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Americans love the outdoors: outdoor recreation, wildlife watching, hunting, fishing, gardening, hiking and 

camping in addition to adventure sports like rock climbing, whitewater rafting and canoeing, skiing and 

other activities. Many people enjoy simply watching wildlife. Nest boxes for birds, bats and other wildlife 

are popular items purchased or constructed by many people. Americans spend large amounts of money 

feeding wildlife -- primarily birds. In addition, gardening, landscaping and wildlife observation are popular 

past times for young and old alike. 

While many people enjoy watching wildlife, sometimes wildlife interferes with other human activities. 

Wildlife eat our birdseed, dig up our gardens and landscape plants, and eat or damage our fruit, flowers and 

vegetables. When wildlife populate a place where they are unwanted or cause damage to valuable plants or 

structures, they are no longer appreciated. Instead they become a nuisance. This paper will discuss some 

basic principles for dealing humanely with nuisance wildlife. 

 

Legal Issues 

State and federal laws protect nearly all wildlife. These laws regulate which species can be harassed, 

harvested, trapped, hunted or harmed. Wildlife are generally defined as free-ranging, terrestrial vertebrates. 

Fish are usually treated separately by the states. This definition excludes feral animals like cats. Generally, 

all wildlife are protected and cannot be harmed. This usually includes snakes, lizards, frogs and toads, and 

all wild mammals. There are exceptions, and you should learn the laws if you work with nuisance wildlife. 

These laws can be found on the website of the Pennsylvania Game Commission- 

(http://www.pgc.state.pa.us/). 

All native birds are federally protected in the United States by the Migratory Bird Treaty Act 

(http://laws.fws.gov/lawsdigest/migtrea.html). Non-native and non-protected exotics are the House 

Sparrow (Passer domesticus), European Starling (Sturnus vulgaris), Domestic Pigeon or Rock Dove 

(Columba livia), the Monk parakeet (Myiopsitta monachus), and the Eurasian collared dove (Streptopelia 

decaocto). This law is a strict liability law with no requirement to prove intent. This means that enforcement 

is absolute and not discretionary. Citizens may not pursue, hunt, take, capture, kill or possess at any time 

any migratory bird or any part, nest or egg. This includes all feathers, eggs, shells, nest or other part. Federal 

salvage permits are required to possess any bird. For the purposes of this law, all birds are considered 

migratory. The best advice is to leave all birds alone and as you find them. Licensed rehabilitators only can 

care for injured birds. Other bird protection laws include the Bald Eagle Protection Act 

(http://ipl.unm.edu/cwl/fedbook/eagleact.html) and the Endangered Species Act 

(http ://endangered.fws.gov/ESA/ESA.html). 

http://laws.fws.gov/lawsdigest/migtrea.html
http://ipl.unm.edu/cwl/fedbook/eagleact.html
http://endangered.fws.gov/ESA/ESA.html


Citizens can protect property from wildlife committing or about to commit damage. Few people obtain 

permits to trap house mice because, as an exotic species, they are not protected. Consider lethal measures as 

a last resort, however. Most homeowners can deal quite effectively with wildlife using safe, non-lethal 

means. 

Help Is Available 

Homeowners seeking assistance for dealing with nuisance wildlife have several avenues available to them. 

Options are outlined here. 

¶ County Agriculture Extension Agent -- located in most counties, the county agent will provide 

advice on nuisance wildlife control, damage prevention and individual removal. He or she may also 

lend you traps and can supply printed literature for many problems a homeowner is likely to 

encounter. 

¶ Local Foresters and State Wildlife Biologists -- may offer advice and programs. Conservation or law 

enforcement officers (Game Wardens) may issue permits for taking nuisance wildlife. 

¶ U.S. Department of Agriculture -- Wildlife Services -- a federal agency that deals with nuisance 

wildlife in both municipal and agriculture settings. Wildlife Services offer two support levels:  

o Technical Advice -- handouts, videos, verbal support and/or they will sell or loan you a trap, 

conduct field demonstrations. 

o Operational Support -- they will perform certain work for landowners for a fee. A signed 

contract is required. 

o In Georgia, contact Wildlife Services at 706-546-5637. 

¶ Nuisance Wildlife Control Operators (NWCO; pronounced "newco"). These individuals own and 

operate their own wildlife control business and charge for their services. They are licensed by the 

state and can often be located in the phone book under "Pest Control" or "Animal Removal 

Services".  

o These individuals are different from the common termite control service providers and one 

should not be confused with the other. 

o These individuals are also different from the county "dog catcher" or "Animal Control 

Officer." Animal control usually will not catch a skunk or snake for a homeowner, but there 

is a lot of variability here and each county and situation is different. 

You Are the Solution 

As a homeowner if you do not want to hire someone there are several options available for the do-it-

yourselfer. What follows are some simple guidelines to assist the homeowner in solving their nuisance 

wildlife problem. 

Rules of Thumb 

Wildlife needs three things -- food, water and shelter. Remove any one of these and the animals will go 

somewhere else. But remember: Treat the problem not the symptom. 

¶ Example No. 1: There is an opossum in the shed eating the dog/cat food.  

o Wrong Answer -- trap the opossum and relocate it. This will provide a short-term solution 

but not solve the problem. In a few days, another hungry animal will be back in the shed. 

o Right Answer -- seal the pet food in a container with a tight fitting lid, seal openings to the 

shed, and relocate the opossum. This removes the problem (pet food in an open and 

accessible container) and the symptom (a hungry opossum). 



o Problem solved. 

¶ Example No. 2 -- Moles digging up the yard.  

o Wrong Answer -- trap the mole. This kills one mole. 

o Right Answer -- treat yard for grubs, trap the mole, and reduce watering. This will remove 

the offending animal, the food source that attracted the mole and the conditions that favor the 

grubs. 

o Learn the biology of the animal. Moles eat insects and earthworms. Watering may lure the 

insects and earthworms to near the surface. Moles look there for food. 

