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May 13, 2021 

Bureau of Land Management-USDI 

Black Rock Field Office / Winnemucca District Office 

5100 East Winnemucca Blvd., Winnemucca, Nevada 89145 

Tel. (775) 623-1500 

Subject: Input due May 13, 2021, on Calico Complex Wild Horse and Burro Gather Plan Preliminary 

Environmental Assessment, DOI-BLM-NV-W030-2019-0019-EA. January 2021. 

Link to document: https://eplanning.blm.gov/public_projects/2016516/200473329/20037756/250043... 

Dear Public Official: 

Thank you with providing me with this opportunity to review your document and give timely input. I 

have been observing and advocating for the wild horses and burros of the Calico Complex for many 

years and am asking that a full Environmental Impact Statement be prepared concerning these 

treasured herds of wild horses and wild burros and their legal habitats. I am disturbed by the very 

inadequate herd number designations in the form of AMLs along with the inadequate resource 

allocations in the form of AUMs and the overly favoring of other exploitive interests, particularly public 

lands livestock by the BLM.  

Of the alternatives you have presented, I have no choice but to favor the No Action Alternative 4, 

because all of the others represent a gross injustice to the wild equids and their legal habitats. Instead of 

the overly invasive and approaches to wild horses and burros as presented in your PEA, I strongly 

recommend that you adopt a Reserve Design approach (see references given at end of my input) and 

the goal of establishing truly long-term viable wild equid populations that are allowed to fill their 

respective niches within and among the five HMAs, establish mature social units that limit reproduction, 

and adopt means of containing the herds to areas where they can count on complete and long-term 

viable habitats. The Reserve Design approach explains how this can be done and how it can result in 

naturally self-stabilizing and naturally adapted populations.  

The following observations and recommendations were elicited from the various sections of your P.E.A 

and I have noted the page number and often the section. 

Page 1, Chapter I. 1.1. Background: This all sounds very arbitrary, like creating words to justify some 

predetermined agenda regardless of their basis in the greater facts or legal requirements, i. e. the 

“fairness issue”. Thriving Natural Ecological Balance (TNEB) is very conveniently defined to cast the wild 

horses and burros as largely negative factors that have to be minimized. Lacking is an in-depth analysis 

that looks at the greater range of factors. I note a deceptively optimistic view concerning your 

justification, because you fail to consider major valid reasons why your plan would be seriously harmful 

to the wild horses and burros themselves and play into the hands of their traditional enemies. 

“Since 2000, approximately 7,200 wild horses and 375 wild burros have been gathered and removed 

from the Calico Complex, with AML gathers in 2001, 2005, 2010 and 2012. Since 2012 small gathers have 

been conducted to remove nuisance horses and burros from public and private lands.” ‘Gathers are 

often in conjunction with Surprise Complex of HMAs administered by California BLM.’  

https://eplanning.blm.gov/public_projects/2016516/200473329/20037756/250043
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BLM should spell out relative proportions of livestock forage, water and other resource and habitat 

utilization and allocation vis-à-vis the other species of wildlife including wild equids, though I do 

appreciate your charts concerning the livestock utilization and permits later in document.  

Page 3, Table 1. There is an error in the Warm Springs Canyon row in the last column where it reads that 

there are 269 excess wild horses to be removed. I calculate that this should be 120.  

Concerning Table 1: Presently there are 1,692 wild horses; dividing this figure into 584,101 acres 

indicates that at present there are 345.2 acres, or 0.54 square miles, per individual wild horse. This is 

clearly not an “overpopulation” however it may be so called. The horses are in the process of filling their 

ecological niche here.  

 

Presently there are 73 wild burros in the Complex but just in the two areas where they are designated: 

Warm Springs Canyon HMA with 30 and McGee Mountain HMA with 43. In these two HMAs there are a 

total of 132,822 acres. Consequently, it would appear there are currently 1,819 acres, or 2.84 square 

miles, per individual wild burro. --This is a near empty wild burro habitat; to proclaim it as 

overpopulated is absurd on the face of the matter and indicates how cheated the wild burros are by the 

monopolizing livestock grazing allotments within the wild burros’ legal areas. The current AMLs are 

much too low; they are genetically substandard and inadequate for their long-term survival.  

Further information on this page is skewed to target wild equids for blame. No mention is made of the 

possibility that they are in the process of filling their legitimate ecological niche here. 

Back to the wild horses, concerning the Black Rock Range, home to the amazing “Freedom” stallion who 

escaped the 2010 helicopter capture, there are 183,524 acres here, but the BLM proposes to remove 

399 out of 618 horses. This would leave only 219 wild horses, which corresponds to 838 acres, or 1.31 

square miles, per individual wild horse. This would be a very sparse population, indeed! 

Page 4. Other disturbance factors are largely ignored, especially damage from vehicles, roads, OHVs.  

