Chipmunks are fun to watch from a distance. They're a lot less fun when they're
digging up your bulbs, raiding your bird feeder, tunnelling under your foundation,
and turning your flower pots into a personal pantry. If your chipmunk obsession has
died down and you’re looking for practical solutions, this guide will tell you all the
reliable ways to keep chipmunks out of your garden - naturally, using DIY methods
and without killing the animals in the process.

Why Chipmunks Are a Garden Problem

Chipmunks may be little, but in some cases they can do some serious damage.
Knowing what they really want allows you to better target your prevention efforts.

Bulb raiding. Raiding bulbs. Chipmunks dig up and eat spring-flowering bulbs such
as tulips, crocuses and lilies. They dig cleverly by smell to find bulbs. A newly
planted bulb bed can be dug out in a systematic way days after planting.

Seed theft. Freshly sown vegetable seeds and ground-level birdseed feeders are
reliable chipmunk targets. They find seeds by smell and memory and come back to
food sources that are productive over and over.

Burrowing damage. Chipmunks dig complicated tunnels in the ground. Burrow
entrances are small, about two inches across, with little soil disturbed at the
surface. This is a distinguishing feature from moles and voles, which leave
noticeable mounds of soil. These tunnels can compromise planting areas, harm the
root systems of plants, and, if they are near foundations, can eventually pose
structural drainage issues.

Flower pot excavation. Container soil that is loosely filled is used by a chipmunk
to cache sites, bury food and then dig it up again. Repeated disturbance damages
roots and moves plants

What month are chipmunks most active? Chipmunks are busy from spring to
early fall, with most activity in late summer as they collect food for winter storage.
They do not actually hibernate, but rather go into a state of torpor during the
coldest months. In most of North America, they are largely inactive from late
autumn through early spring. Chipmunks usually put the greatest pressure on
gardens in late summer and early autumn.



What Repels Chipmunks in the Garden?

Chipmunks rely on their sense of smell to navigate, locate food, and assess safety.
This renders scent-based repellents one of the most feasible deterrent strategies in
a garden context.

Peppermint and Essential Oils

The most commonly mentioned chipmunk repellents are peppermint oil in both
gardening experience and pest management guidance. The strong menthol odour
overwhelms chipmunks’ sensitive smell systems, making treated areas undesirable
to enter.

You can also use peppermint oil. Soak cotton balls in the oil and place them at the
entrances of burrows, along fence lines, and around the perimeter of any beds you
want to protect. Or, mix a few drops of peppermint oil in water (add a little dish
detergent as an emulsifier) and spray it directly on the soil surfaces and the edges
of containers. Reapply after rain and every 7-10 days in dry weather. The smell
fades and needs to be refreshed regularly to be effective.

Other oils that are unpleasant to chipmunks are eucalyptus, spearmint, and
cinnamon. They can be used singly or together with peppermint for a broader scent
barrier.

Hot Pepper and Capsaicin

Capsaicin, the compound that makes chilli peppers hot, is a very effective chipmunk
deterrent. As is true of most mammals other than humans, chipmunks show strong
aversive responses to capsaicin. Birds , on the other hand, are not bothered by it ,
SO capsaicin-based repellents are a good choice to use around bird feeders, where
you want to scare away chipmunks without affecting the birds.

Sprinkle cayenne pepper powder or commercially formulated capsaicin spray
directly to soil surfaces around planted bulbs and seeds, around the base of bird
feeders, and at the entrances to known burrows. Wear gloves when applying and do
not touch your face. After rain, reapply. Sprinkle dried cayenne around the bottom
of flower pots to discourage them from digging.



Garlic and Predator Urine

Strong-smelling compounds, including commercially available predator urine
products and garlic spray, take advantage of chipmunks’ instinctive avoidance of
areas that smell like danger. Predator urine products usually use fox or coyote urine
and give off the scent impression a predator is in the area. These work best in less
rainy conditions where the scent can linger.

Will Coffee Grounds Keep Chipmunks Away?

Coffee grounds are frequently recommended as a chipmunk repellent and the
answer is: in part, and for a short time.

From the get-go, chipmunks don’t like the strong smell of coffee grounds. In the
short term, dispersing used coffee grounds around the base of plants, along garden
borders and around the entrances to problem areas can reduce chipmunk activity in
those specific areas. Coffee grounds are also a good addition to garden soil as they
add organic matter and can slightly alter the pH to be a little more acidic, which is
good for acid loving plants such as blueberries and rhododendrons.

Coffee grounds, though, will not retain their scent potency for very long, especially
after rain or watering. They work better as part of a combined approach rather than
as a stand alone deterrent. If you already get used coffee grounds on a regular
basis, then it is well worth putting them to regular use on vulnerable parts of the
garden, for the cost is nothing. Don’t expect them to be a complete solution on their
own.

What Smell Do Chipmunks Hate the Most?

Based on consistent gardening experience and wildlife deterrence research,
chipmunks are most averse to:

Peppermint. The most reliably reported aversion in chipmunks is to the scent of
menthol. It's also the most practical to use, as peppermint oil is easy to find and
easy to dilute into a spray.