Animal Sign 

When diagnosing animal damage problems, you should look for sign left by the animal. Almost all animals 

leave signs -- some are more obvious, some are easier to identify, but the sign is usually there somewhere. 

Droppings are often readily observed, especially for mammals. Fresh droppings are black, shiny and moist. 

Old droppings are dry, brown or gray. Black and white droppings could be from a bird, snake or lizard. Size 

is important for identification. Rats, mice, chipmunks and toads leave droppings the size of a rice grain. 

Rabbit droppings are pea size and usually brown. Deer droppings are large ovals and could be deposited 

loosely or in a large clump, depending on diet. Even in a clump, individual pellets can be easily recognized. 

Another obvious sign of animal damage is digging. Here again there are important clues to the culprit. 

Diameter of the hole is a clue to the size of animal culprit. If a dirt mound is present, this could be due to a 

woodchuck, turtle, armadillo or coyote. If a dirt mound is not present, this could indicate a chipmunk, 

skunk, mole or vole. Tunnels in the dirt but near the surface are likely a mole or vole. Remember, moles eat 

insects, earthworms or grubs. Voles eat plants and plant parts like bulbs, roots, tubers or bark. Try this 

simple procedure to distinguish moles from voles. 

¶ Apple test -- place a piece of apple in the tunnel under a board; if the apple is eaten, it is a vole; if 

not, it is a mole. 

And finally, armadillos dig an inverted, cone shaped hole, 3-4 inches deep and 1-2 inches in diameter. 

Other sign includes gnawing. Look for the size of tooth marks and the size of the stem or root gnawed. This 

will be a clue to vole, chipmunk, squirrel, beaver or rabbit. Also consider browsing by deer. Deer lack upper 

incisors. If leaves are pulled and have a ragged end, then deer are likely to blame. However, if leaves are 

clipped or bitten with clean, sharp ends, then the offender is likely to be a rabbit, squirrel or woodrat. Also, 

if branches are cut, then consider the squirrel or rabbit as the responsible party. Finally, ask "What was the 

height where damage occurred?" Deer can easily reach 4½ to 6 feet up the stem while rabbits and 

woodchucks reach about 1 foot or more. Vole and chipmunk damage is usually close to the ground and 

could be restricted to roots. 

There are others signs of nuisance wildlife as well. One annoying habit of wildlife invaders is noise. Noise 

inside a wall could be mice. Noise inside the attic or crawl space could be mice, bats, squirrels, raccoons, 

skunks, opossums or birds. Noise in a chimney often suggests the culprit is a squirrel, raccoon, birds or bats. 

Attic noise at night could be mice, bats or flying squirrels, while attic noise during the day could be gray 

squirrels. 

Do not overlook some simple clues such as time of day. A nocturnal (active at night) animal like woodrat, 

raccoon, skunk or opossum causes holes or other dam-age to appear overnight. Holes that appear during the 

day are caused by diurnal (active during the day) animals such as squirrel, chipmunks or woodchucks. If 



damage is to a birdfeeder due to squirrel activity, try moving the birdfeeder away from house, deck rail or 

tree limbs. You could also mount the feeder on a slick pole or add a predator guard. 

Citizen Options for Nuisance Wildlife Issues 

Before you panic, spend a lot of money to hire someone or sell your house think of the model we will define 

as H-E-R-L. Work through this model and you may be able to solve most problems. The letters in the HERL 

model stand for specific actions you, as the homeowner, can take to deal with many nuisance wildlife 

situations. The steps in the model are outlined below. 

Step 1: H - Habitat Modification  

The steps undertaken to make a habitat unattractive are often the opposite of activities a homeowner might 

undertake to encourage wildlife and create backyard habitat. It is often difficult or impossible to both create 

habitat for wildlife you want to encourage and, at the same time, remove habitat to discourage wildlife. The 

animals cannot tell the difference and often you will be left with both attracting wildlife and dealing with 

nuisance species in the same habitat. By remembering and following these steps, however, you can enhance 

your enjoyment of wildlife around your home. 

¶ Without habitat (such as, cover to hide in or food to eat) the animal will leave. 

o Remember this simple equation: No cover = no mice = no snakes. 

¶ Homeowner remedies 

o Mow tall grass -- many pest species (such as mice) like weedy, unmowed areas. They attract 

predators (such as snakes) to this food source. 

o Remove piles 

Á Brush piles 

Á Log piles 

Á Firewood piles 

Á Rock piles 

Á Debris and Trash 

Á Bricks - stones - concrete 

Á Buckets and flower pots 

Á Cars - tires - toys 

o Spray herbicide 

Á Roundup®, Spectracide®, Weed-B-Gone® are some examples. This will remove tall 

weeds, briars and vines to remove habitat. Homeowners are cautioned to read and 

carefully follow all label restrictions when working with herbicides. 

o Cut dead trees and limbs 

Á Removes roosting and nesting places for bats, flying squirrels and woodpeckers. This 

will remove food (insects) for woodpeckers. 

o Clean out old birdhouses and discard old nests. 

¶ Rule-of-Thumb 

o Learn the habits, preferences and requirements of the offending animal(s) and remove or 

modify the habitat to make your yard unattractive to wildlife pests. 

Step 2: E -- Exclusion 

¶ This option includes using fencing or other solid materials to exclude wildlife by creating a physical 

barrier. 



o For large animals (such as wild pigs or dogs) use welded wire or "hog" wire with a 2" x 4" 

mesh size about 48"-60" tall. 

Á Chain link fence also works but is more expensive. 

Á Wooden fence also works. 