There is no mention of Reserve Design and of the ability of the wild horses and wild burros to self-

stabilize their populations via mature social units. 

Page 5. The various invasive forms of reproductive prevention include PZP, GonaCon, IUDs, sex-ratio 

skewing, and non-reproductive population segments, including gelded males. These are all forms of 

domestication of “wild” horses and burros and antithetical to the true and core intent of the WFHBA!  

Page 6. Concerning Greater Sage Grouse. BLM seems to be targeting the wild horses and burros for 

blame while overlooking the major detrimental factors influencing the GSG like vehicles, roads, OHVs, 

fencing, livestock, poaching, predation, etc. 

Page 7. 1.4. Regarding the Endangered Species Act, the persecuted wild horse and wild burro lineages of 

the Calico Complex should qualify for protection under this. There are many illegal killings and removals 

of these animals going on here. I documented what came to be known as the “Saint Valentine’s Day 

Wild Horse Massacre” that occurred on Valentine’s Day of 2005 and wrote about this in my book “The 

Wild Horse Conspiracy” on pages 170 to 180 (see references). Also, the wild horses and burros here 

need to be considered “comparably” with other values and presences on these public lands as per the 

PRIA Act of 1978. The National Historic Preservation Act of 1979 should also be used to justify fairer 

numbers and habitat for more truly long-term viable populations, considered treasured living heritages. 
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43 CFR 4710.5 & .6 should be used by BLM to reduce livestock in the 5 HMAs of the Calico Complex in 

order to ensure truly thriving wild horse and burro populations. These national heritage species deserve 

a much greater share of the resource pie and the opportunity to fill their niche in their legal areas that 

were established principally for them, not ranchers! 

Chapter 2. Concerning Alternative 1, the Proposed Action. I very much protest population-growth 

suppression vaccines and shots such as PZP and GonaCon. These produce seriously harmful effects upon 

both individuals and populations of wild equids. Also, IUC devices can produce gruesome results 

resulting in mares’ painful deaths. I strongly object to the plan to have one-fourth of the population be 

non-reproducing. This blatant domestication of the “wild” horses/burros hould be regarded as 

antithetical to the WFHBA’s core intent! I also oppose the 60% male: 40% female unnatural sex ratio 

skewing in the herd that would result in much more agonistic encounters among males and be socially 

disruptive, thus affecting individual well-being by increasing stress in and among the horses. This would 

seriously affect their fitness and ability to survive. Remember, it is the mature social units in which the 

elder stallion and mares inhibit reproduction by younger or subdominant stallions and mares that most 

effectively stabilizes populations. When these dysfunctional, natural limitation on growth is destroyed.  

I favor Alternative 4, No Action, because none of the alternatives you have presented is at all in 

conformance with the true intent of the WFHBA; all of these terribly alter the natural lifestyle and 

inherent biologically integrity of the wild equids themselves! 

I am okay with the GPS radio tracking to learn more about the wild horses’ movements and relation to 

their habitat, but favor the tail tag transmitters over the radio collars, as the latter can have harmful 

consequences for the horses and make them more vulnerable to accidents and predation including by 

humans – a high incidence of which exists in the Calico Complex of HMAs.  

Page 10: Concerning the ongoing genetic monitoring, this is important, but it is better to establish an 

extant genetically long-term viable population than to have to remedy dangerously low genetic 

variability by bringing in horses or burros from outside. The latter would also work against the horses’ 

and burros’ harmonious adaptations over the generations to the unique Calico Complex ecosystems.  

Page 11: Concerning the monitoring of resources: yes, this is very important and addressed under PRIA 

which stipulates yearly assessments and concomitant adjustment of population levels by all users 

whether wild equids, livestock, big game species, etc. The problem is that the wild equids are not being 

given fair share resource allocation and fair treatment concerning other long-term survival needs, e.g. 

complete year-round habitat composition. Rather, livestock ranchers’ demands are coming before the 

wild horses and burros and to an excessive degree. See my analysis of numbers further on.  

Regarding BLM’s proposed use of contraception in wild equid management, I think we should pay close 

attention to this statement: “All fertility control methods in wild animals are involved with potential 

risks and benefits, including effects of handling, frequency of handling, physiological effects, behavioral 

effects, and reduced population growth rates” (Hampton et al. 2015). To me this is a red flag and 

indicates that such are very contrary to one of WFHBA’s core mandates in Section 3 a. To wit: BLM and 

USFS must manage wild horses and burros so as “to achieve and maintain a thriving natural ecological 

balance on the public lands” and “at the minimum feasible level”. Interference with the natural 

reproduction is tantamount to domestication of these horses and contrary to the above legal 

requirement. The EA expounds on the need to do this in order to protect the environment, yet does not 
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at all address the much greater impact of domestic livestock within the Calico Complex HMAs! 

