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Forward

The following is based on a true story of the events surrounding the deaths of 185 wild horses
in the fall of 2007 managed by the Bureau of Land Management (BLM). It has been compiled
from a variety of BLM land management documents, news articles, email communications and
personal involvement in the months leading up to one of the worst cases of wild horse
“mismanagement” ever publicly recorded.

This report was prepared in order to raise public awareness of ongoing violations occurring in
BLMs Wild Horse and Burro Program and document the facts surrounding the event.

May it also serve as a memorial for all those who died as a result….
C.R. MacDonald



Preface

In the early 1900’s, at least 2 million wild horses were estimated as roaming the American
West. (1)

Wild horses were first targeted by white settlers in efforts to combat the “Indian problem”, as
many Native American cultures had quickly incorporated the wild horse into their lifestyles.(2)
Thousands more were then targeted for captured and pressed into Calvary or military services
of some sort. It is estimated over 1 million American horses died on the battle fields of Europe
in World War I alone, many of which originated from these great wild horse herds.(3)

Finally, as their vast expanses of land became increasingly more crowded due to the ever-
expanding human migrations, competition also arose with cattlemen and sheepherders for
precious forage and water throughout the West.

As the need for the horse and burros service to mankind declined, ruthless eradication tactics
began to be employed as hundreds of thousands were hunted down and disposed of in slaughter
plants and rendered down in factories to produce pet food and chicken feed.

Many of these same wild horses were slaughtered due to federal policies implemented through
the Bureau of Land Management itself, an agency dedicated at the time to livestock and mining
interests exclusively. Wild horses were considered “pests” by most ranchers and as such,
became subjected to the same predator control programs still done with coyotes, foxes, wolves
and prairie dogs today.

In 1950, a Nevada secretary named Velma Johnson, aka “Wild Horse Annie”, discovered a
slaughter bound truck filled with recently captured wild horses leaking blood. Horrified by
what she saw, she began a crusade to raise public awareness regarding the inhumane
treatment and wholesale wipeout being carried out in relative obscurity in the rangelands
throughout the West.

In 1959, Congress passed the “Wild Horse Annie Act” prohibiting the use of airplanes and motor
vehicles to capture wild horses in efforts to preserve their dwindling numbers. At this time,
some accounts estimate only about 17,000 wild horses still remained due to the overwhelming
success of decades of federally sponsored aggressive eradication policies.

In 1961, the Hollywood movie “The Misfits” brought nationwide attention to plight of the
American mustang by showing a toned down version of the brutal techniques being used against
the handful of remaining herds.

In 1971, due to the second largest national letter writing campaign in our Nations history,
Congress passed the Wild Free-Roaming Horse and Burro Act without a single dissenting vote
and finally granted wild horses and burros federal protection from capture, branding,
harassment and death.
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As a result of these federal protections, the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) and the United
States Forest Service (USFS) became responsible for the management, protection and
preservation of America’s remaining wild horses and burros and the lands they still roamed.

However, after over a century of what can only be described as a free-for-all during the
settlement of the West, the wide spread belief that America’s abundance of resources were
inexhaustible had led to extensive overgrazing by livestock, over hunting of wildlife,
irresponsible mining operations stripping land, massive timber harvesting, the destruction and
pollution of streams and widespread erosion of soils.

In 1976, Congress passed the Federal Lands Management Policy Act (FLMPA), which outlined a
new direction for a broad based management of public lands and resources. The central focus
of FLMPA is best summarized as management aimed at maximizing the extraction of public
resources for beneficial use while striving for a “thriving natural ecological balance” between
all uses (commonly referred to as “multiple use”) in order to maintain the integrity of the land
and its resources for long term sustainability and future generations. Yet many remained
concerned the protections mandated through FLMPA didn’t go far enough.

In 1978, Congress then passed the Public Rangelands Improvement Act (PRIA) in efforts to try
and prevent further decline of precious western ecosystems as well as to provide a framework
for management in attempts to halt the continuing desertification still occurring throughout
much of the West due to exploitation and over use.