Á Stake or secure the fence firmly to the ground 

o For deer, fences should be 8 feet tall or more to ensure success, but even this is not 

guaranteed because deer can crawl under a fence, fences can be damaged by falling limbs, or 

trees or other factors can allow deer inside. 

o For small animals such as opossum, woodchuck, raccoon, fox or squirrel use chicken wire, 

hardware cloth or electric fence. 

Á Chicken wire -- 2 feet tall and buried 6-12 inches for diggers like rabbits, skunks, 

opossums and armadillos 

Á Hardware cloth -- ¼ to ½ inch mesh, 1-2 feet tall and also buried 6-12 inches will 

exclude chipmunks, moles, voles and other small animals from gardens and flower 

beds. This can be combined with decorative fence around flowerbeds and shrubbery. 

o For certain large animals, like deer, use an electric fence. Many brands are available, 

including single strand "hot-tape," which consists of vinyl webbing imbedded with fine 

conducting wires. This is usually hooked to a 12-volt battery or 110-volt household current. 

Some models use solar power or D cell batteries and are very effective. 

Á Spreading peanut butter on the wire or wires (or on aluminum foil attached to the 

wires) will encourage the deer (or other animals) to contact the fence and receive a 

mild shock, which should deter future contact. These fences will deter some animals 

but do not have enough energy to injure animals or people. 

¶ In addition to fencing, other materials are often used to exclude animals from dwellings. 

o Chimneys -- capped to prevent raccoons, bats, squirrels and birds from entering. 

o Soffit vents -- keep in good repair; often used as entry point for insects, bats, and birds. 

o Gable end of house/barn -- block animals by using hardware cloth or screens but maintain 

airflow to cool attic and buildings. This is often the entry point for flying squirrels, gray 

squirrels, bats and birds like pigeons, wrens, house sparrows, European starlings and 

swallows. 

o Windows and doors -- These are entry points for snakes, bugs, mice and some large animals 

like raccoons and opossums if the doors on garages or sheds are not closed or properly 

sealed. 

Á Close doors and windows; repair screens and maintain proper weather seal. 

o Dryer vent -- entry for snakes and mice. 

Á Cover vent with screen large enough to vent hot dryer air but to exclude animals. 

Á Caution: needs to be cleaned regularly to prevent lint accumulation. 

Á Seal around vent with expanding foam or weather seal. 

o Pipes and cables -- electric lines, phone line, satellite or cable TV line. 

Á Mice and bats can enter through a dime-sized hole. 

Á Seal with expanding foam or weather seal. 

Step 3: R - Removal or Repellents 

¶ Removal -- trap offending animal and relocate to a safe area ½ to 5 miles away. Move larger animals 

a greater distance. Remember -- you must have permission of the landowner and possibly a permit 

issued by Georgia DNR before relocating wildlife. Check with your local conservation officer. 

¶ In many states it is illegal to relocate animals. Check with the state wildlife agency before moving 

animals. 



o This only treats the symptom and not the problem. It moves the offending animal to someone 

else's property. Generally, it is illegal to release animals on to someone else's property, and 

they don't want the animal in the first place. Some research has shown that translocated 

animals rarely survive the stress of being inserted into a strange habitat. They wander about 

looking for a territory and are killed by vehicles or resident animals. 

o Better to solve the problem using a humane but lethal trap. However, if live trapping is a 

solution, then there are several safe and effective trap designs. 

Á Traps such as Hav-a-Hart® or Tomahawk® are live capture traps. 

Á Glue boards for mice and snakes will allow them to be released unharmed. Pour 

vegetable oil on the trap to dissolve the glue and release the animal. 

Á Use gloves.  

Á Do not attempt to handle snakes or other animals if you cannot positively 

identify the creature. 
Á Use a bucket or boxes to remove the animal from the trap or encourage the animal 

into box with gloves and a stick or broom. 

Á Place bucket over the animal and then slide a piece of cardboard under the 

bucket before turning the bucket right side up. 

Á Use a net to remove frogs, birds or small mammals from garden ponds, 

window wells or holes. 

Traps and glue boards can be purchased at home improvement stores, farm and gardens suppliers, the 

Internet, sporting goods stores or from forestry supply companies. The Internet or phonebook are good 

places to locate suppliers. A call to your county agent or wildlife extension specialist will often lead you to 

appropriate suppliers or they may have traps you can borrow. 

¶ Repellents 

o Repellents are widely used to discourage animal damage. There are many types and some 

with unbelievable claims of success. Remember the old adage -- "If it sounds too good to be 

true, it is!" Repellents that work with sound waves are generally not effective. 

o Effective repellents work with taste, fear or odor. 

Á Taste repellents render a plant unpalatable to the animal. 

Á Fear invoking stimuli are said to elicit an instinctual response such as a deer reacting 

to predator urine. 

Á Odor repellents smell bad to the animal. Since most animals have a sense of smell 

hundreds or thousands of times better than our own, even small amounts may prove 

effective. Some odor repellents may be useless and little more than "urban legends." 

Á Many repellents work in some situations and not others, or work for a time and then 

loose their effectiveness. Success seems to depend on timing, the density of the 

animals, the hunger of the animals, and the prior conditioning of the animal. It is 

better to prevent an animal from browsing your plants than to stop them once they 

learned to enjoy the taste. 

Á Fertilized plants or plants in the early stages of growth are usually damaged more 

than older, coarse, or sick plants. 

Animal Repellents 

These products are available from home improvement stores, farm and garden suppliers, nurseries, the 

Internet or forestry supply companies. Most are available in ready-to-use form; some require mixing with 

water. Most are sprayed on plants. However, some are not labeled for use on edible crops or vegetable 

gardens. Read and follow all label restrictions. 



