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This field review was prepared for the American Wild Horse Preservation Campaign to provide a 
scientific basis for its comments opposing the recently proposed wild horse removal in the White 
Mountain and Little Colorado wild horse HMAs. On site field reviews were conducted and 
completed between 7/30/2011 and 8/03/2011. Existing resource conditions were observed, 
recorded, and photographed. GPS waypoints were recorded at each site discussed in this report 
and are provided for reference. (Note: Waypoints indicate the position (latitude and longitude) of 
the individual sites analyzed.) 
 
Key Findings 
 
Some of the key findings of this field review are as follows: 
 
·  All areas observed and/or documented were found to be in only fair grazing range condition, which 

is typical of what is found on BLM range lands throughout the west.  
·  Removing a large percentage of the wild horses is not likely to result in an improvement of range 

condition since the percentage of forage allocated to wild horses is very small compared to the 
amount of forage allocated to livestock. (The forage allocation for wild horse use is only 2% to 3% 
of the total forage allocation for these HMAs.) 

·  Information from the BLM indicates that there are well water sources in these HMAs which are 
turned on and off to accommodate livestock use.  If true, this would reduce the number of water 
sources available for wild horse use in the summer months. 

·  Limiting the number of water sources forces the wild horses to congregate in areas where water is 
available, and consequently increases the negative impact they are having on the range areas they are 
using.  

·  The E.A. focuses on utilization studies of two areas which are major use areas for wild horses. These 
are the water sources at Central Well and Buckhorn. For both areas, grazing becomes lighter the 
farther one moves away from them, which indicates that the area in not overstocked with wild 
horses. If forage amounts in the general area were lacking as implied by BLM, the grazing use 
would be heavy in areas extending far beyond 1 mile from the water source.  



·  The overgrazed conditions near the water sources in the Central Well and Buckhorn areas focused 
on in the E.A. would likely improve if the BLM increased the number of water sources available to 
wild horses in the summer.  

·  Making more water sources available would disperse the population of wild horses over a wider 
geographical area and decrease the amount of grazing use over the area.  

·  There is no emergency situation in the area that would cause significant damage to the range or harm 
to the wild horses if they are not removed.  

·  The forage resources needed to support the wild horse population are more than adequate and the 
horses observed are in good condition.  

  
Full Report 
 
The BLM Environmental Assessment (EA) for this proposal, in part, states that 696 wild horses need to 
be removed in order to achieve a thriving natural ecological balance and to protect the range from 
deterioration associated with overpopulation of wild horses. This report documents, in part, that: 
 
1. The wild horses do not need to be removed in order to achieve the goal of achieving a thriving 

natural ecological balance, and  
2. Removing the wild horses will not achieve that goal. 
 
The field review for this report included documentation at 24 locations over both HMAs and also 
observations of numerous other areas. General observations of range conditions were as follows.  
 
Generally, all areas observed and/or documented were found to be in only fair grazing range condition. 
Plant species diversity is low compared to what is should be in these areas. Plant vigor of decreaser 
bunchgrasses is low. Occurrence and density of forbs is low in the plant communities. The amount of 
bare ground is too high resulting in excessive surface soil erosion. Many areas are exhibiting 
unacceptable amounts of rock fragments on the soil surface as a result of surface erosion levels which 
are too high. Recruitment of young grass plants and seedlings is low and many plants have not produced 
seed this year. The overall health and vigor of bunchgrass species is below what it should be. The 
following photographs document the above-mentioned findings. 

 

   
              Waypoint 4 (41.41.971; 109.23.374) 
 

 



 
            Waypoint 7 (42.08.559, 109.45.441)  
 

 

  
            Waypoint 8 (42.12.576; 109.46.520)  
 

 
            Waypoint 11 (41.51.000; 109.26.107 



 
 

 
            Waypoint 12 (41.58.756; 109.28.704) 
 
 
Of the five areas shown in the photographs above, 4 are within 5 miles of a water source. 
 
Extended drought conditions can be a factor in causing low range condition. However, the expert 
opinion in this report is that historic livestock grazing is the major cause of these conditions. 
 
This being the case, removing a large percentage of the wild horses is not likely to result in an 
improvement of range condition on a large scale since the percentage of total forage allocated to wild 
horses is very small compared to the amount allocated to livestock. 
 