Capsaicin. Compounds in hot peppers produce a strong aversive response.
Capsaicin sprays are one of the more durable topical repellents because the



compound bonds to surfaces instead of evaporating away.

Predator scents. Chipmunks can sense danger by the smell of foxes, coyotes and
house cats. Cats that roam the garden are a natural and effective deterrent in their
presence and scent marking. Commercial predator urine products duplicate this
effect.

Garlic. Strong allium odours are generally aversive to rodents, including
chipmunks. Garlic spray is inexpensive and easy to prepare: crush some garlic
cloves with water, strain and spray on top of soil surfaces.

The best way to deter the smell is to use a combination of two or three of these
rather than one product. Alternating products every few weeks so chipmunks don’t
get used to a familiar scent.

How to Keep Chipmunks Out of Garden Naturally

Natural deterrence involves using scent repellents, physical barriers, plant
selection, and habitat management to make your garden less attractive and less
accessible to chipmunks without chemicals or trapping.

Plant Natural Repellent Plants

Some plants give off a natural smell or material that repels chipmunks. Planting
these as a border or throughout vulnerable areas sets up a naturally deterrent
environment.

Daffodils and narcissus. Unlike tulips and crocuses, which chipmunks will eat
happily, daffodils are poisonous to most rodents. Chipmunks learn to stay away. You
can guard the inner planting by substituting tulips with daffodils, or planting
daffodils as a border around more vulnerable bulbs.

Alliums. Rodents do not like the strong sulfur-based smell given off by ornamental
alliums (flowering onion relatives). They are also beautiful plants in their own right
and make them one of the most practical natural deterrents available in the garden.

Marigolds. Use strong-smelling marigolds to deter many garden pests. Planting
them on the edges of vegetable gardens and flower beds is a fairly effective scent
barrier.



Mint. There’s real mint planted on the edges of the garden, a living barrier of
peppermint scent. Mint spreads aggressively, so it's best to plant it in buried
containers to keep it from taking over while still providing the scent deterrent
effect.

Remove Food Sources

The first natural repellent is simply to remove what attracts chipmunks in the first
place.

Remove fallen fruit, nuts and seeds immediately. Put bird feeders in higher
locations that are out of chipmunk reach, or use feeders with baffles that keep
climbing rodents away. Store bulk birdseed in metal containers, not plastic bags or
open bins. Remove brush piles and dense ground cover adjacent to the garden that
offer shelter and nesting sites for chipmunks.

Physical Barriers for Bulbs

The best way to prevent bulb loss is to put physical barriers around newly planted
bulbs.

Wire mesh baskets. Plant bulbs in baskets made from hardware cloth with half-
inch mesh. The mesh allows roots and shoots to grow through but keeps chipmunks
from tunnelling down to the bulb. You can buy pre-made bulb baskets from garden
suppliers or fashion your own from hardware cloth cut and shaped to size.

Gravel layer. Digging will be much more difficult if you place a two-inch layer of
coarse gravel over a newly planted bulb bed immediately after planting. Loose,
easily disturbed soil is preferred by chipmunks. Gravel surfaces discourage
opportunistic digging which results in a lot of bulb loss.

Chicken wire laid flat. Newly planted bulb beds can be anchored with a layer of
chicken wire pegged flat until the bulbs become established. Plants grow through
the mesh holes. Cut or remove the wire in spring when bulbs are emerging.

How to Keep Chipmunks Out of Flower Pots

Chipmunk digging is particularly common in flower pots because the loose potting
mix is easy to dig in. Several approaches target this specifically.



Cover the soil surface. Place a layer of river stones, decorative gravel, or pine
cones on the surface of container soil. This physical barrier makes the pot less
attractive for caching and digging without affecting plant growth.

Cayenne pepper on the rim. Apply dried cayenne pepper around the rim and soil
surface of vulnerable pots. The capsaicin irritates chipmunks’ paws and nose on
contact. Reapply after watering or rain.

Chicken wire collar. Cut a circle of chicken wire slightly larger than the pot
opening and lay it over the soil surface, cutting a hole for the plant stem. Weigh
down or fold the edges down inside the pot. This allows watering and growth while
preventing digging.

Peppermint oil on cotton balls. Place one or two peppermint-soaked cotton balls
on the soil surface in vulnerable pots. Refresh weekly. This is particularly effective
for pots near doorways or patios where you want to avoid spreading powder
repellents.

Elevate pots. Placing containers on pot feet or a raised plant stand makes them
slightly harder to access and removes the ground-level ease that encourages casual
chipmunk investigation.

How to Keep Chipmunks Away From House
Foundation

Chipmunk tunnels are a concern near house foundations because the tunnels could
lead water toward the foundation. If there are many tunnels, the soil under the
foundation may be undermined. Deterrence and habitat modification can prevent
chipmunks burrowing close to foundations.

Clear the foundation perimeter. Remove vegetation, mulch beds and debris
piles immediately adjacent to the foundation. Chipmunks like to dig burrows in
areas that have some type of overhead ground cover for concealment. A band of
gravel 6 to 12 inches wide around the perimeter of the foundation makes the area
less attractive for burrowing.