Table 1. Repellents 

Mode of 

Action Product Notes 

Fear Plantskydd® Soluble powder -- reapply frequently; developed for 

tree seedlings 

Fear Hinder® For use on edible fruit or vegetables; water soluble; 

reapply after rain; relatively inexpensive 

Fear Deer Away Big Game 

Repellent (BGR)® 

Inedible egg solids; not for use on food crops 

- 

Taste Ropel® Systemic; not water soluble; will not wash off; not 

for use on edible crops; moderately expensive 

Taste Tree Guard Latex based; bitter; rain resistant; relatively 

inexpensive 

Taste Garlic Stick Plastic stick attaches to plant stem or branch; 

expensive 

Taste Deer Stopper® Liquid egg solids and oils; spray on; sticks to 

plants; not for use on edible plants 

Taste This-1-Works® Contains BitrixÊ; use on woody plants and shrubs; 

very bitter; weather resistant 

Taste Goose Chase Goose 

Repellent 

Derivative of Concord grapes; may discourage 

Canada geese from grazing in yards; expensive 

- 

Odor/Taste Deer-Off®  

Odor Milorganite® Specially processed sewage sludge; early testing is 

very promising; acts as mild fertilizer (6-2-0) and 

lasts 2-3 weeks; inexpensive -- sometimes difficult 

to find 

- 

Barrier Bird-Flite Needle 

Strip, often called 

Nix-a-Lite 

Strip of metal spikes attached to ledges to 

discourage birds from perching; often used by 

professionals to repel pigeons 

Barrier Bird Repellent Sticky, non-toxic material to stop bird roosting; 

available in caulk tube; inexpensive 

Barrier Bird netting Fine mesh netting to protect shrubbery and fruit 

crops; widely available 

¶ Human hair, soap, cat urine, garlic and many other remedies have been suggested with varying 

degrees of success. This table lists some of the commercially available products, some of which have 

been tested in controlled experiments. 

¶ In general, it seems that a combination of repellents or repellents and physical barriers provide the 

most effective solution to preventing damage to landscape and garden plants. 

¶ Other forms of repellent work with tactile or visual senses. 

o Tactile -- water spray; motion activated sprinklers are relatively new to the market and not 

yet widely tested. 



o Light -- bright lights, strobe lights or lasers have been suggested as repellents for deer, 

rabbits, roost birds (especially pigeons) and other wildlife. They may work for a time but the 

long-term effectiveness is unknown. 

o Scare -- eye balloon, scarecrow, silhouette on window, owl or snake figure, pyrotechnics 

(noise makers). Each of these devices will provide some relief in some circumstances. 

¶ Generally, success or failure depends on the size of the animal population, palatability or growth 

stage of the plants, type of damage, hunger of the animal and conditioning of the animal. 

Let's review for a moment. Always remember that if it sounds too good to be true -- it probably is. In 

general, sonic devices that claim to repel animals with sound waves that only the animal can hear probably 

are not effective. Always use common sense and good judgement before spending money on repellent items 

that make unbelievable claims of effectiveness. 

Here is a list of other products that have been tried as repellents. Homeowners can experiment with each 

until they find a product or combination that produces satisfactory results. 

¶ Capsaicin --  

o Miller's Hot Sauce® 

o Deer Away® -- not for use on edible crops; place a band around plants or garden 

¶ Castor Oil 

o Suggested for moles -- untested 

¶ Egg Solids 

o Mixed with mint oil and sprayed on plants 

o Big Game Repellent® -- BGR -- non-edible plants 

o Deer Away® -- Soluble Powder -- rated #1 in a study at Auburn University 

¶ Garlic -- placed in mesh bags and hung on plants or around garden 

¶ Soap -- questionable effectiveness 

o Hinder® -- may work for deer and rabbits 

¶ Human Hair -- questionable 

¶ Naphthalene (Moth Balls, Moth Flakes) 

o Said to repel squirrels, rabbits and bats 

o Quantity needed to be effective may sicken most people 

o Should NEVER be used or recommended 

¶ Predator Urine -- questionable; may attract unwanted visitors 

¶ Methyl Anthranilate -- natural compound found in gardenias and Concord grapes (grape juice may 

repel Canada Geese). 

o Water-soluble, must be re-applied after rain. 

o When sprayed on lawns, it seems to deter grazing by Canada geese and other birds such as 

gulls, starlings, brown-headed cowbirds and ducks. 

Remember the model, H-E-R-L? 

Step 4: L -- Lethal Control  

This may require permits from federal and/or state wildlife agencies but generally is allowed for 

homeowners dealing with a small number of pests. Remember that wildlife, especially birds, are protected. 

Even if only one woodpecker is causing damage, a federal (and possibly state) permit is required. 

Trapping 



Live trap or kill trap -- what should you do with a live, trapped animal? 

Live trapping  is not recommended for homeowners when dealing with animals such as raccoons or skunks, 

which can transmit rabies. Generally the animal is disposed of; many localities require testing for rabies. 

Leave this type of trapping to professionals. Generally, homeowners should not attempt to live capture wild 

animals. If, however, you are prepared to undertake live trapping, then consider these guidelines. 

¶ Once caught, the animal will be aggressive. Approach the trap slowly and quietly, cover it with a 

cloth, relocate the animal 5 miles away but remember, is may be illegal or ill advised to move 

animals. Call a professional in these situations or consult the state fish and wildlife agency. 

¶ Several brands of traps are available for live capturing animals. Most are wire but some are solid or 

fully enclosed. 

o Place traps near burrows or runways. 

o Face trap into opening or hiding cover. 

o Cover the trap to provide a dark area more attractive to animals. 

o Protect trap from children and pets. 

o Protect trapped animal from harassment by pets or exposure to sun, rain or snow. 

o Use simple baits similar to natural foods. 

Á For predators or carnivores, use canned cat food or sardines. 

Á For herbivores, use peanut butter or sliced apples. Peanuts, sunflower seeds, peanut 

butter and oatmeal balls, walnuts or pecans may also work. 

