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Preamble 
 
 In 1971, the Wild Free-Roaming Horses and Burros Act (Wild Horse Act), unanimously passed by Congress, declared wild 
free-roaming horses and burros “living symbols of the historic and pioneer spirit of the West” that “contribute to the diversity 
of life forms” and “enrich the lives of the American people.”1 The Wild Horse Act protects wild free-roaming horses and 
burros “from capture, branding, harassment, or death.”1 Yet, the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) has subverted its legal 
mandate to protect America’s wild horses and burros through decades of mismanagement, misinformation, aggressive 
treatment, and wasteful spending.  
 
  

Statement of Principles 
  
As advocates and concerned citizens, we, the undersigned, are dedicated to protecting and preserving viable, self-
sustaining free-roaming wild horse and burro populations on our nation’s public lands as required by the Wild Horse Act.  
  
Together, we offer this Unified Statement to guide a management program that is humane for wild horses and burros as well 
as sustainable and cost-effective for American taxpayers.  These principles are consistent with the findings from the National 
Academy of Sciences’ (NAS) 2013 report, “Using Science to Improve the BLM Wild Horse and Burro Program: A Way 
Forward”2 and peer-reviewed research in the fields of veterinary medicine, wild equid behavior, biology, ecology, and 
others.   
  
We invite all individuals, nonprofit organizations, and government officials and agencies, including the BLM and United 
States Forest Service (USFS), that have an interest in protecting and preserving our nation’s wild horses and burros to commit 
to these principles and the resulting recommendations when developing or advocating for a management policy.  

  
1. The killing, destruction, and sale for slaughter of wild horses and burros must remain prohibited.  
  
The American public’s overwhelming support for protecting the West’s wild horses and burros led to Congress’ 
unanimous passage of the Wild Horse Act nearly five decades ago. Public support for protecting wild horses and burros 
remains high with 80 percent of Americans opposing the mass killing or slaughter of these iconic animals.3 Given this 
public support and the availability of humane alternatives for wild horse and burro management, Congress should reject 
the BLM’s Fiscal Year 2018 budget request for permission to kill wild horses and burros or sell them for slaughter. If 
granted, this could result in an unprecedented mass slaughter of more than 90,000 wild horses in holding facilities and on 
the range. In rejecting this lethal option, Congress should maintain protections against killing and slaughter and direct the 
BLM to implement a humane, politically-viable, and scientifically-based management program. 
  
2. Wild horses and burros must be managed in genetically viable, free-roaming herds.  
  
The BLM’s Appropriate Management Level (AML) of 26,710 is an extinction-level population limit that threatens the viability 
of America’s wild horse and burro herds.4 In 1971, Congress determined that, at the existing population of 25,000, wild 
horses and burros were “fast disappearing from the American scene” and urgently in need of protection.1 The BLM’s current 
goal of rounding up and removing over 50,000 wild horses and burros to reach its exceedingly low AML would leave many 
wild equine populations at levels that would seriously compromise their survival. Moreover, the 2013 NAS report identified 
approximately 20 percent of BLM Herd Management Areas (HMA) that are “at critical risk” in terms of genetic diversity.2 
Equally important, the NAS warned that the genetic diversity of small, fragmented wild burro populations was already 
weakened and that “removing burros permanently from the range could jeopardize the genetic health of the total 
population.”2 
  
3. The natural behaviors and complex social organization of wild horses and burros must be preserved 

when managing their populations.  
  
While controlling the growth rate of wild herds is necessary, the BLM must use fertility control methods that will have minimal 
impacts on the natural behaviors and social organization of wild horses and burros. To date, with its 30-year history of being 
safe and cost-effective, the Porcine Zona Pellucida (PZP) vaccine for mares meets this requirement because it does not impact 
reproductive hormones that drive natural behaviors.5  
  



The BLM’s plan to geld stallions and spay mares is unscientific and incompatible with its legal mandate to protect and retain 
the free-roaming behaviors of wild horses. As the 2013 NAS report stated, gelding will “result in a loss of testosterone and 
consequent reduction in or complete loss of male-type behaviors necessary for the maintenance of social organization, band 
integrity, and expression of a natural behavior repertoire.”2 The effect of spaying wild mares via ovariectomy would be 
similar, and because of the possibilities of prolonged bleeding and infection, the NAS concluded that it is “inadvisable for 
field applications.”2  
  
4. Wild horses and burros are an essential part of America’s cultural and historic heritage.   
  
Americans affirm that wild horses and burros embody all that has made, and continues to make, this country great – freedom, 
independence, endurance, strength, perseverance – and that they must be preserved, as Congress intended, as “living 
symbols of the historic and pioneering spirit of the West” for generations to come.1  Indeed, 80 percent of Americans – 
including 86 percent of Trump voters and 77 percent of Clinton voters – oppose killing and slaughter of wild horses and 
burros and support protecting and managing them humanely.3 
 
