An Overview of Wild Horse and Burro Management in
the American West
Fact Sheet 3.104

Natural Resources Series | Range

By Hailey Doucette, Dr. Leisl Carr Childers & Retta Bruegger

Introduction
The management of wild horses and
burros is a controversial topic in the
American West. Wild horse and burro
populations must be managed to
prevent too many animals from causing
damage to public rangelands like soil
erosion and loss of grasses and other
forage, which negatively effects wildlife
and the livelihood of those who also use
these lands. This fact sheet covers the
laws that protect wild horses and burros,
discusses key terms and how wild horse
and burro populations are managed,
and what happens to wild horses and
burros when they are removed from
public rangelands.
Laws Protecting Wild Horses and
Burros
Wild horses and burros populate areas
in the arid American West that contain
limited forage and water. Though their
numbers grew during early history of the
region, they dwindled throughout the
first half of the 20th century when
ranchers, hunters, and mustangers
rounded up unwanted wild horses and
burros for extra income, often selling
them to slaughterhouses. In 1950, Velma
Bronn Johnson, better known as Wild
Horse Annie, and other wild horse
advocates began a campaign to protect
wild horses and burros (1). Their efforts
resulted in the 1959 Wild Horse Annie
Act, which banned the poisoning

1

of watering holes and the use of
motorized vehicles in hunting and
capturing wild horses for sale and
slaughter. The law did not include
Johnston’s recommendation to create a
federal program to protect, manage, and
control wild horses and did not include
burros (2).
After a massive public campaign to grant
wild horses and burros protection on
public lands, in 1971 Congress passed the
Wild Free-Roaming Horses and Burros
Act. The act stated: “wild free-roaming
horses and burros shall be protected
from capture, branding, harassment, or
death; and to accomplish this they are to
be considered in the area where
presently found, as an integral part of the
natural system of the public lands (3)."
Most wild horse and burro populations
ranged on lands managed by the Bureau
of Land Management (BLM), though
some also could be found on Forest
Service lands. As a result, the BLM is the
predominant land management agency
tasked with managing wild horses and
burros. The BLM received its official
mandate from the 1976 Federal Land
Policy and Management Act (FLMPA).
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Quick Facts
Wild horse and burro
populations can grow by
20-25% per year.
Management of wild
horses and burros falls
primarily to the Bureau of
Land Management and is
governed by the 1959
Wild Horse Annie Act,
the 1971 Wild FreeRoaming Horses and
Burros Act, and the 1976
Federal Land Policy and
Management Act.
Wild horse and burro
populations are
exclusively located in the
American West.
Current numbers of wild
horses on public lands in
the US far exceeds the
carrying capacity of
these lands.
Aligning horse and burro
populations with
sustainable range
management goals
requires funding and
personnel.

H. Doucette, Master of Arts Program,
Department of History, Colorado State
University
L. Carr Childers, Associate Professor,
Department of History, Colorado State
University
R. Bruegger, Regional Range
Specialist for Western Colorado, CSU
Extension.

extension.colostate.edu

To do this more easily, FLMPA amended the 1971 law
to allow the BLM to use helicopters when gathering
wild horses and burros (7).

How the BLM Manages Populations

Map featuring the locations of HAs, HMAs, and
Ranges.
This mandate instructs the BLM to manage public
lands for multiple uses, such as mining, energy
development, livestock grazing, timber harvesting,
outdoor recreation, wildlife protection, and historical
resources, in addition to protecting wild horses and
burros (4). This means that the BLM must manage all
of these uses in relationship to each other. The BLM
had managed all these multiple uses before 1976,
but FLPMA made it official.
Wild horse, and burro populations grow rapidly if left
alone. A herd of wild horses can increase by 20-25%
every year. For example, a herd of 100 wild horses
on public rangelands would increase to 200 wild
horses within four to five years (5). The BLM limits
the number and amount of time livestock spend on
public rangelands and expects ranchers to adhere
to those limits. The overall number of livestock on
BLM rangelands has steadily declined since the
1960s, remained about constant 1980s to 2000 and
declined again 2000-present (6). Similar to livestock,
the BLM sets limits on the number of wild horses
and burros. However, unlike livestock, wild horses
and burros occupy these rangelands year-round and
their populations have increased. Greater
populations and their presence on rangelands yearround does not always allow for regrowth of sparse
forage, especially in dry years. This means it is very
important to keep wild horse and burro populations
to levels rangelands can support.
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Because of its multiple use mandate, the BLM cannot
manage wild horses and burros without taking into
consideration the needs of other animals that rely on
the forage resources on public lands, specifically
wildlife, and livestock that the BLM permits to graze on
public lands. The Public Rangelands Improvement Act
of 1978 required the BLM to set AMLs for wild horses
and burros on public lands with respect to wildlife and
livestock (8).
When wild horse and burro populations exceed their
AML in an HMA, extreme damage to the rangelands
can occur. Wild horses and burros, wildlife, and
livestock all compete for the same forage and water.
Too many of any of these animals too long in one
place can deplete the available resources, which is
why managing all their populations is crucial (9).

