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Porcupinesarethe second largest rodent in America.
They areaunique, yet common resident of the conif-
erousforestsof thewestern and northern United
States. Unfortunately, they feed ontreesand agricul-
tural crops, chew onwooden structures, vehiclestires
and hoses, and menace animalsand humansthat
disturbthem.

Thewesternyellow-haired porcupinevariesfrom 10-
15 poundsinweight and 25-40 inchesinlength. Its
quillsprovideavery effective defense system. Con-
trary to popular belief, porcupinescannot “ gect” or
“shoot” their quillson command. Rather, thequillsare
loosely attached and easily did odged when theflailing
tall makes contact withtheenemy. Tiny overlapping
barbs on quill tipsexpand when moistened by contact
withanenemies’ tissuefluid, andare”pulled” inward
by muscle-fiber contractions. Porcupines have poor
eyesight, but awell-devel oped sense of smell and
hearing, alowingthemto easily detect faint sounds
such asfootstepsand rustling leaves.

Porcupinesaregeneraly solitary animalsand are
strongly attached to aterritory. Territory Sizesvary up
to several hundred acresthroughout the summer
months. During winter, thisterritory shrinksconsider-
ably, usually downto 6 acres. Thefemaegeneradly
has one offspring per year in May or June. Porcupine
populationsarelimited by lack of adequate den sites
(rocky crevices), severeweather, and predation.

Porcupinediet varies between seasonsand habitats.
Porcupinesfeed on herbaceousvegetationinthe
spring. By late August, when ground vegetation has
dried up, porcupinesbegintheir winter diet which
consistssmostly of theinner bark of native conifers,
especially ponderosapine. A porcupine'slong claws
and stout, muscular tail makesit well adapted totree

climbing. Porcupinesfeed ontreesof al ages, but
seem to prefer thosefrom 10-40 yearsof ageand 4-7
inchesindiameter.

Porcupineshavelong been apest intheldaho forests,
causing wide-scale damage. Porcupinesdo not usually
kill trees. However, whenthey girdleatree (chew off
thebark all theway around the stem), they can
severely affect timber valuesby creating dead or
forked topsand opening treesto decay. They also
reducelarger trees' ability to produce seed and may
kill or deform seedlingsand saplings.

The State of 1daho lists porcupinesasanon-protected
species, so any control measure can be used at any
time. Please contact your local Fish and Game agency
for specific regulationsand lawsin other states.
Control methodsinclude:

Physical Barriers. Rigid tree shelters protect seed-
lingswdl. Aluminumflashing placed around thetrunk
of thetreefrom the surfaceto above the extended
snowline can protect special trees. Fencesare effec-
tiveif ahot-wireisplaced 2’ abovethetop. Fence
climbing can aso be controlled with a65 degreeangle
overhang.

Chemical. No toxicantsare currently registered to
control of porcupines. Inthe past strychnine-salt
blocks have had variableresults, but they presented
hazardsto non-target wildlife, including predatorsand
scavengers. Some speculatethat thehightannin
content of aporcupine sdiet neutralizesthe strychnine,
giving them built-inresstanceto highlevelsof this
toxicant. Animal repellentsdo not seemto deter
porcupines.
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Trapping. Porcupinescan becontrolled by trapping
if densor trailscan beidentified, or animalscan be
luredtotraps. Livetrapsallow therelease of non-
target animals, but adisadvantage of having to dispose
of the porcupine. Body-hold trapsare recommended
over leg-hold traps because fewer non-target animals,
(i.e. ground squirrels) will trip or be caught in traps.
Porcupinesaredifficult to lureto traps. Common baits
includesardinesand avariety of smelly homebrews,
rather akinto catfish bait. Thebait of choicein some
eastern Oregon trapping programsis dead porcupines
(morbid, but true). |daho state regul ationsrequireyou
to purchaseatrapping license and mark your traps
with your name and address.

Hunting. Hunting isthemost species-specificand
efficient method to control porcupineS. Night hunting
with spotlightsduring themating season (inlate June
through July) ismost effective. Duringthistime,
porcupines appear to useroads asthefastest method
of finding mates. Be sureto check withthelocal 1daho
Fishand Gameofficer to seeif thisispermitted and
make specia arrangement if necessary. Daytime,
winter hunting can aso beeffective, especidly if
animalscan betracked in snow to treesinwhich they
sunthemsalves. Successful hunting must be persistent
and well-organized. Random or recresational shooting
isnot intense enough to control porcupines. To hunt

porcupinesin ldaho, you need avalid hunting license.

Natural predation. Coyotes, weasals, bobcats,
mountainlions, bears, and fishersarethe chief preda
tors, with thefisher being the most important. Preda-
tionisaninconsistent control because of the many
fluctuating natura factorsinvolved.

Manipulation of por cupinehabitat. Eliminating
winter denslocated in rock crevices, hollowsunder
logsor inlivetrees, or spacesunder buildings, will
sgnificantly reduce porcupine populations. Silviculturd
treatmentsvary asto theeffectivenessof limiting
porcupine populations, asporcupinesarehighly
adaptable.

Do not forget to consider doing nothing. Many land
ownersenjoy having aunique creaturelikethe porcu-
pinearound. I's porcupine damage on your property
significant enough to justify the cost of control ?1f so,
choosetheright combinations of methodsto control
porcupines, yet maintain the safety and health of other
wildlife specieson your forested land.

Thisinformation first appeared in Woodland NOTES, Val. 5,
No. 2.
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