In theory, the original priority established through the Wild Free-Roaming Horse and Burro Act
to first protect and preserve wild horses and burros “where presently found” above other uses
became subordinated after the passage of FLMPA and PRIA towards a new goal aimed at
managing public lands as a holistic resource for the mutual benefit of all. Hence, management
plans were suppose to consider the needs of all who depended on these resources in a
balanced fashion without one need taking precedence over another.

In reality, Congress granted the Secretary of the Interior wide and sweeping authority on how
to best achieve these goals. Consequently, due to the Secretary being an appointed position
frequently chosen for their alliance with the current political climate of the day, BLM’s
priorities often fluctuated due to changes in policies set forth by the Secretary, policies which
often favored the more powerful and lucrative industries capable of exerting political pressure
to sway those policies for their benefit.

As a result, the protections granted through the 1971 Act aiming to preserve America’s wild
free-roaming horses and burros and the critical habitat they needed to survive, has been
systematically eroded. This is often done under the guise of protecting public rangelands as a
whole. However, sincere investigations behind these “multiple use” media blitzes and public
relations campaigns often reveal a very different kind of story occurring behind the scenes.

What happened in Nevada’s Jackson Mountain Herd Management Area in the fall of 2007, which
resulted in the known deaths of at least 185 wild horses, is one such story.
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LOCK DOWN

Mountains. Many were extremely weak from a lack of food and water due to drought, and
that made them more susceptible to salmonella.” (4)

In October 2007, BLM issued a Question and Answer press release in response to public
concerns, which provided additional information about the conditions and events surrounding
the deaths of the Jackson Mountain wild horses. Below are some excerpts taken directly from
these Q & A’s. (5)

“The recent problems at Palomino Valley are primarily attributed to the very poor condition
that the Jackson Mountain horses were in when they came off the range.”

Albert J. Kane, DVM, MPVM, PhD
Veterinary Epidemiologist

Program Manager and Senior Staff Veterinarian
U.S. Department of Agriculture APHIS Veterinary Services

What caused the problem of Salmonella?
The Jackson horses had been eating a poor diet of brush. When they arrived at the Palomino
Center some of them had difficulty in transitioning to a diet of hay. Many of the animals were
very thin, in poor physical condition, and weak due to lack of forage and water resulting from
the extended drought, which caused normal levels of Salmonella bacteria, present in the
animal’s gut, increase to levels that made the animals sick (diarrhea).

A large number of the horses were in condition class 1 ½ or 3 based on the Henneke rating
system (thin or very thin). Most of the horses came in with snotty noses resulting from alkali
dust (due to drought), followed by a change in weather to hot days and cold nights.
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Photo of Closure of BLM’s Palomino Valley
Wild Horse and Burro Holding Facility 9/28/07

Courtesy of Wild Horse Spirit, Ltd.

Reporter Scott Sooner of the Associated
Press broke the news on September 26, 2007.
The BLM had voluntarily closed the Nevada
based Palomino Valley Wild Horse and Burro
holding facility as a preventative measure
after 130 wild horses had died.

An outbreak of salmonella bacteria was cited
as the cause of the deaths, which then
potentially posed the threat of infecting both
humans and other animals alike.

Dr. Albert Kane, BLMs Lead Veterinarian
through Animal and Plant Health Inspection
Services (APHIS), a division of the U.S.
Department of Agriculture, was quoted as
saying, “The problems apparently stem from
about 1,000 horses that were gathered this
month in the northwest Nevada’s Jackson
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When did BLM gather the Jackson Mountains HMA?
The Jackson Mountains HMA was gathered during
August 28-September 11, 2007. During the 15 day
gather, 1,064 wild horses were captured and 990
wild horses were removed. Of these, 983 were
shipped to the Palomino Valley Center for
preparation for adoption or sale or long term
holding. (7 died/were euthanized on site because of
very poor condition or deformities.)

Struggling Foal #1047 captured from the Jackson
Mountains Herd Management Area in NV.

Photo taken on 9/28/07 at BLM’s Palomino
Valley Wild Horse & Burro Holding Center.

Courtesy of Wild Horse Spirit, Ltd.

