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WOODCHUCK CONTROL 

Woodchucks, often called groundhogs, are found throughout Virginia 
in woodlands, farmlands, and occasionally in urban areas. They are the 
largest members of the squirrel family weighing between 5 and 10 pounds. 
The chunky body with a short bushy tail is supported by relatively short 
legs, the forefeet have long curved claws that are adapted for digging. 
Its fur varies from yellow-brown to black-brown in color. Since the 
woodchuck and other members of the squirrel family are rodents, they 
have chisel-like incisor teeth. 

Woodchucks dig extensive burrows, a typical burrow averaging 14 feet 
in length with 2 openings. The main entrance is prominent with a mound 
of dirt around it while the second entrance, or lookout, is hardly discern-
ible. Off the main burrow are an excrement chamber and a nest used for 
~leeping, hibernating and also for a nursery. 

Woodchucks are voracious feeders and may eat more than 1/3 of their 
total body weight in a single day. Domestic grasses, clover and succulent 
green plants are high on their list of preferred foods. They are active 
during the daylight hours usually feeding in early morning and evening. 

Woodchucks are true hibernators as they disappear in late September 
or early October and reappear again in February or early March. Mating 
occurs shortly after they become active in the spring. The gestation 
period is 31-32 days after which a litter of from 4 to 5 young are born, 
usually in April. At birth the young are blind, naked and helpless. 
The young spend the first 6 weeks in the nest and then venture outsitle 
the burrow and are weaned shortly thereafter. Separation of the family 
occurs about mid-July and the young move to old abandoned burrows. 

The home range of a woodchuck seldom exceeds 150 square yards 
and if food is abundant it is much smaller. Only a single litter is 

produced each year. 
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ECONOMIC IMPORTANCE 

Woodchucks have some favorable attributes which should not be 
overlooked. The burrows of woodchucks contribute to soil improvement. 
In digging~ the animal brings up subsoil to the surface, thereby 
exposing it to weathering action. More air and water gets underground. 
Vacant dens and burrows furnish cover for a variety of wildlife. In 
late sununer, fall and winter, game animals will use woodchuck burrows 
for temporary refuges or may take up permanent residence. The woodchuck 
also provides considerable sport for the skilled marksman and when the 
meat is properly prepared, it can provide a tasty meal. 

The feeding and burrowing habits of woodchucks often conflict with 
land uses, especially if they feed in hay or crop fields, home gardens, 
orchards, or nurseries. The mounds of dirt and burrow entrances may 
be a hazard to farm machines and livestock. For these reasons control 
measures may be necessary. 

Woodchucks are classified as one of the undesirable species by the 
Virginia Conunission of Game and Inland Fisheries for which there is a 
continuous open season. Thus it is legal to kill woodchucks year around. 

IDENTIFICATION OF WOODCHUCK BURROWS 

Occupied woodchuck burrows are easy to recognize in spring due to 
the habit of keeping them "cleaned out". Fresh dirt is generally found 
at the entrance of active burrows in the form of pellets as small as marbles 

to clods as large as apples. Skunk and fox dens can be identified by the 
refuge lying about the entrance and odor. Skunk droppings are black and 
contain undigested parts of insects. The fox leaves bones and feathers 
of birds and remains of other animals around the den opening, Such droppings 
and remains are absent near woodchuck holes. Also, the openinLS of fox dens 
are usually larger and the mounds fan shaped. 

CONTROL METHODS 

Control measures should be carried out in spring and early summer 
before the young have left the burrows. Active burrows are easy to 
find at this time. Woodchucks can be removed from areas where they are 
troublesome by means of fumigants, traps or shooting. 

Fumigation 

A practical method to control woodchucks is to gas them in their 
burrows. Only active burrows should be treated. Various types of 
gases may be used: gasoline engine exhaust, U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service gas cartridges, calcium cyanide and carbon bisulphide. 
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Gasoline Engine Exhaust - If only a few woodchuck dens are to be treated, 
gassing can be done by connecting a hose to the exhaust of any automobile 
or tractor and setting the other end into the burrow. The motor should 
be on for about 5 minutes. The hose can then be removed and the hole 
covered tightly by a piece of sod. Any holes from which gases could 
escape should also be covered. 