5. Wild horses are native wildlife.  

 
The Wild Horse Act declares wild horses to be free-roaming and an “integral part of the natural system of public lands.”1 
Wild horses are, in fact, a native, reintroduced North American wildlife species. Both paleontological evidence and 
mitochondrial DNA analysis support the fact that wild horses are native to this continent, where the species evolved. It is 
believed that the modern horse died out in North America 7,000-12,000 years ago.6 However, at various times in their 
evolutionary history, horses migrated over the Bering Land Bridge. Horses were eventually reintroduced to North America 
by Spanish conquistadors in the early 1500s. According to paleontologists, the fact that horses were reintroduced to North 
America from domesticated stock does not impact their status as a native reintroduced species.  
 
NOTE: While the fact that the horse is a native North American wildlife species is important to understanding their role in the 
ecosystem, legally it is not relevant. Wild free-roaming horses and burros enjoy special status under a federal law that 
designates them as “living symbols of the historic and pioneer spirit of the West.”1 
 
6. Federal public lands that were designated as habitat for wild horses and burros by Congress in 1971 

must, to the extent possible, be returned to them.  
  
When Congress enacted the Wild Horse Act in 1971, wild horses and burros occupied 53.8 million acres of land; of those, 
42.4 million acres were administered by the BLM. Today, they are restricted to 31.6 million acres of land, of which 26.9 
million acres are managed by the BLM. This is a total habitat loss of 41 percent.7   In most of these “zeroed out” habitat areas, 
commercial livestock grazing continues. The intent of Congress in passing the Wild Horse Act was to protect wild horses and 
burros as natural components of the lands on which they were found in 1971.  Therefore, where feasible, wild horses and 
burros should be repatriated to habitat that has been eliminated for use by these species over the last 47 years.  
 
7. Range health must be assessed holistically; wild horses and burros must not be scapegoated.  
  
Over 80 percent of BLM land grazed by livestock is not occupied by wild horses and burros.8 On the small amount of BLM 
land where wild horses and burros are allowed to co-exist with livestock, the BLM allocates the majority of available forage 
–  over 70 percent – to livestock.9 
 
Despite being vastly outnumbered by livestock, wild horses and burros are routinely blamed for damaging forage, soil, and 
water resources on public lands. In fact, not only do forage allocations greatly favor private livestock on public lands, but 
there is also no empirical research or credible monitoring data that differentiate the impacts of wild horses from those of 
livestock. In 2017, a report from the U.S. Government Accountability Office confirmed the need for studies to evaluate these 
different impacts.10   And, in 2015, Public Employees for Environmental Responsibility addressed the scapegoating of wild 
horses and burros, writing that the BLM’s sage grouse policy is “…skewed toward minimizing impacts from domestic 
livestock and magnifying those from wild horses and burros.”11 
  
8. The management of wild horses and burros on public rangelands must be guided by the best current 

science and data.     
  
The BLM’s management of wild horses and burros is seriously flawed in that its decisions are guided by special interest 
politics rather than solid science. Management practices lack sound methodology and utilize outdated and questionable 
data.  For example, the 2013 NAS report found that the BLM’s process for determining AMLs and allocating forage for wild 
herds lacked a “science-based” rationale.2 In 2017, the U.S. District Court in Idaho ruled that the BLM must consider the 



results of the NAS report in the development and analysis of management policy.12 The NAS report laid out a viable roadmap 
for reform of the BLM program; 2 Congress must not allow the agency to discard the findings of the nation’s premier scientific 
body.  
  
9. The management of wild horses and burros on public rangelands must consider input from the American 

public.    
  

Americans value the West’s wild horses and burros. According to numerous national polls, most oppose the removal of wild 
herds from rangelands and support the use of fertility control.3 In 1982, a National Research Council report on the BLM’s 
Wild Horse and Burro Program acknowledged Americans’ interest in our wild herds and encouraged the agency to “be 
responsive to public attitudes and preferences.”13 Almost three decades later, the 2013 NAS report again reiterated the 
importance of addressing prevailing public preference and specifically recommended that the BLM improve ways to 
“engage with the public in ways that allow the public to influence agency decisions.”2 
  
To date, the BLM has failed to meaningfully consider public opinion in the development of management policy. In most 
cases, the agency has predetermined the outcome of its decision-making processes and does not give proper attention to 
the large volume of public comments that it does receive. Instead, the BLM skews policies toward the grazing, mining, and 
oil and gas industries. It largely shuts out the voices of the outdoor recreation community and ordinary citizens interested in 
viewing wild horses and burros on our public lands, thereby ignoring that they are an eco-tourism resource for rural 
communities located near wild equine herds.   
  