Why did so many wild horses need to be removed?
The Jackson Mountain Herd Management Area was
last gathered in January 2003 when 661 horses were
removed. Following the January 2003 gather, an
estimated 215 wild horses remained on the range.
Based on an estimated 15 percent per year annual
growth rate, BLM projected a population of 377 wild
horses.

However, aerial census conducted June 21, 2007
estimated the population of wild horses within the
Jackson Mountain HMA at 1,017 animals, nearly 8
times the low Appropriate Management Level for wild
horses within this HMA.

This information indicates that nearly twice a many
animals remained as estimated following the 2003
gather and that the actual annual growth rate
averaged about 20 percent per year over the past
four year period instead of the 15 percent per year
previously estimated.

Did resource conditions indicate a wild horse
population greater than BLM’s estimate? Yes.
Resource monitoring data indicated the
overpopulation of wild horses was resulting in
excessive utilization at key forage sites and that
excess trampling by wild horses in key areas was
impacting range conditions and preventing recovery
of key sites. 2007 monitoring also indicated a
shortage of water in the southern portions of the
HMA.

Wild horse captured from the Jackson
Mountains Herd Management Area in NV.

Photo taken on 9/28/07 at BLM’s Palomino
Valley Wild Horse & Burro Holding Center.

Courtesy of Wild Horse Spirit, Ltd.



Did BLM make any adjustments in domestic livestock use in the Jackson Mountains to reduce
competition for the available food and water? The Winnemucca Field Office sent a letter to
permittees on allotments in the herd area in June advising them they may need to adjust their
livestock management because of drought conditions. It was noted in the letter that if drought
conditions continued to worsen, permittees could be required to remove cattle from their
allotment early. The BLM didn't make adjustments, however, some of the permittees reduced
the number of livestock and then removed all of them earlier than the permitted off date.

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *

By October 10, 2007, BLM reported the death toll had climbed to 156, either through
salmonella, pneumonia or euthanasia. When all was said and done, an article published by
Quarter Horse News in January 2008 cited 185 wild horses were dead in connection to the
entire Jackson Mountains fiasco.

So how did BLM and the Jackson Mountain wild horses get to this point and what were some of
the events leading up to this tragedy BLM didn’t cover in their press release?

If horses were in such poor shape, why wasn’t the
Jackson Mountains HMA gathered sooner? BLM
considered removing the horses in July but a gather
contractor was not available nor was there adequate
facility space. Additionally, the Jackson Mountains
wild horses were monitored at least once weekly
throughout the summer to assure they had adequate
water and remained in acceptable body condition.
However, in the last week to ten days prior to the
gather, animal condition sharply declined – a
situation which could not have been foreseen based
on weekly monitoring of food, water and animal
conditions.

Wild horses captured from the Jackson Mountains
Herd Management Area in NV. Photos taken on
10/06/07 at BLM’s Palomino Valley Wild Horse &
Burro Holding Center. Courtesy of Wild Horse
Spirit, Ltd.

Why wasn’t bait or water trapping considered
since it would have been less stressful to the
animals? Because animal condition declined so
sharply in the week to ten days prior to the gather,
the animals needed to be gathered as efficiently as
possible to prevent their deaths on the range. The
deaths of wild horses at the Palomino Valley
Center are not related to the gather itself, nor are
they a function of the gather method. The deaths
stem from their difficulty in adapting to their new
environment --- a change in their diet from mainly
brush to hay.

What is the condition of the 131 wild horses
remaining on the range? By removing the excess
animals, remaining horses are experiencing
significantly less competition for the available
food and water. These horses are in good body
condition. Springs are effectively recharging
because of the reduced demand created by the
overpopulation.
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Horses, Horses, Who’s Got The Horses?

As BLM will be the first to point out, one of the most important factors in the management of
wild horses and burros is making sure there are not more animals on the range than the range
can support. Since the entire foundation of BLMs management rests on this fundamental
knowledge, the first area that must be explored is how many wild horses were out on the range
leading up to the tragedy that cost so many their lives.

According to BLM’s own account, 661 wild horses were removed from the Jackson Mountains
Herd Management Area (HMA) in January 2003 and back then, they estimated 215 wild horses
were still left on the range after the removals.

