
they share habitat with three other less-populous skunk species
(Spotted, Hooded, and Hognose skunks). Among striped skunks,
thirteen sub-species are recognized and dispersed across North
America according to geographical barriers.
Did you know we have an online classroom?
Go now to learn at wolfcenter.org/classroom

LIFE CYCLE
For most of the year, striped skunks are solitary
and usually remain within a small territory of
up to ten acres. Most prefer to remain within a
couple of miles from a water supply, probably
because of the abundance of insects such wet
habitat provides. During the annual breeding
season of February through mid-April, males
venture several miles in search of viable females. Striped skunks are polygamous, so
males breed as many female suitors as possible, with older skunks even having harems.
Males guard each female against competing
males for at least a month during active breeding. Once pregnant, she takes refuge in a den
for the 63-day gestation period until the kits
are born in May or June.
An average striped skunk litter is comprised of
5-6 kits but could be as many as twelve. Newborns are blind for the first three weeks and
thinly furred, making them fully dependent on
their mother’s milk until being weaned around
6-8 weeks old. The youngsters then follow
their mother on journeys outside the den and
eventually become independent at about three
months of age. Skunks are then able to breed
a year later, but most only have a life expectancy of 3-5 years, with the oldest captive skunk
reaching 15 years.
Support WERC with TEXT 2 GIVE!
Text any amount to (253) 780-0896!
(But don't call -- no one will answer!)

ECOLOGY
Striped skunks are voracious insectivores,
capturing any type and size of an insect, both
above and below ground surface. Their large,
sharp front claws allow them to easily exhume
subterranean grubs and beetles, as well as dig
out earthworms. When the opportunity arises,
skunks can prey upon small rodents or steal
eggs from a bird's nest. They also scavenge
carrion when available, and raid trash cans
occasionally. To round out their omnivorous
diet, striped skunks will consume berries, roots,
and just about anything digestible. Living up
to their generalist nature, skunks eat any small

arthropod, mammal, fish, or plant material they
come across while forging.
The combination of their potent odorous defense with the distinct black/white coloration
makes all North American predators avoid
skunks. After a young, naïve predator first
encounters a skunk’s spray, they are likely to
avoid any small black and white animal for the
remainder of their life. However, hunger is a
powerful motivator, so when starving, foxes,
cougars, bobcats, and coyotes may prey upon
skunks. Due to their relative lack of smell,
raptors have a much better opportunity with
skunks. Great-horned owls are their top predator in most locations, followed by eagles, but all
who dare approach risk blindness by a wellplaced spray from the would-be prey.

HABITS
Originally believed to be nocturnal, new
research has shown striped skunks to be
crepuscular, or most active at dusk and dawn,
in daily activities. Prefers semi-open or mixed
forest country, wherever insect populations
thrive. During the summer, they bed down
under a rock overhang or under a stump during
the day for shelter. In fall, skunks dig a burrow
to take refuge during wintry weather. Males
typically remain solitary in their burrow, where
females will group up for heat preservation.
Striped skunks do not hibernate like many other
small ground-dwelling mammals; however, they
will become inactive for days at a time during
extreme winter weather. In the North, skunks
can lose up to 50% of their body weight through
winter as they use their fat reserves for survival.

INTERACTIONS WITH HUMANS
Although skunks have an incredibly beneficial
role in their respective ecosystems, most
people would rather not have skunks living
in their community. The two main reasons
skunks are not appealing are their foraging
habit of digging up flowerbeds/gardens
and the threat of being sprayed. However,
the reality is skunks often live secretly near
humans without ever being noticed. They
even take shelter under porches or sheds
without detection.
Some experienced gardeners prefer skunks
around for their excellent control of damaging
insects. The shallow holes dug by skunks
while foraging subterranean insects are a
small cost for the vastly beneficial impacts of
maintaining insect populations. Skunks are
the ultimate organic biocontrol for both rodent
and insect pests, and often do a better job
than polluting chemicals. So next time you
see small holes dug around your flowerbed
or garden, be happy. You may just have a
pest-controlling skunk patrolling your yard,
keeping your plants safe.
Although there is always a chance of being
sprayed when in proximity to a skunk, the
odds are very slim. Striped skunks have
enough pungent musk for 5-6 sprays, after
which they become defenseless for days until
more mush can be produced. Therefore, they
conserve the smelly defense and will always
display warning behaviors before spraying.
When given a chance, striped skunks will
always walk away from a threat before
resorting to shooting their noxious musk.
If you encounter a skunk, first make it aware
of your presence by talking. They have poor
eyesight, limited to about ten feet of sharp
vision, but excellent hearing and smell. By
speaking, the skunk can gauge your location
and distance while preparing to avoid you. If
agitated, skunks will stamp their feet, arch
their spine, and wave their tail high. Once
any of these behaviors are observed, back
away slowly while talking softly and the
Continued...

