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Disturbance of Small Mammal Live Traps by Spotted Skunks,

Abstract

In 1975, during a study of the effects of controlled slash burning on small mammal communities
iD rhe.Coasr Range of .  western OregoD. t raps were disrurbed,  and t rapped animals exper ienced
unusual  predat ion.  Dur ing ma.k.recaprure rrapp;ng in October.  14 percEnc of  the l ive rraps were
drsturbed, and _mice had beeo parrially eaten in an additioral 6 percent of the traps. Although
so^me rraps had.been.puJJed ro mounrain beaver burrows, the capture of two spotted skun"ks
(,Sq;laqale pktofiat), in large traps ar the sire suggested that this ipecies could hjve caused the
orsrurDance and Dredatron,

lntroduction

Skunks occur throughout Oregotr, particularly west of the foothills of the Cascade Moun-
tains. Spotted shtnks (Spilogale ptrto as) arc important predators of small mammals
(Bailey, 1936; Selko, 1937), further evidenced by mammal remains in scats of prairie
spotted skunks (Crabb, 1941).

Disturbance of small mammal raps and unusual predation on the tlapped animals
occurred in 1975 during an investigation to study how controlled slash burning affected
small mammal communities in the Coasr Raoge of western Otegon. Ground squirrels
(chiefly Spermopbil*s beecheyi.) and other animals commonly disturb traps, and weasels
(Mu:tela sp.) kill and infrequently ear trapped mice. However, qre nevet observed
raps disturbed in this way during similar studies, aod evidence suggested that spotted
skunks may have caused the disturbance.

Methods and Materials

Logged in 1955, the study area (56 km vresr of Corvallis at T 11 S, R 9 I7, 55, Willa-
mette Meridian) had reverted to a brushfield. Red alder (Alnus rubra Bong.), cascara
(Rhamnu pmsbiana DC.), and Douglas-fir lPseudottuga ruenziesii (lvttrlo.) FrarLco)
became the dominant overstory species, with a dense understory composed mainly of
salmooberry (Rubus qeaabilis Pursh), vine maple (Acer circinar nz pursh), and
svrordfern lPolystichum munit*m (Kaul'f.) Ptesl.-].

To live trap small mammals, we located circular trap lines about 100 m in diarqeter
oo treated (burned) and adjacenr untreated areas. Each line consisted of 40 stations
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spaced 8 m apart with two Sherman type live traps (8 x ) x 21 cm) at each station. In
addition, a welded wire live trap (23 x 23 x 80 cm) was placed at every other srariotr.
Bait was a mixture of whole roLled oats and Douglas-fir seed in rhe small traps aod
apples in the larger traps. Censuses of the small mammal populations were taken by
removal trapping in June, then by mark-and-recapture trapping for three days io each
of four periods-rwo io August ( before and after burning), and one each in September
and October.

During removal trapping on the ulffeated area, we caprured 154 small mammals of
11 species, prima ly Peromyscus maniculatus (55 percent), ,9ole.{ sp. (20 pefcenr),
Microtut oregoni (10 percent), ^nd Eutdmi,ar tou)nrend,ii (8 percenr). Although
mountain beavets were abundant, none was caught.

On the unreated area, one ffap was spruog at each of two stations during the first
trappiog period in August and at each of eight stations during the second period. In
September, 28 taps were disturbed at 20 stations ( borh traps at eighr consecutive
statlons).

On 28 October, 11 raps at 8 stations were sprufig, and 16 taps with Peromyscas,
one with E talniaJ, and one wnh Miuor r w'ere disturbed. The small mammals in
these traps either were caught in the doors or their partially eaten remains were found
inside the traps. On 29 October, 28 rraps ar 18 stations \qe!e sprung, and 11 of those
traps had been pulled from 1-3 m to moultain beaver burrowl To determine what
predators might be attacking the trap line, v/e baired the welded wire traps with mice.
Oo 30 October, 27 ttaps at 22 stadons $,re!e sprung, aod 11 other traps held mice that
had been killed and partially eaten. In addition. we caught two spotted skunks.

On the treated area, no ttaps were disturbed and no skunks were caught during
these sampling periods, although small mammals vrere abundant before and after
burning.

Discu$Bion

Apparently, small mammal tfaps oo the untreated area were disturbed in October 1975
by determioed predators that had learned how to open the trap door and prey upon the
trapped animals; yer rhese predators were large enough to avoid beiog captured rhem-
selves. Kale (1p6!) reported similar disturbance of small mammal uaps. Attet 45-65
percent of 288 traps had been disturbed in four nights, he caught eight spotted skunks
in larger uaps set berw.een trapping statioos. Myton (1971) capured tfuee striped
skrr:J<s (Mephitis mephitit) in large live traps set after small mammal traps were !e-
peatedly disrurbed.

Pteifter (1953) caught 13 other mammalian species in unbaited steel traps set
for mountain beavers, and 9 of the 36 animals caught were spotted skunks. Spotted
skunks frequeot rhe ruoways of mountain beaver, and Lwejoy (1972) reporred spotted
skunks as rhe most common burrow associate of mounrain beavers. In this study, rhe
transfer of 11 rraps to the runways of mounrain beaver burrows incriminates spotted
skuoks as the predarors. During other studies, we occasionally caught both spotted and
striped skunks in welded wire traps baited with apples and set in sites that ranged from
receor clearcutings to mature coniferous stalrds. In one unusual night we caught five
spotted skunks in a group of 20 traps set in burrows to catch mountain beavers. Con-
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sidering the rwo spotted skunks caught in our larger traps during this study, vre believe
that those animals w-ere rhe predators disrurbing ouf ftaps.

Thirty-four percent of the uaps qrele disturbed each of the three tap nights in
October. In addition, 6 percent more of rhe rraps had small mammals that wefe par-
tially eaten. The data from many trapped animals were losr to the predators.

By disturbing traps and preying on rapped animals, spotted skunks may cause
unexpected interference with small mammal studies. Such disturbances may be avoided
by using a device that will prevent the spoted skunks from getting access to the small
mammal traps (Getz and Batzli, 1973).
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