Kill traps, mouse and rat traps are readily available to most homeowners; they are simple to use and 

relatively harmless to humans. 

¶ Bait with peanut butter -- a small amount on the bait pad 

¶ Place the trap so the bait pan is next to the wall as shown in this diagram: 

 

¶ Other types of traps are multi-catch mousetraps; pigeon traps with swinging, one-way doors and 

numerous other designs. Consult a nuisance wildlife operator for details. 

¶ Poison Bait -- Many homeowners can use a poison bait to control rats and mice or other small 

rodents. These baits are sold at home improvement stores, lawn and garden stores or hardware 

stores. 

o Place bait in areas where animals are active -- look for droppings, nest material or food 

caches. 

o Place bait inside a shoe box that has had 1 or 2 holes cut in it will encourage mice into a dark, 

safe area for feeding. 

o Use caution with poison baits. 

Á Animals do not die immediately -- it may take several feedings. The animal may die 

in an inaccessible place (attic, duct work, crawl space, inside a wall) and produce 

unpleasant odors. 



Á Some animals, like chipmunks, may horde the bait thus leaving a homeowner to think 

the bait is ineffective. Be patient or try trapping. 

Á Protect children and pets from poison baits. 

Á Baits are best used in an outside building or under careful observation. 

¶ Other traps include glue boards that contain a non-toxic glue that animals like mice and snakes run 

or crawl across and become stuck. They can be safely released by pouring vegetable oil on the board 

to dissolve the glue. 

Summary 

Many other items and remedies have been suggested. Most are untested but appear to have some value in 

limited situations. Try a variety of approaches to solving your specific problem and see what works. 

Remember, many solutions are temporary. Animals learn to avoid our traps or get accustomed to various 

odors, sprays, scare devices or other solutions. In general, noise repellents are not proven to be effective 

against moles, bats or rodents. Snakes are deaf, so this won't work for them either. Powders such as 

naphthalene or sulphur may have some limited effectiveness in confined situations but are not likely to be 

effective when broadcast over a large area. In fact, these common chemicals can be harmful if used 

incorrectly. Always read and follow labels.  

Other products that claim to be effective may not have been tested in controlled environments and should be 

viewed with caution. Always read labels and follow directions. Do not apply pesticides or toxicants without 

proper safety equipment and training. Do not use in a manner inconsistent with the safety label. 

Additional Resources 

Numerous books are available about dealing with wildlife in home and garden situations. Local libraries and 

on-line bookstores may carry these items. Local foresters are an excellent source of information, knowledge, 

reading material and, sometimes, they sponsor classes or clinics for gardening and landscaping. The Internet 

has a vast amount of information, if you spend the time searching. It is good advice to remember that if 

something sounds too good to be true, it probably is. And in general, when dealing with nuisance wildlife, 

often several techniques used together work best. Patience is often necessary as well as some imagination. 

Your local forester and natural resource agent or state wildlife specialist can offer other suggestions and 

specific advice for dealing with nuisance wildlife. 



COMMON NUISANCES 

 

Each passing year, wildlife problems and conflicts appear to be increasing in the Commonwealth, according 

to the Pennsylvania Game Commission, which has been managing the stateôs wildlife for more than 100 

years. And not just in the country. More and more, wildlife is getting into trouble in urban and suburban 

areas. In fact, wildlife nuisance control work has become a thriving business in most cities and suburban 

areas. 

Over the past 10 years, the number of individuals holding wildlife pest control licenses has more than 

doubled. Itôs increased from about 200 license-holders in 1992 to about 420 this year. We believe the 

increase has been spurred by increasing residential development, a decrease in trapper numbers and loss of 

wildlife habitat. 

Of course, these wildlife problems are compounded by people who draw wildlife into residential areas with 

feeders and improperly-stored garbage. And it doesnôt help communities that hunting and trapping cannot 

be pursued within their limits because of safety zone limitations. That leaves most population control work 

to wildlife pest control agents, or, unfortunately, automobiles and pets. 

Many of Pennsylvaniaôs furbearer populations have increased significantly as market prices for pelts have 

dropped over the past 20 years. This has led to increases in the numbers of opossums, raccoons, skunks and 

beavers ï even mink and coyotes ï in many areas. In addition, expanding communities and new rural 

housing developments are placing more and more homes right on the doorstep of thriving wildlife habitats. 

As a result, deer, bears, groundhogs, squirrels, and myriad songbirds are becoming increasingly comfortable 

hanging out in backyards and similar places. 

Sometimes wildlife is attracted to our properties because we intentionally or unintentionally coax it there 

with feeder handouts, tossed out table scraps or garbage leftovers. Few of us would argue that wildlife is not 

worth watching, or having around occasionally. But when deer are stripping your ornamental shrubbery, or 

a bear has demolished your $60 bird feeder, or the pitter-patter of squirrel feet running across your bare attic 

floor is keeping you awake at night, itôs a different story! 

However, the problems donôt end there. More often than not, itôs going to cost you at least time and 

probably money to alleviate a wildlife nuisance problem. In a lot of situations, though, homeowners can 

help themselves. They simply need to be armed with the right information and equipment to get the job 

done. Trying to resolve a problem blindly can result in more headaches, more expenses and the 

embarrassment of being outwitted by an animal that will become even more difficult to deter or catch 

because of the education youôve provided it. 

One of the most common wildlife problems Pennsylvanians face is garden raiding. The culprits are usually 

rabbits, groundhogs and deer, but occasionally a raccoon or bear will drop in for things like sweet corn and 

berries. Inexpensive solutions include using scarecrows, hanging pie tins and spraying peppery liquids on 

plants. But animals will adjust to these tactics. Many home gardeners also place fences around their gardens. 