The field observations revealed that the distribution of wild horses over the area is not good. Fences are 
few in the area and terrain is generally not a factor. Therefore, it appears that limited availability of 
water sources in summer is the major factor causing the limited distribution of wild horses in these 
areas.  
 
Information from the BLM indicates that there are water well sources in these HMAs which are turned 
on and off as needed to accommodate livestock use. This information needs further research and field 
validation, but it appears that water sources, which could be available to wild horses, are not available as 
a result of being turned off in summer.  
 
Limiting the number of water sources would have a large effect on the population distribution of wild 
horses in the summer months and would increase the impact they are having on the range areas they are 
using. It is likely that the BLM is obligated to maintain water sources for wild horses in similar amounts 
that were available at the time of establishment of the herd units in order to properly maintain and 
manage viable herds as they existed at the time when original resource allocations were made. Further 
research and field validation is required to determine if the BLM has reduced, or allowed to be reduced, 
the number of water sources available to wild horses in the summer as the population distribution of 
wild horses is highly dependent on the availability and location of water sources. 
 



The E.A. focuses on two areas which are major use areas for wild horses. These are Central Well and 
Buckhorn. The E.A. states that these areas are monitored for the amount of forage used by wild horses. 
The document states that the use is heavy to severe at Central Well and moderate to heavy at Buckhorn. 
The finding of this field review at these two sites is as follows. 
 
Central Well 
Major grass species observed at this source are Indian ricegrass and Needle and thread grass. Grazing 
use at the source and within approximately 100 yards of it is severe on bunchgrasses. There are major 
current year sign of horses at the water source and numerous wild horses were observed there. Wild 
horses are concentrating at this site. The horses are in good condition. Current year sign of cattle was 
observed, but no cattle were observed. Four sites were documented going away from the source—two 
sites going west; and two sites going east. It was found that at .5 mile from the source, the grazing use 
on bunchgrasses is moderate to heavy. A BLM utilization study site is located .5 mile east of the source 
and documentation was done at that site. 
 
At 1 mile from the source, grazing use on bunchgrasses is moderate on the west and light to moderate on 
the east. Current year sign of wild horses and cattle was observed at all four locations. 
 
The following photographs document the findings at these sites. 
 
 

    
            Wild horses near the water source 



  
             Waypoint 21(41.55.137; 109.31.897). General view at water source 
 
 

    
            Waypoint 22 (41.55.130; 109.32.412) .5 mile west of water source 
 

  



 Waypoint 23 (41.55.089; 109.32.947). 1 mile west of water source 
 

     
Waypoint 24 (41.55.160; 109.31.285).  .5 mile east of water source 

 

  
Waypoint 25 (41.55.152; 109.30.613) - 1 mile east of water source 

 
Beyond 1 mile from the water source, the grazing use was observed to be light to none. Two 
observations are made from these findings: 
 
1. The grazing use decreases rapidly outside 1 mile from the water source, which indicates that the area 

in not overstocked with wild horses. If forage amounts in the general area were lacking as implied by 
BLM, the grazing use would be heavy in areas extending far beyond 1 mile from the water.  

2. The general area is providing adequate current year forage for the wild horses and immediate 
removal of them is not needed to prevent serious deterioration of the range. 

 
The utilization study at Central Well is monitored for wild horse use. However, the area is used by both 
horses and cattle. Therefore, it is unclear how the BLM can determine that the heavy to severe use at this 
study site, as stated in the E.A., is caused by wild horses when livestock are also contributing to the use. 
 
 



Buckhorn 
Major grasses observed in this area are Indian ricegrass and Squirrel tail. At the water source and within 
approximately 100 yards of the source, grazing use is severe on bunchgrasses. There is a large amount 
of current year wild horse sign at the source and one wild horse was observed there. The horse was 
observed to be in good condition. There was no current year sign of cattle observed. At .5 mile west of 
the water source, conditions were documented. The major bunchgrasses observed were Indian ricegrass 
and Squirrel tail.  
 