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Gas Cartridges - These are special cartridges 
for gassing woodchuck burrows filled with a slow burning chemical 
that produce sulphur dioxide and carbon monoxide gases. When the 
gases are confined within the burrow system, lethal amounts accumulate 
and control is effected. The smoke emitted by the cartridge makes it 
easy to identify all the exit holes if such are left unplugged. 

Prior to the gassing operation, a piece of sod, larger than the 
burrow opening, should be cut and set aside to plug up the hole. Five 
holes should be punched in the end cap of the cartridge and a fuse 
inserted to half its length into one of them. 

The fuse should be lighted and the cartridge placed as far down 
the burrow as possible. The cartridge should not be thrown into the 
burrow. As soon as the cartridge is burning, the hole should be 
plugged with the sod that was cut ahead of time. Any hole from which 
smoke escapes should also be plugged. 

If the cartridge does not burn, it should be left alone. Place 
another cartridge in the den along side the cartridge that did not 
burn. The second cartridge will ignite the first. 

Avoid prolonged breathing of smoke. Since burning is involved 
that may cause fire, do not use near buildings, haystacks, or other 
inflammable material, such as dry grass or brush. 

Cartridges may be purchased from local farm supply stores. 

Calcium Cyanide - Calcium cyanide can be applied either with a duster 
or with a tablespoon. The latter method is most effective. Using a 
long-handled spoon, place in a small pile about 1 ounce, or a rounded 
tablespoon, of calcium cyanide dust as far down into the burrow as 
possible. Close the entrance, preferably with an inverted piece of 
sod, being careful to keep loose dirt from rolling down and covering the 
fumigant. Treat each opening. A portable foot pump-type dust gun or an 
insecticide duster may be used to force the calcium cyanide dust into 
the burrows. Pump the dust in at one entrance until it issues from other 
holes, then plug them to confine the dust and gas. 

CAUTION: Both powder and gas forms of cyanide are extremely 
poisonous. Do not breathe the fumes. Wear gloves and wash hands 
immediately after use. Keep container closed and store along with 
all associated equipment well beyond the reach of children and in a 
well-ventilated area. 



-4-

ANTIDOTE: Inhale anunonia. Take 16 drops of aromatic spirits of 
anunonia in a half glass of water. Administer artificial respiration. 
a physician. 

Carbon Bisulphide - Pour about l~ ounces, or 3 tablespoonsful 
of carbon bisulphide on small wads of cotton, rags, or waste, and place 
down into the entrance of the burrow. Close tightly with an inverted 
piece of sod, taking care not to cover the saturated cloth. 

CAUTION: Carbon bisulphide is highly explosive and inflanunable. 
Keep all fire away. Do not smoke while using it. 

Shooting 

Shooting can help reduce the numbers of woodchucks and provide 
recreational sport at the same time. Rifles with or without telescopic 
sights and shotguns are effective weapons depending on the area. High 
powered rifles should not be used near populated areas where the danger 
from ricochetting bullets may be great. 

Landowners and hunters should agree on arrangements for hunting 
and thoroughly consider all safety requirements. Even concentrated 
hunting may not eliminate all woodchucks or the damage they create. 

Trapping 

Woodchucks can be trapped with steel or live traps. No. l~ and 
No. 2 steel traps are reconnnended and should be adjusted so that the 
trapped animal cannot retreat into the burrow. Live traps are also 
effective and may be desirable if steel traps holds a hazard to other 
animals. Plans for the construction of wooden box traps and connnercial 
sources of traps may be obtained from any VPI&SU extension office. 
Live traps may be baited with corn, apples, sweet potatoes, or any 
other vegetable matter that would be attractive to a woodchuck. 

Gerald H. Cross 
Extension Specialist, Wildlife 

Call 
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