But if animals climb over or dig under a fence, you may have to consider setting a live-trap to apprehend 

your raider. 

Live-traps come in a variety of sizes and are of a cage-with-closing-door design. These traps are ideal for 

residential areas because if you catch the neighborôs pet by mistake, all you have to do is open the door to 

release the dog or cat from the trap. Troublesome rabbits and squirrels can be relocated to another area. 



However, anyone who sets one of these traps must recognize it has the potential to catch something other 

than he or she may have ever expected; namely a skunk. 

Every year, the Game Commission receives calls from people who set live traps and catch skunks by 

mistake. The problem, of course, is what to do with the skunk. Itôs liable to spray just about anyone who 

comes near the trap, even if the person is just trying to set it free.  

Questions that usually come to mind are: How can it be released? Who will help me?  

Since skunks ï as well as raccoons, bats, groundhogs, foxes and coyotes ï are rabies vector species, they 

should not be relocated like other wildlife. Homeowners who set traps and catch these species face the 

choice of killing the animal or releasing it. Releasing a skunk or a raccoon can be a risky situation. Thereôs a 

chance that you could be sprayed by the skunk, or bitten or scratched. What follows promises to be 

unpleasant. Youôll either have to be deodorized or anxiously await test results on the trapped animalôs brain 

tissue to determine if itôs rabid.  

A person should put a great deal of thought into any plan that calls for using a trap to resolve a nuisance 

wildlife problem.  Getting and setting the trap is the easy part. Dealing with what happens after the door 

closes, however, truly can be more than most homeowners bargained for. 

Before you set a trap to resolve a wildlife conflict, ask yourself these questions: 

1. Are you prepared to kill the trapped animal?  

2. Do you know how to properly dispose of an animal carcass?  

3. Do you know how to release a trapped animal?  

4. Do you know what bait should be used to ensure you catch the targeted species?  

5. Do you know how frequently you must check a trap set to capture wildlife? 

If you can answer ñyesò to the aforementioned questions then you should know what youôre getting into 

when you set a trap. Landowners and homeowners may not trap beavers, bobcats, migratory birds, big 

game, threatened species or endangered species. Landowners should contact their district Wildlife 

Conservation Officer through the Region Office before trapping nuisance wildlife.  Also, once traps are set, 

they must be checked daily. 

Wildlife taken alive may not be retained alive, sold, or given away. Live wildlife may be relocated to a 

natural setting. Any wildlife killed must be reported to the Game Commission. 

Wildlife also has a habit of establishing homes under our sheds, in the banks of our ponds, even in our 

houses. These intrusions can range from bats or flying squirrels in the attic to chipmunks under the sidewalk 

and songbirds nesting in your hanging fuchsia or prized rosebush. 

Sometimes itôs rewarding to have wildlife living on your property, because it can be fun to watch. But that 

enjoyment can change quickly when wildlife begins to invade your living quarters, causes significant 

property damage or has close, uncomfortable encounters with people around your home. 

The solutions to these problems vary, but they include everything from hiring a wildlife pest control agent, 

using traps and making modifications to your home, to removing certain vegetation, placing fence and 

hunting. Exclusion and trapping are probably the two most commonly used approaches for dealing with 

nuisance wildlife. 



Exclusion can be effective for some species, such as rabbits, bats, squirrels, raccoons, chipmunks, 

groundhogs, Canada geese and other waterfowl. But such work shouldnôt be considered a panacea. Animals 

sometimes make adjustments to access your property, instead of moving on. 

Timing for exclusion work also is important. For instance, it would be a bad idea to make modifications that 

would exclude bats from your attic during summer. Thatôs when these sites serve as maternity colonies; 

summer exclusions force bats trapped inside to enter your homeôs living quarters in their search for a way 

out. 

The same holds true for maternity dens inhabited by skunks, raccoons, squirrels and groundhogs. Let the 

young leave the maternity site ï itôs a good bet to wait until fall ï and then exclude them from your home or 

property by blocking access to the den site. Groundhog dens inhabited by other wildlife can be rendered 

uninhabitable by filling them with rocks and dirt. Wait, of course, until the animal is out of the den. Usually 

only a groundhog will exhume the fill. 

For deer, the most effective options are: 

¶ 8-foot high woven wire designs are most effective but expensive 

¶ Multi -strand, high-tensile electric fence; sloped or vertical designs are less expensive than woven 

wire and very efficient  

¶ Bird netting for homeowner sites to protect a few shrubs or small areas  

¶ Population control via hunting--particularly removal of adult female deer 

¶ Repellents: commercial products based on odor and/or taste 

¶ Establishing ornamental varieties that are less palatable to deer (only feasible for ornamentals, 

not a larger tree/shrub planted area) 

Repellents are a moderately successful way to inhibit deer damage, but they are mainly effective when 

deer damage is at low to moderate levels. Repellents work best when applied before feeding patterns 

develop, and they must be reapplied on a monthly schedule for continued effectiveness. In addition, 

odor-based repellents often perform better than taste-based materials. As in most cases, exclusion 

measures, such as fencing is the most effective to protect your orchard or newly tree-planted area. 

 

Squirrels are a species that tends to get on the nerves of many homeowners. Their most common crimes are 

digging in flower beds, chewing on expensive bird feeders and houses, and taking food from bird feeders. 

They can be excluded from bird feeders by placing feeders on a pole with a squirrel baffle and located away 

from trees. Removing bird feeders during summer and early fall also compels squirrels to relocate 

elsewhere. Trapping and transferring squirrels also is effective, but squirrels ï particularly in places where 

large numbers converge ï can become trap-shy rather quickly. Good baits for trapping squirrels include: 

peanut butter, ear corn, sunflower seeds and apple slices. 