Install underground barriers. If burrowing problems are persistent, a buried
hardware cloth barrier around the foundation perimeter will create a physical



barrier. Bury the mesh at least 12” deep and fold the base outward in an L-shape to
prevent tunnelling under it.

Apply repellents at the foundation. Granular chipmunk repellent products
containing capsaicin or predator urine, applied around the foundation perimeter,
create a chemical deterrent that discourages investigation of the area. Follow
product directions for application rates and frequency of reapplication.

Check and seal entry points. Look for cracks in the foundation, gaps around
utility entry points, or openings underneath porches or decks that may enable
access to enclosed areas of the foundation. Seal these with hardware cloth, steel
wool or an appropriate foundation sealer.

How to Keep Chipmunks Away From Cars

Chipmunks occasionally find their way into engine compartments, especially in the
autumn when they’re seeking warm, enclosed spaces. They are known to cause
damage by chewing on wiring and hoses.

If possible, avoid parking near wooded areas and dense plantings. Place some
cayenne pepper or peppermint-soaked rags in a ring around the tires. Electronic
ultrasonic deterrent devices are located near the car and emit sound frequencies
that rodents find offensive. If you park with the hood up when the car is in a garage
or other protected area, you can check the engine compartment and the space will
feel less closed in.

How to Get Rid of Chipmunks: The Bucket Method

The bucket method is a popular and controversial live-capture technique for
chipmunks that doesn’t require you to buy a trap.

Add about a third of a gallon of water to a five gallon bucket. Lean a plank or a
board against the edge of the bucket for a ramp. Spread peanut butter on the inside
of the bucket just below the rim, or balance a sunflower seed-coated cardboard
tube across the top of the bucket. Chipmunks climb the ramp, grab the bait, fall into
the water and can’t get out because the sides of the bucket are too smooth.

This is the bucket method as it is usually explained. This results in drowning and is
therefore considered a lethal rather than a live-capture method. For those who wish



to trap only live, standard live-capture cage traps baited with peanut butter or
sunflower seeds are the appropriate alternative. Check traps at least twice a day
and move caught chipmunks at least five miles from your property into suitable
habitat.

Always check local regulations for trapping and relocating wildlife before using any
capture method as rules vary from state to state and municipality to municipality.

For more practical guidance on garden pest management, plant protection, and
outdoor space improvement, the Garden & Outdoor section at Home Narratives
covers honest, experience-based advice across every aspect of garden
management.

The University of California Integrated Pest Management Program provides science-
based guidance on chipmunk management that draws on wildlife research rather
than anecdotal recommendations.

Frequently Asked Questions

What repels chipmunks in the garden?

The best repellents for chipmunks are scent deterrents like peppermint oil, cayenne
pepper and capsaicin sprays, predator urine products, and garlic spray. Wire mesh
bulb baskets, gravel surface mulches and hardware cloth fencing are more
dependable physical barriers to protect specific areas. Natural plant deterrents such
as daffodils, ornamental alliums and mint provide continuous deterrence without
the need for reapplication several times. Combining scent repellents with physical
barriers and removal of food sources is the most effective overall approach.

Will coffee grounds keep chipmunks away?

Coffee grounds - This is a temporary scent deterrent that chipmunks initially find
unpleasant. They are most useful as part of a combined approach not a stand alone
solution. They have a limited lifespan after rain and need to be constantly
recharged. Adding organic matter and a slight acidity are benefits to the soil that
make coffee grounds worth adding consistently in areas where acid-loving plants
grow, but do not rely on coffee grounds alone to protect vulnerable bulbs or seeds.


https://homenarratives.com/category/garden-outdoor/
https://ipm.ucanr.edu/TOOLS/TURF/PESTS/chipmunks.html

What smell do chipmunks hate the most?

Peppermint is the most reliably effective scent deterrent for chipmunks. The
strength of menthol is unpleasant, and the method of application, diluted
peppermint oil on cotton balls or in a spray, is practical and repeatable. Hot peppers
contain capsaicin which causes a strong physical avoidance response. Predator
odours, such as fox and coyote urine, elicit a natural avoidance response.
habituation alternating between two or three of these stops.

What month are chipmunks most active?

Chipmunks are most active from spring through early autumn, with their greatest
activity occurring in late summer and early autumn when they are gathering and
caching food for winter. Chipmunk pressure in the garden is usually greatest in
August and September. During the coldest months, they enter a period of torpor
and are largely inactive from late November through March in most of North
America, although mild winters result in earlier and later activity.

There is no instant cure for keeping chipmunks out of a garden, it is a management
issue. The best methods include a combination of several approaches scent
deterrence, physical barriers, and habitat modification and consistent application
throughout the active season. No one method is perfect for all situations. But a
combination of regularly renewed peppermint and capsaicin repellents, physical
protection for the most vulnerable plantings, and the removal of the food sources
that draw chipmunks in makes for a garden that is considerably less interesting to
them than your neighbor’s.

What are the chipmunks doing to your garden now ? Are they digging up bulbs , are
they burrowing , are they digging up flower pots ? That starting point tells you what
methods you should be looking at first.

Article written for Home Narratives practical guidance for better living spaces.
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