In May 2007, BLM released a preliminary Environmental Assessment (EA) proposing yet another
round up of the Jackson Mountain wild horses. At that time BLM estimated the Jackson
Mountain wild horse herds had grown to approximately 366 wild horses. (6)

As for the round up history for the Jackson Mountains HMA itself, in addition to the 2003
removals, BLM also reported removals were also done in 1997, 1994 and 1989. Throughout the
years, a total of 1,710 wild horses had been removed and the 661 wild horses taken in 2003
were the highest number of removals on record for the Jackson Mountains herds. (Note: BLM
also referenced a Wild Horse Fertility Control Proposal issued in November 1999 that may
have affected their ability to produce foals but it is not currently known if this research was
ever carried out).

On June 21, 2007, BLM conducted a new population count through an aerial census. Though
only expecting to find around 366 wild horses, including the new spring foals, BLM reported
they found 1,017 instead, nearly eight times the low population level BLM had previously set
for wild horses in the area. By the time the wild horses were actually rounded up, this
increased to 1,064.

As already stated, BLM reported in October 2007 that, “This information indicates that nearly
twice a many animals remained as estimated following the 2003 gather and that the actual
annual growth rate averaged about 20 percent per year over the past four year period instead
of the 15 percent per year previously estimated.” Though BLM removed more animals in 2003
than they ever had before, BLM now maintained over 200 wild horses had been missed.

With respect to BLM stating wild horses had surprised them by reproducing at a rate of 20%, an
appendix provided in the May 2007 proposal stated the median growth rate was actually
projected at 24.5%, not 15%. Back then, BLM claimed they only hoped to lower this
reproduction rate to 16.3% by using an experimental fertility control drug on the remaining
mares, which they did indeed follow through with despite the sharp decline in body condition
of the Jackson Mountain wild horses.

As for the condition of the range and its ability to produce both water and forage to sustain the
Jackson Mountain wild horses, according to the January 2008 Quarter Horse News article, “185
Dead Wild Horses”, the one in charge of the Jackson Mountain herds, BLM’s Wild Horse and
Burro Specialist Heidi Hopkins said she had begun monitoring both the herds and water sources
beginning in March and that she continued to do so at least once a week right on up through
the August removals. (7)
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Despite her weekly tours, Heidi was quoted as saying, “…there was never a time through the
trip to those three troughs when she saw more than 150 to 200 horses”.

She also added, “I never saw conditions that said to me, ‘Oh my gosh, there’s going to be a
huge problem here.’ It was a horrible mistake, but you know, I don’t know if I would have
done anything differently.”

An Unusual Parallel

Shortly before BLM released the May 2007 Gather Proposal for the Jackson Mountain wild
horses, U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service released a preliminary environmental assessment in April
proposing to remove hundreds of wild horses in the Sheldon National Wildlife Refuge located on
the Nevada/Oregon borders. (8)

At that time, U.S. Fish & Wildlife estimated approximately 1,500 wild horses and 100 wild
burros were roaming the Sheldon Refuge and reported the high numbers of wild horses were
causing environmental damage. The purpose of their proposal was to initiate removal plans to
reduce their populations to approximately 75-125 wild horses and 30-60 wild burros as quickly
as possible.

Despite a tidal wave of public protests, in late June of 2007, U.S. Fish & Wildlife released their
final assessment and decision for the removal of wild horses and burros within the Refuge with
only minor modifications made to the preliminary proposal. Managers still asserted
approximately 1,500 horses were within the Refuge with plans to remove them in August. (9)

On July 18, 2007, In Defense of Animals (IDA) issued a press release titled, “In Defense of
Animals Warns Sheldon National Wildlife Refuge That Imminent Round-up of Wild Horses
Violates Federal Law”, stating an urgent letter had been sent to Refuge managers detailing
how the current plan violated the National Environmental Protection Act. Attorneys at Meyer
Glitzenstein & Crystal, a Washington D.C. based public interest firm specializing in
environmental litigation also outlined numerous violations within their proposal.
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Jackson Mountain
dead foal at BLMs
Palomino Valley
Wild Horse & Burro
Holding Facility.

Photo taken on
9/28/07.

Courtesy of Wild
Horse Spirit, Ltd.


