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GUIDE TO THE OUTDOORS FROM THE SHERIFF’S POSSE: SKUNKS IN COLORADO 

By Mark Rackay 
REGIONAL-Just about everyone who 
spends time in the backcountry has some 
amount of fear for wild animals of one 
type or another. For some folks it is the 
mountain lion and others it may be a bear. 
Some of the toughest outdoor people I 
know have no fear whatsoever of big 
game animals, but will go running home 
to mommy at the sight of a rattlesnake. 
  I contend that the sight of one particular 
animal is enough to make everyone, from 
the bravest to the chicken hearted alike, 
scurry away: and that is the skunk. 
  There are four species of skunks that 
make Colorado home. The most common 
is the striped skunk (Mephitis mephitis) 

that can reach 2 ½ feet in length and 
weigh a bit over 10 pounds.  
  The hog-nosed skunk lives in the pinion-
juniper country of southeastern Colorado 
and reaches the same size as the striped 
skunk.  
  The other two species are the eastern 
spotted skunk and the western spotted 
skunk. Both of the spotted species are 
much smaller, weighing in at less than two 
pounds when fully grown. The spotted 
skunks are somewhat rare to see in Colo-
rado. 
  Skunks used to be classified as part of 
the Mustelidae family of weasels and mar-
tens but recently reclassified as the Me-
phitidae family. All of that really does not 
matter much to us. What really matters is 
that they have loaded scent glands and 
know how to use them. 
  Striped skunks breed in February and 
March. The litter arrives in May and con-
sists of six to eight kittens. These little 
rascals are capable of launching the caus-
tic spray once they reach six weeks of age. 
  A skunk will give plenty of warning 
(usually) before he launches the spray. 
The spray is an oily, yellowish colored 
musk that smells so bad even the skunk 
can’t stand it. Skunk scent has been de-
scribed as a combination of ammonia, 
sulfur, sewer gas and garlic.  
   The technical name for the musk is 
called butylmercaptan. When the skunk 
feels threatened, the openings of a pair of 
musk glands on either side of the tail pop 
up.  
  The muscles will then constrict to dis-
perse the musk as a spray or a thick 
stream. The odor is strong enough to 
leave a person sneezing, coughing, chok-

ing, gagging, nauseated and sometimes 
vomiting. 
   If the spray hits your eyes, it can actually 
cause temporary blindness, lasting for up 
to 15 minutes. And if that is not enough, a 
skunk can spray up to 8 times, launching 
the spray up to 15 feet. Once the spray is 
deployed, it takes at least a week for the 
skunk to refill those scent glands. 
  Skunks are nocturnal and rarely seen 
during daylight hours.  
  Since skunks are a major carrier of ra-
bies, any skunk seen during daylight, or 
acting unusual, should be reported to Ani-
mal Control. Because of the rabies con-
cern, all pets and especially dogs should 
be kept clear of skunks. 
  If a spray does blast you, forget the to-
mato juice, as it is an old myth that does 
not work. The most effective mix is 1 
quart of 3percent hydrogen peroxide, ¼ 
cup baking soda and 2 teaspoons of dish 
soap. Use this mix on just about anything 
or anyone sprayed and rinse thoroughly 
with clean water.  
  A solution of 2% vinegar and 98% water 
can help with the odor on pets. 
  I have been told that skunks can have 
their scent glands removed and make a 
great pet but I will leave that to someone 
else to find out. Besides, in Colorado it is 
illegal to have a skunk as a pet. For me, I 
will just enjoy seeing them at a distance, a 
great distance.  
Mark Rackay is a freelance writer who 
serves as a Director and Public Infor-
mation Officer for the Montrose County 
Sheriff’s Posse.   
  For information about the Posse call 970-
252-4033 (leave a message) or email in-
fo@mcspi.org. 

There are four species of skunk that make 
Colorado home. Photo by Mark Rackay. 
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