10. There can be no “thriving natural ecological balance” on the range in the absence of predators.  
  
The Wild Horse Act directs the BLM and the USFS to “manage wild free-roaming horses and burros in a manner that is 
designed to achieve and maintain a thriving natural ecological balance on the public lands.”1  Yet, every year, millions of 
predators –	including mountain lions, a documented predator of wild horses and burros –	are killed through state issuance 
of hunting tags and a federal predator control program, which lethally removes wildlife at the request of livestock 
operators. There can be no thriving natural ecological balance without predators, and protecting predators must be part 
of an overall plan for achieving a “thriving natural ecological balance” in wild horse and burro habitat areas.   	
 
 
Recommendations 
 
A humane, sustainable, and fiscally responsible wild horse and burro management plan is urgently needed.  As the 2013 
NAS report emphasized, the BLM’s current practice of roundups and removals not only is wasteful but also “facilitates high 
population growth rates” of wild horse and burros who remain on the range.2 Additionally, killing or slaughter is not a 
solution because it still requires costly, traumatic roundups and is overwhelmingly opposed by Americans.3 Moreover, the 
slaughter of America's horses and entry of unregulated horse meat into the food pipeline poses a public health threat. 
  
Therefore, we, the undersigned organizations and individuals, endorse the following recommendations for humane 
management of our nation’s wild horses and burros.   
  
1. Develop a ten-year plan to reduce and stabilize wild horse populations in targeted Herd HMAs with native PZP or long-

acting PZP-22 administered by remote darting or Catch-Treat-Release using bait/water trapping. This requires 
reallocating funds in the BLM budget and developing more public-private partnerships to implement a comprehensive 
fertility control program. However, the savings could be immense. For example, a respected economist found that, 
using PZP in just one HMA, the BLM could save $8 million and achieve population goals in 12 years.14 

 
2. Re-establish the historic ranges of wild horses and burros as determined after the first census in 1974. Where feasible, 

zeroed-out HMAs and Herd Areas (HA) should be restored for use by wild horses and burros. The BLM should repatriate 
captive geldings, mares vaccinated with PZP, and jennies from expensive short-term holding facilities to “zeroed out” 
habitat areas as a mechanism for significantly reducing holding costs and improving the quality of life for wild equines 
currently living in feedlot conditions. 

 
3. Revise Resource Management Plans to raise AMLs based on an equitable (at least 50-50) allocation of resources 

between livestock and wild horses on the small fraction of public lands designated as wild horse and burro habitat.   
 

4. Create a process to determine management approaches for individual HMAs, HMA complexes, HAs, and Wild Horse 
Territories (on USFS lands) or at a regional level; maximize public/private partnership opportunities; and engage all 
stakeholders. This would involve, for example, consideration of terrain and water resources, number of wild horses 



and/or burros, availability of local groups to partner with, and ways to encourage involvement or “buy in” from all 
stakeholders, including livestock grazing permittees. 

 
5. Adjust livestock grazing levels within HMAs to accommodate the current wild horse and burro population, pursuant to 

43 CFR 4710.5, which authorizes the BLM to reduce or eliminate livestock grazing. Permittees could be offered direct 
public and/or private financial compensation or tax credits in exchange for grazing permit retirement, non-use, or 
reduced use in wild equid habitats.  

 
6. Continue research on multi-year, remotely deliverable, safe and reversible fertility control vaccines and other 

management methods that are humane and minimize impacts to natural behaviors. 
 
7. Prohibit the use of sterilization and other population growth suppression methods that substantively alter wild horse 

and burro natural behaviors and/or endanger their health and well-being.   
 

8. Develop apprenticeship programs with local community colleges and institutions to develop pathways into federal 
positions within the BLM and USFS for qualified and interested candidates. These positions may involve oversight of 
volunteers assisting with inventories of horse populations, fertility control programs, and other range and animal 
stewardship programs.  

 
9. Create more opportunities to engage all stakeholders in addressing management issues by, for example, expanding 

the BLM Wild Horse and Burro Advisory Board to include a broader range of perspectives; developing formal and 
informal programs for individuals and groups to meet with BLM and USFS staff to collaborate on solutions; and utilizing 
citizen-science monitoring efforts to develop an accurate database of horses and burros on the range. Advances to keep 
wild equines on the range have occurred whenever the BLM and USFS have seriously engaged with equine advocates 
and the public. 

 
10. Protect predators (e.g. mountain lions and wolves) in and around all HMAs, HAs, and Wild Horse Territories.  

 
11. If removals occur, the BLM should remove only horses and burros for which there is more adoption demand (1-5 years 

old) from the range, with the number of animals removed not exceeding the agency’s ability to place them in adoptive 
homes. Training programs for captured wild equines should be expanded to help increase adoptions, and follow-up 
monitoring of adopters should be mandatory before title transfer.  Additionally, bait/water trapping is the preferred 
method of capture for wild horses and the only acceptable method for wild burros.  
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