Lawn raiders and ransackers such as skunks, Canada geese, groundhogs and moles all present somewhat 

differing approaches to resolve. Canada geese, which can quickly lay waste to any yard near water by 

smothering it with feces, can be discouraged by exploding devices, scarecrows, fencing and hunting. Geese 

currently cannot be killed unless hunted legally because they are protected by federal laws. 

Skunks, which occasionally rip up lawns in search of grubs or get drawn to a compost pile, can be deterred 

with fencing. Trapping is used to eliminate skunks. Should you or your dog be sprayed by a skunk while 

attempting to alleviate a problem, use the follow concoction to eliminate skunk odor: mix one quart of 



hydrogen peroxide with a quarter-cup of baking soda and a teaspoon of liquid soap. Apply the mixture to 

the sprayed area and it will neutralize the skunkôs musky odor. 

Groundhogs and moles are lawn excavators that can make a mess of a yard quickly. Both problem animals 

are best handled through trapping. Groundhogs can be caught with baits such as apples, carrots or lettuce. 

Moles are best removed with hole or bayonet-type traps, which kill the animal as it passes through a trap 

armed with spring-loaded bayonets that is placed in the animalôs underground runways.  

Wading birds such as great blue herons and great egrets also have become the bane of many rural and 

suburban areas because they are pilfering the expensive fish property owners are putting in backyard ponds. 

Solutions to this problem are few. The basic choices are put rocks or other cover in the water for fish to hide 

around, or locate your pond close to the house. But rest assured, if these wading birds see your pond while 

foraging, and itôs not close to a house, theyôll probably stop by because theyôve learned that hunting in these 

ponds is like picking fish out of a barrel.  

Some people draw wildlife into neighborhoods or onto their properties by offering wildlife foods such as 

seed or suet; throwing table scraps out back; improperly storing garbage; outside pet feeding; or maintaining 

a grease-loaded grill. Litter ï even discarded candy ï also will attract wildlife. Stopping these activities can 

certainly make a difference when wildlife has become a nuisance in your area. Cleanliness should be a 

standard operating procedure for those not interested in sharing their space with wild animals. 

Still, some properties, regardless of how well theyôre cleaned, will continue to attract wildlife because 

important travelways pass through them, or preferred habitat, or plentiful natural food sources ï mulberry, 

cherry or oak trees ï are found there. In these cases, landowners must understand that if their properties 

provide some of the areaôs best habitat ï a wetland, high-banked dam, woodlot, fruit- or mast-bearing trees 

ï they will continue to attract wildlife. This is especially true in areas where your property appears to be an 

island in a sea of suburbia.  

NUISANCE WILDLIFE BRIEFS  

ñSuet Mignonò ï Black bears are big, burly creatures that look like they can polish off a dinner-table full of 

food nightly. And they do seek out super-sized meals like road-killed deer and all-you-can-eat cornfields 

and blueberry patches. But given the chance to raid a birdfeeder filled with suet or sunflower seeds, many 

bears will come running, even to feeders very close to houses. The oil in sunflowers and the fat in suet can 

create an aromatic trail that can lure bears, not to mention squirrels, for a considerable distance. Bears crave 

suet and sunflower seeds ï itôs like caviar or filet mignon ï and will go out of their way to get them, even if 

theyôre available in only small quantities. So if you donôt feel like feeding the squirrels or having bears 

possibly tear down your feeders, the Game Commission recommends you consider bringing your feeders in 

for the summer, or at least at night. Put them out in winter when the cold weather returns. 

Why Is That Animal Coming To My House? ï Wildlife is drawn to homes for a variety of reasons, but 

the three most common reasons are shelter, food and accessibility, according to the Game Commission. For 

instance, if your house is the only one in the neighborhood that has wood siding, is on a wooded lot, that has 

a pool, or doesnôt have a chimney-cap, it will naturally be more appealing to wildlife than other properties. 

Other factors that can lure wildlife to your home or property include: reduced human activity; homes with 

warped or loose soffit or siding; trailers without skirting or loose skirting; homes with open, unscreened 

attic windows; improperly stored garbage; and pet dishes with uneaten food. 

Whoôs That Knocking On My House? ï Woodpeckers have a nasty habit of picking on certain 

homeowners by beak-banging on their wood siding and drain spouting. Itôs not exactly clear why 



woodpeckers do this, but most people believe the birds are either advertising their presence or probing for 

insects. Repeated shooing can convince the bird not to return. If this doesnôt get the job done, consider 

tacking aluminum foil or tying a shiny helium balloon to the area where damage is occurring. Owl and hawk 

decoys ï even a fake snake ï also may convince the bird to stay away. Woodpeckers are protected by state 

and federal wildlife laws.  

Mouse In The House ï Field and other mice have a knack for invading our homes and outbuildings. They 

build nests in our shoes, chew lawnmower and clothes dryer parts, raid cereal boxes and race across our 

floors when we least expect. The most inexpensive and effective way to straighten out a mouse problem is 

to set traps. Available at most hardware stores and feed mills, mouse traps should be baited with cheese or 

peanut-butter and placed at locations where mouse droppings or damage have been found. Set more than 

one trap and move them around until you start catching mice. Donôt stop until sightings and damage stop. 

Busy Beavers ï Beavers today are found in more areas of the state than at any other time in the past 150 

years, according to the Game Commission. Itôs also fair to say that theyôre causing more property damage 

than ever before in the stateôs history. Whether theyôre cutting down someoneôs shade trees or damming a 

culvert that will cause road flooding, beavers tend to make a mess of things quickly. Landowners 

experiencing beaver problems should contact the Game Commission region office serving their county for 

assistance.  

Bats in the Attic ï Homeowners occasionally find bats roosting or rearing young in their attics. When this 

type of discovery is made in the summer, itôs best to wait until late fall to remedy the situation, according to 

the Game Commission. Trying to exclude bats from your attic in summer may lead to bats trapped in the 

attic. They may eventually work their way into your living quarters in their efforts to escape. Waiting until 

fall, when bats head to winter hibernation sites, eliminates this risk. Placing a bat box outside may help 

ensure the bats donôt try to access your home when they return in the spring. 