Exponential growth represented in tens of animals
over five years.

Larger gathers require motorized trapping operations
that are expensive and stressful on the herds (10).
The BLM does have other methods of controlling wild
horse and burro populations. Currently, Porcine Zona
Pellucdia (PZP) and GonaCon-Equine are drugs that
suppresses fertility in wild horses and burros and are
available for the BLM to use (11). These drugs are
expensive, and both require the BLM to dart the
mares in each herd, sometimes once, sometimes
more than once each year.
The agency uses volunteers to help distribute fertility
control among herds. When both fertility control and
small gathers are used together, these methods can
help maintain the AMLs over longer periods of time by
limiting the number of animals born each year.

The number of wild horses and burros on
rangelands compared to the Animal
Management Level (AML) based on 2020
numbers.
The BLM manages wild horses and burros
differently than livestock and differently than states
manage wildlife. Natural predation limits wildlife
numbers and state wildlife officials supplement
reductions by issuing hunting permits for certain
species such as elk and deer to maintain their
populations in an acceptable range. The BLM caps
the number of livestock it permits ranchers to graze
on public rangelands based on the average amount
of forage produced in their grazing area. Ranchers
given BLM grazing permits are responsible for
grazing only the permitted number of animals. With
wild horses and burros, the BLM sets an acceptable
population range, the AML, for a particular area.
When the maximum population is exceeded, the
BLM is responsible for lowering those numbers.
Because the population of wild horses and burros
doubles every four to five years, gathers should
occur often. Small gathers of 0-10 can be done
using bait, which is less expensive and less stressful
on the wild horses and burros.
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One example of successful wild horse management is
in the Little Book Cliffs Wild Horse Range near Grand
Junction, Colorado (12). Friends of the Mustangs, a
501 (c) 3 non-profit volunteer group, has assisted the
BLM since 1982 with the Little Book Cliffs Wild Horse
Range. Volunteers help improve range conditions,
including bettering established water sources,
reseeding burn areas, and replacing fencing. In 2002
they formed the Little Book Cliffs Wild Horse Range
Fertility Control Darting Team to administer PZP to
Little Books Cliffs horses. PZP administration reduces
the number of foals born each year and is a large part
of the reason gathers in this HMA are smaller and less
frequent.

BLM Photo: BLM Colorado State Director Ruth Welch
(center) joins members of the Little Book Cliffs Darting
Team to view horses at the Little Book Cliffs.

The Mustang Heritage Foundation, which also hosts
the Extreme Mustang Makeover, created TIP “to
bridge the gap between the public and excess wild
horses in off-range corrals.” TIP is a network of horse
trainers who train and find homes for wild horses (17).

Meeker Mustang Makeover Photo: 2020 judges (left
to right) Mindy Bower (UhOh Ranch), Steve Mantle
(Mantle Ranch), and Bridget Strang (Strang Ranch).

