
 

 
 

 

 

 
 

   
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

  
 

  

Recently, the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) received many form letters, 
which originated on the Wild Horse Education website, at the Washington Office, 
Nevada State Office, and the Winnemucca District Office regarding the ongoing 
Owyhee wild horse gather. The letter raises several points that include inaccuracies 
that it may be helpful to address and clarify.  

The BLM is gathering wild horses in the Owyhee Complex under the authority of 
the 1971 Wild Free Roaming Horse and Burro Act. The Owyhee Complex consists of 
the Owyhee, Little Humboldt, Little Owyhee, Rock Creek, and Snowstorm Mountains 
Herd Management Areas (HMA) and is located 50 miles northeast of Winnemucca, 
Nevada.  

The Final Environmental Assessment (EA) states, "The purpose of the Action 
Alternatives is to conduct a gather to remove excess wild horses in and around the 
Owyhee Complex so as to manage wild horses at the established Appropriate 
Management Level (AML) ranges; to reduce the wild horse population growth rate in 
order to maintain the wild horse population within the AML ranges over longer 
periods; to prevent undue or unnecessary degradation of the public lands by 
protecting rangeland resources from deterioration associated with excess population of 
wild horses within and outside the Owyhee Complex boundaries; and to restore a 
thriving natural ecological balance and multiple use relationship on the public lands." 

The form letter states, “Your records indicate that ‘severely limited water sources’ 
were a justification for increasing removal numbers.” 

Limited water is one of the factors necessitating removal of excess wild horses, and 
the BLM has hauled thousands of gallons of water to sustain the horses over that last 
few months due to severe drought conditions. However, limited water is only one of the 
reasons the BLM is gathering wild horses in the Owyhee Complex.  Additional reasons 
include: 

o	 the sheer number of excess wild horses present within the gather area 
(~1,646) wild horses that are outside of designated HMA boundaries; 

o	 population inventories documenting current populations being up to five 
times higher than the low end of the Appropriate Management Level  for 
Owyhee Complex HMAs such as in the Owyhee and Snowstorm 
Mountain HMAs; 

o	 severe impacts to vegetation rehabilitation of previous year's wildland fire 
areas as a result of excess wild horse use; 

o	 limited water sources available for the excess wild horse population 
leading to heavy vegetation impacts around existing water sources; 

o	 heavy trailing to water sources causing extreme dust conditions; 
o	 declining wild horse health due to lack of water and forage. 



 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

  

 

 

 
 

The letter further criticizes the BLM for shipping horses gathered from the 
Owyhee Complex to Litchfield Corrals in California, stating that this is because the 
Palomino Valley Center in Nevada is over capacity.  

As stated in a press release issued on November 14, 2012, the BLM clearly 
identified that the Litchfield Corrals could be utilized during this gather operation. 
“The gathered wild horses will be transported to either BLM Palomino Valley Center 
north of Reno, Nev., the Litchfield Wild Horse and Burro Corrals near Susanville, Calif. 
or the BLM Wild Horse Corrals near Burns, Oregon where they will be prepared for the 
BLM adoption program.” The BLM is utilizing these facilities due to proximity to 
project area as well as making use of available holding space. 

With regard to Wild Horse Education’s assertion that the gather is not fiscally 
efficient due to “no fly” days, this information is also misleading. Each gather plan 
anticipates there may be weather and mechanical issues and plans accordingly. Bad 
weather days when the helicopter will not fly are expected at this time of year.  The 
end date of December 23 is therefore a best guess estimate not a firm, fixed date.  

Other issues brought up in the letter are addressed below: 

1) Humane Treatment of Animals - The Final EA includes the Standard Operating 
Procedures (SOPs) for Wild Horse Gathers in Appendix A (page 132 of the EA).  This 
SOP outlines rate of movement, distance traveled, dust abatement, water and feed 
requirements, loading and transportation limitations, etc.  In addition, we responded 
to a similar public comment in Appendix G.  The public comment was: "The BLM does 
not have a defined, clear standard for humane handling of wild horses and, as such, 
should not proceed until such time as an updated Standard of Humane Care Policy is 
implemented and clear/concise consequences for violation are in place." 

Our published response was: "The BLM has SOPs in place in Appendix A. Standard 
Operating Procedures for Wild Horse Gathers. BLM Contracting Officer 
Representatives (CORs) will be on site at all times ensuring humane treatment of wild 
horses. There will be an APHIS vet on site at all times to advise BLM personnel on 
animal health and welfare issues." 

2) Temperature Ranges for Gathers - This concern is addressed in the SOP for Wild 
Horse Gathers in Appendix A of the Final EA.  In addition, we responded to a similar 
public comment in Appendix G.  The public comment was: "How and from where will 
wild horses be gathered and be moved to each trap site? What is the maximum 
distance a wild horse may be moved in a day and in total? The BLM should set strict 
limits the distance horses may be chased by a helicopter to a trap site - no more than 
5 miles. As such, trap sites should be moved often. Additionally, The BLM should 
establish strict parameters and enforcement for suspending helicopter gather 
operations during extreme weather conditions (below freezing/above 85)." 

Our response was: "Gather sites and wild horse travel distances are determined by the 
professional judgment of the BLM on site COR based on terrain, animal health, 



 
 

 
  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

weather, and other site specific factors." There is also an APHIS vet on site to monitor 
animal health and welfare issues. 

3) Owyhee Complex removal targets – In response to the statement that the BLM’s 
decision was limited to removal of no more than 544 horses from the Little Owyhee 
and 11 from the Owyhee HMAs, the removal and treatment numbers are described as 
such: 

Alternative A - Initial gather of 1,800 wild horses; remove approximately 950 wild 
horses (due to current BLM holding facility capacity limits); treat and release 
approximately 295 mares with PZP-22 and release approximately 555 stallions to 
adjust sex ratios to 60% in favor of males in the initial 2012 gather. Includes two to 
three follow-up gathers over a period of ten years to reach low AML. 

Alternative B - Gather and removal of 1,646 wild horses plus treating and releasing "a 
sufficient number" of wild horses. 

Alternative C - Gather and removal of 1,646 wild horses. 

The Decision Records outline more specific numbers.  The Tuscarora Field Office (Elko 
District)-Decision Record states "Approximately 186 wild horses would be gathered, 47 
removed, and 139 returned of which 46 mares would be treated with PZP or the most 
current formulation for fertility control." The Humboldt River Field Office (Winnemucca 
District)-Decision Record states, "The initial gather would result in the removal 
of approximately 800 excess horses, focusing on those areas where the health and 
well-being of the wild horses and rangeland health are at greatest risk and are a 
priority for removal of excess horses."  Therefore the Winnemucca portion of the 
Owyhee Complex gather is 800 horses. 