Getting Involved ï Landowners have a right to protect their property from damages caused by wildlife. 

With the exception of deer, bear, elk, beaver, bobcat, fisher, wild turkey, migratory birds, threatened species 

and endangered species, landowners may take action when personal property ï other than an agricultural 

crop ï is being destroyed, or when a sick or diseased animal poses a threat to humans, farm animals or pets. 

Only the property owner or person in charge of the property may take steps to capture or kill wildlife. 

Donôt Feed The Geese ï If youôre interested in persuading a flock of resident Canada geese to stop using 

an area, one of the most effective ways to make progress is to encourage people to stop feeding or tossing 

handouts to the birds, according to the Game Commission. Attempts to relocate or frighten geese away can 

be expensive and arenôt always effective. For example, if problem geese are taken from a troubled 

urban/suburban area and released in a more rural setting, the birds are likely to return to an urban/suburban 

area. But if you can eliminate food handouts, thereôs a chance the geese may go. The most effective way to 

resolve any resident goose problem, however, is through hunting. Adult geese, their nests, eggs and young 

cannot be harmed, unless a permit is obtained from the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service and Game 

Commission. 
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Fig. 1. Eastern cottontail rabbit, Sylvilagus floridanus  

  

Introduction  

Rabbits mean different things to different people. For hunters, the cottontail rabbit is an abundant, sporting, 

and tasty game animal. However, vegetable and flower gardeners, farmers, and homeowners who are 

suffering damage may have very little to say in favor of cottontails. They can do considerable damage to 

flowers, vegetables, trees, and shrubs any time of the year and in places ranging from suburban yards to 

rural fields and tree plantations. Control is often necessary to reduce damage, but complete extermination is 

not necessary, desirable, or even possible.  

Rabbits usually can be accepted as interesting additions to the backyard or rural landscape if control 

techniques are applied correctly. Under some unusual circumstances, control of damage may be difficult.  

Damage control methods include removal by live trapping or hunting, exclusion, and chemical repellents. In 

general, no toxicants or fumigants are registered for rabbit control; however, state regulations may vary. 

Frightening devices may provide a sense of security for the property owner, but they rarely diminish rabbit 

damage.  

Identification  

There are 13 species of cottontail rabbits (genus Sylvilagus), nine of which are found in various sections of 

North America north of Mexico. All nine are similar in general appearance and behavior, but differ in size, 

range, and habitat. Such differences result in a wide variation of damage problems, or lack of problems. The 

pygmy rabbit (S. idahoensis), found in the Pacific Northwest, weighs only 1 pound (0.4 kg), while the 

swamp rabbit (S. aquaticus), found in the southeastern states as far north as southern Illinois, may weigh up 

to 5 pounds (2.3 kg). Most species prefer open, brushy, or cultivated areas but some frequent marshes, 

swamps, or deserts. The swamp rabbit and the marsh rabbit (S. palustris) are strong swimmers. The eastern 

cottontail (S. floridanus) is the most abundant and widespread species. For the purposes of the discussion 

here about damage control and biology, the eastern cottontail (Fig. 1) will be considered representative of 

the genus. Cottontail rabbits must be distinguished from jackrabbits and other hares, which are generally 

larger in size and have longer ears. Jackrabbits are discussed in another chapter of this book.  



The eastern cottontail rabbit is approximately 15 to 19 inches (37 to 48 cm) in length and weighs 2 to 4 

pounds (0.9 to 1.8 kg). Males and females are basically the same size and color. Cottontails appear gray or 

brownish gray in the field. Closer examination reveals a grizzled blend of white, gray, brown, and black 

guard hairs over a soft grayish or brownish underfur, with a characteristic rusty brown spot on the nape of 

the neck. Rabbits molt twice each year, but remain the same general color. They have large ears, though 

smaller than those of jackrabbits, and the hind feet are much larger than the forefeet. The tail is short and 

white on the undersurface, and its similarity to a cotton ball resulted in the rabbitôs common name.  

Range  

The eastern cottontailôs range includes the entire United States east of the 

Rocky Mountains and introductions further west. It extends from 

southern New England along the Canadian border west to eastern 

Montana and south into Mexico and South America (Fig. 2). The most 

common species of the western United States include the desert cottontail 

(S. auduboni, Fig. 3), and mountain cottontail (S. muttalli, Fig. 4). Refer 

to a field guide or suggested readings if other species of the genus 

Sylvilagus are of interest.  

Habitat  

Cottontails do not distribute themselves evenly across the landscape. 

They tend to concentrate in favorable habitat such as brushy fence rows 

or field edges, gullies filled with debris, brush piles, or landscaped 

backyards where food and cover are suitable. They are rarely found in 

dense forests or open grasslands, but fallow crop fields, such as those in the Conservation Reserve Program, 

may provide suitable habitat.  

Cottontails generally spend their entire lives in an area of 10 acres or less. 

Occasionally they may move a mile or so from summer range to winter 

cover or to a new food supply. Lack of food or cover is usually the 

motivation for a rabbit to relocate. In suburban areas, rabbits are 

numerous and mobile enough to fill any ©úîempty©ú• habitat created 

when other rabbits are removed. Population density varies with habitat 

quality, but one rabbit per acre is a reasonable average.  

Contrary to popular belief, cottontails do not dig their own burrows, as the 

European rabbit does. Cottontails use natural cavities or burrows 

excavated by woodchucks or other animals.   

Underground dens are used primarily in extremely cold or wet weather 

and to escape pursuit. Brush piles and other areas of cover are often 

adequate alternatives to burrows.  