Grazing use at this location was light to moderate. Grazing use decreases as the distance from the water 
source increases. At 1 mile from the water source and beyond, the use is light to none. On this general 
area, it appears that there is adequate forage for wild horses and that there is no urgent need to remove 
them based on available resources. The photographs below document the conditions at this site. 
 

     
Waypoint 14 (42.04.683; 109.46.493). General view at Buckhorn water source 

 
 

  
             Waypoint 15 (42.04.538; 109.47.175).  .5 mile west of water source 
 
If data from the two water sources (Central Well and Buckhorn) comprise all the utilization data that 
was used to make the decision to remove wild horses from these HMAs, the decision appears to be 



inadequate and the BLM should be required to present additional data.   The vast area involved and the 
number of horses affected in these two HMAs is too extensive to do otherwise. If the BLM has more 
study sites, that information should be obtained and further field investigation should be completed.  
 
This report analyzed and documented two additional water sources. Both of these sources are located in 
the White Mountain unit. The field documentation on these water sources is as follows. 
 
Greasewood Canyon 
This is an area that receives regular use by wild horses, but the grazing use is generally light. There is 
current year sign of horses, but no horses were observed there. There is no current year sign of livestock. 
Bluegrass and Squirrel tail grass are the major grasses on the upland. The use on them is light. Use on 
the riparian grasses near the pond is moderate to heavy. Down stream from the pond (300 yards) the use 
on riparian grasses is light to none. The forage available for wild horses in this general area is more than 
adequate to meet their needs. Photographs below show the conditions at this site. 
 

     
Waypoint 16 (41.35.768; 109.29.097). Pond at Greasewood Canyon 

 

  
Waypoint 17 (41.35.726; 109.29.228), 300 yards down stream 

 
 



First Spring 
This area receives regular use by wild horses, but the number of wild horses is relatively low. There is 
current-year sign of wild horses at the source and grazing use is heavy to severe on the riparian grasses 
(Carex, Juncus). The other major grass at the site, which is Basin wild rye, shows light to none grazing 
use. No horses were observed at this site. No livestock sign was observed. Outside the source, the use is 
light. 200 yards down stream from the source, the use on grasses is light to none. The major grass 
species observed were Basin wild rye, Squirrel tail, and Bluegrass. This area has adequate forage for 
wild horses. Photographs below document conditions at this site. 
 

   
Waypoint 18 (41.33.512; 109.25.018). Source at First Spring 

 

  
Waypoint 20 (41.33.500; 109.25.117), 200 yards downstream 

 
 
Summary and conclusion- 
 
The findings of this field review show that there is no need to remove wild horses from the subject area 
due to resources being at risk. There is not an emergency situation in the area where significant damage 
to the range or harm to the wild horses would occur if they are not removed. The findings show that the 



forage resources needed to support the wild horse population is more than adequate and the horses 
observed are in good condition. 
 
As shown in this report, the overall range condition of the area examined is only fair. This is typical of 
what is found on BLM range lands throughout the west. However, to imply that wild horses are a 
significant factor contributing to this problem, is not fair to the horses, and is not true. Wild horses do 
have some negative impact on the land, but these negative impacts are far out-weighed by the value and 
positive uses they provide to the general public who enjoy their presence on the land. 
 
Negative impact of wild horses on the land is insignificant compared to the resource damage historically 
caused by excessive livestock grazing. This ongoing livestock damage continues to exist and will 
continue into the future until the problem is confronted, acknowledged, and corrected. 
 
The amount of forage and associated animal numbers allocated to wild horses in the subject area is only 
2-3% of what is allocated to livestock at full active preference. This fact alone indicates that the negative 
impacts from wild horse use would be relatively small and localized.  
 
This report indicates that many of the wild horses are concentrated near a reduced number of water 
sources in the summer months. This situation could be addressed by increasing available water sources 
for the horses. The findings of this report were that, in most of the area, the grazing use on current year 
herbaceous forage is little to none. This finding indicates an animal distribution problem that is directly 
due to lack of water sources. 
 
Achieving a thriving natural ecological balance on the area will not be accomplished by removing wild 
horses and, at the same, ignoring the problems created by livestock grazing, which is the major cause of 
the current degraded resource conditions on the area. 
 
 
Report prepared by: 
 
Robert Edwards 
Range Scientist 
 
 
 
 
 