What Happens to Wild Horses After Gathers
The BLM works to place gathered wild horses and
burros into private care through the agency’s
adoption program. Adoptions allow individuals to
acquire a wild horse or burro, but only if they meet
certain requirements and adequately care for the
animal for one year. In recent years, approximately
3,000 wild horses and burros were adopted each
year (13). When a wild horse or burro is over ten
years old or has been offered for adoption at least
three times it is eligible for sale. A sale is different
from adoption because the ownership of the horse
passes directly to the buyer at the time of the sale
(14).
Adoptions and sales are often facilitated by
programs such as the Meeker Mustang Makeover,
Wild Horse Inmate Program (WHIP) in Cañon City,
Colorado, and the Trainer Incentive Program (TIP).
Makeover events for wild horses such as the
Meeker Mustang Makeover give trainers a set
amount of time to train a wild horse. At the end of
that time, the program holds a competition
displaying the strengths of each horse, and buyers
can bid on them for adoption (15). WHIP is a
partnership between Colorado Correctional
Industries and the BLM in which wild horses are
trained by inmates and professional horse trainers
and then can be adopted by qualified buyers (16).
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Although adoptions and sales are important, most
wild horses and burros gathered by the BLM are
placed in long-term off-range holding facilities. As of
the spring of 2020, the BLM estimated there were
more than 95,000 wild horses and burros on public
lands. The BLM has set the total AML for wild horses
and burros across all the HMAs at just under 27,000.
This means that 68,000 excess wild horses and
burros are on public lands. An additional 47,845 wild
horses and burros are being held in long-term offrange holding facilities. Caring for wild horses and
burros in these off-range holding facilities costs the
BLM around $27.6 million each year (18).

The total BLM Wild Horses and Burros program
budget based on FY 2019 figures.

Conclusion
Wild horses and burros are a fundamental part of
the BLM’s multiple use mandate. But the BLM is
faced with a difficult situation. The number of wild
horses and burros on public rangelands far
exceeds established AMLs and there are tens of
thousands of additional animals in long-term offrange holding facilities that the BLM funds. For
management to work well, the BLM has to create
a situation in which the numbers of wild horses
and burros on public rangelands are
commensurate with AMLs and there are minimal
animals in long-term holding facilities. To do this,
the BLM needs to conduct more gathers and fund
more long-term off-range holding facilities in the
short term to reduce populations on the
rangelands.
Over the long-term, the BLM needs more funding
and personnel to conduct more frequent, smaller
gathers, and pay for and administer fertility
control treatments. The BLM receives the least
amount of federal funding of all the public lands
management agencies and has the smallest staff.
This means the agency relies on volunteer groups
and working partnerships with organizations like
Friends of the Mustang and Piceance Mustangs
(19) to help manage wild horses and burros both
on and off public lands. Wild horses and burros
have a place on the nation’s rangelands, but the
BLM needs the funding, volunteers, and popular
support to manage them well.

Key Management Terms
Wild horses and burros are protected in
specific areas and according to specific
management plans. Below are some key
terms the BLM uses in its management.
Herd Area (HA):
HAs are federal lands that had wild horse or
burro populations when the 1971 Wild FreeRoaming Horses and Burros Act passed.
HAs have multiple uses, but for a variety of
reasons, the BLM may not be able to
manage them for wild horses and burros.
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Key Management Terms, Cont.
Herd Management Area (HMA):
HMAs are areas within HAs where the BLM
manages wild horses and burros in balance with
other uses such as livestock grazing, which the
agency also manages, and wildlife, which states
manage. HMAs are areas that can support the
long-term management of wild horses and
burros. In HMAs, the BLM applies specific laws
and regulations pertaining to the management of
wild horses and burros.
Wild Horse Range:
Wild horse ranges are HMAs the BLM manages
principally for wild horses. There are only 3 wild
horse ranges in the United States: the Nevada
Wild Horse Range in Nevada, the Pryor
Mountains Wild Horse Range in Montana, and
Little Book Cliffs Wild Horse Range in Colorado.
Livestock grazing does not occur on wild horse
ranges.
Appropriate Management Level (AML):
The AML is the number of wild horses or burros
in an HMA that the BLM determines the land can
support in balance with other multiple uses. The
BLM sets AMLs between a minimum and a
maximum number.
Animal Unit Month (AUM):
AUMs are the number of animals relative to the
feed available in a particular area over the
course of one month. The BLM calculates AUMs
based on the amount of forage a single animal
needs to thrive in a single month.
Multiple Use:
The BLM’s mission established by the 1976
Federal Land Policy and Management Act
instructs the agency to manage public land
resources for a variety of uses, such as wild
horse and burro protection, mining, energy
development, livestock grazing, timber
harvesting, outdoor recreation, wildlife
protection, and historical resources. Multiple
uses are not necessarily equal. Rather, they are
balanced in relationship to each other.
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Rangeland in northwestern Colorado near Sand
Wash. While horse populations grow exponentially,
grass production on rangeland changes year to
year in response to precipitation, and is projected
to decrease overall with climate change on
western Colorado rangelands.
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