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1.0  BACKGROUND INFORMATION  

 

1.1 Introduction  

 

The Bureau of Land Management (BLM) Billings Field Office (BiFO) proposes to gather and 

remove wild horses from the Pryor Mountain Wild Horse Range (PMWHR) because it has 

determined excess wild horses are present on the range.  The BLM has measured heavy and 

severe utilization of vegetation forage species.  The wild horse gather would also be conducted in 

coordination with the Custer National Forest to gather wild horses outside the PMWHR.  The 

gather would begin in September, 2008 and continue until 38 horses were captured or foaling 

season begins.  The proposed action should prevent deterioration of the rangelands and help 

maintain a thriving natural ecological balance and multiple use relationships for one season.  The 

method of capture would be water and bait-trapping using temporary traps of portable panels at 

or near water sources throughout the PMWHR and/or adjacent lands.  After capture in the trap, 

horses would be sorted or taken to the Britton Springs administrative site for sorting. 

 

This environmental assessment (EA) has been prepared to analyze the impacts associated with 

the BLMôs proposal to remove excess wild horses. 

 

An appropriate management level (AML) is the number of wild horses (excluding the current 

yearôs foal crop), determined through BLM's planning process, to be consistent with the 

objective of achieving and maintaining a thriving natural ecological balance (TNEB) and 

multiple-use relationship.  The Pryor Mountain Herd Management Plan (HMAP, BLM-MT-PT-84-

019-4321/June 1984) and the Billings Resource Area Management Plan (Sept. 28, 1984), 

established the initial stocking rate for the range at 115-127 wild horses.  The AML was revised 

in July 1992 and set at 85-105 adult horses (MT-025-2-18).  BLMôs mandate, however, is to 

manage for healthy, self-sustaining herds on healthy rangelands.  The habitat objectives in the 

HMAP are to manage for a slight upward trend in range health (HMAP, BLM-MT-PT-84-019-

4321/June 1984).  Cumulative impacts, including weather, drought and grazing, have resulted in 

the current conditions (described later in this document).  

 

Excess wild horses were last gathered from the PMWHR in 2006 utilizing a bait trapping 

method.   Previous to that, helicopter drive trapping was used in 1997, 2001, and 2003 (Coates-

Markle 2006).  Before helicopter drive trapping, gathers were conducted almost exclusively on 

horseback.   

 

1.2 Location 

 

The project area is located in southeastern Carbon County, Montana, and northern Big Horn 

County, Wyoming, in the PMWHR and adjacent Custer National Forest lands.  The area is 

approximately 50 to 70 miles south of Billings, Montana, and 10 miles north of Lovell, 

Wyoming.  Elevations range from 3,850 feet to 8,750 feet above sea level.  Annual precipitation 

varies with elevation with six inches at the lower elevations to upward of 20 inches at the higher 

elevations.  Plant communities also vary with elevation and due to precipitation from cold desert 

shrub to sub-alpine forests and meadows.  Soils vary in depth from shallow (less than ten inches) 
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to 20 to 40 inches deep depending on location.  Water is limited to five perennial water sources 

within the PMWHR. 

 

Most of the PMWHR was created by order of the Secretary of the Interior Stewart L. Udall on 

September 9, 1968.  At that time, the PMWHR encompassed 33,600 acres of BLM and National 

Park Service (NPS) lands in Montana.  In 1969, an adjustment occurred, adding 6,400 acres of 

lands within Wyoming.  In December 1971, the Wild Free-Roaming Horses and Burros Act 

became law.  The management and protection of all unclaimed wild horses and burros was 

delegated to the Secretaries of the Interior and Agriculture.  The BLM and Forest Service were 

charged with administrating the Act as outlined in Section 2 of said Act (as the Act was at that 

time).  In 1974 and 1975, the range was expanded pursuant to authority contained in the Wild 

and Free-Roaming Horses and Burros Act.  A joint Forest Service and BLM decision was 

reached in the 1974 Pryor Mountain Complex Land Use Decision and BLM Pryor Mountain 

Complex Management Framework Plan which analyzed where wild horses were found at the 

time of the passage of the Act.  This joint assessment was based on public involvement, 

comprehensive inventories, and recommendations from agency specialists.  The 1974 joint 

decision allowed wild horses to be managed within the Lost Water Canyon area (Forest Plan 

Management Area Q), the Mystic Allotment area, Lower Crooked Creek, and Upper Crooked 

Creek (BLM).  Adjustment to the range occurred in 1984, with the temporary inclusion of the 

Sorenson Extension (using two five-year special use permits) from the Bighorn Canyon National 

Recreation Area (BCNRA) and closure of the administrative pastures.  In 1990, the last 

adjustment occurred when the Sorenson Extension was not reauthorized by BCNRA.  This 

resulted in the present boundary which encompasses more than 38,000 acres (see Map 1). 
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Map 1.  Pryor Mountain Wild Horse Range 

 

 
 