Tampering with the wild horses/burros’ reproduction would debilitate these protected animals and 

make them much less fit as naturally living “wild” components of the public lands’ ecosystems. The 

WFHBA clearly states that they shall be considered as “integral” parts of the public lands’ ecosystem. 

They should be regarded positively, not continually criticized and their impacts interpreted as negatives. 

In truth, they contribute in many positive ways to the ecosystems of the Calico Complex as elsewhere. 

(See references at end of my input.) 

Page 16: According to the Proposed Action, 90% of the wild horse and burro populations would be 

gathered in order to remove “excess” animals and administer population control measures to limit the 

herds. This would constitute a very major interference with the natural lifestyle adaptations of the wild 

equids and compromise their integrity and fitness. It would render them very much domesticated rather 

than truly “wild” horses and burros. For this reason, I again propose Reserve Design as the correct and 

law-abiding way to fulfill the mandate of the WFHBA, among several other laws. It would also be true 

“multiple use”, because acting to check the existing monopolization of public lands by ranchers and 

other resource exploiters, including big game/upland bird hunters. The latter has a lot to do with 

present emphasis by resource agencies focused on the Greater Sage Grouse, a major hunted species.  

The AMLs of 572 to 952 wild horses is unfair and 39 to 52 wild burros is extremely unfair. Then if you 

apply PZP, PZP22, GonaCon, IUDs, unnatural sex-radio skewing, etc., you will be grossly interfering with 

these animals. Again, Reserve Design is the right strategy to adopt.  

Page 19: Your dismissal of an existing control of wild horse/burro herds by natural predators is very 

questionable as is your assertion that the herds grow at 15 to 25% annually and that there is 95% foal 

survival rate in the first year. These claims are contrary to many studies that indicate 10% or less annual 

herd growth and ca. 50% foal survival during the first year. Also, you fail to recognize the influence of 

the draconian, herd-gutting helicopter roundups that open up much niche space for remaining wild 

equids. Their refilling of such obviously results in higher birth and survival rates. Also, the break up of 

the mature social units, or bands, results in less inhibition of the younger horses by their seniors – an 

observation that is well substantiated. Much of this is due to “compensatory reproduction”.  

Page 20: You callously dismiss the proposal to raise the AML for wild horses and burros to a more just 

and viable level that is more truly commensurate with this large area of their legal public lands. This 

should be done so that Section 2 c of the WFHBA be adhered to. To wit: the wild horses’ and burros’ 

legal areas should be: “the amount of land necessary to sustain an existing herd or herds of wild free-

roaming horses and burros … and which is devoted principally but not necessarily exclusively to their 

welfare in keeping with the multiple use management concept for the public lands”.  

Likewise, you should seriously consider reducing or cancelling livestock permits within the Calico 

Complex. Your casting this proposal as ridiculous shows how little you really care about the wild equids 

in the wild and their legal rights as well as true “multiple use” including that of the General Public who 

appreciate the wild horses and burros as a major Quality of Life issue. And there are many thousands 

even millions of the latter. Again, you should employ 43 CFR 4710.5 & .6 to this end; I see you interpret a 

filtered version of this powerful tool for justice on the public lands. This would greatly help remedy 

serious imbalances as concern the wild horses and burros and their rights.  
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Chapter 3. Affected Environment and Env. Effects: This chapter is very skewed against the wild equids 

and scarsely considers the major detrimental disturbance factors influencing the public land ecosystem, 

especially livestock and vehicles. The particulate pollution, or “dust factor”, is terribly exacerbated by 

the hordes of cattle and sheep grazing in the Complex as well as the many vehicles including OHVs that 

tear up the soils of this area. This is a serious health hazard to plants, animals and us humans (see 

National Geographic Magazine, April, 2021).  

You largely ignore the significant positive benefits of wild horses and burros. These include soil/humus 

building with attendant increase in biodiversity, including many native species, increased water 

retention and aquifer enhancement, greater dispersal of a greater number of intact seeds of a greater 

species variety as compared with cloven-hoofed ruminant herbivores, and the wild equids’ significant 

role in catastrophic wildfire mitigation and even prevention by dint of their major reduction of dry 

flammable vegetation or that which later becomes such. This is a major consideration today due to 

increased fires due to the higher temperatures brought on by Global Warming. (See references.) 

Page 24: Given the Complex comprises a total of ca. 584,101 HMA acres, or ca. 913 square miles, that 

range from 3,920 feet elevation along the Black Rock Desert to 9,056 feet elevation at Granite Peak and 

in which the yearly precipitation varies from 4” at lower elevations to ca. 16” at higher elevations, there 

is ample niche space for a much greater Appropriate Management Level (AML) of horse/burro herds.  

The AML assignments of only 572 to 952 for a Mean of 762 wild horses and 39 to 52 for a Mean of 45.5 

wild burros seem unjustly low and grievously so for the burros! The burro level jeopardizes their long-

term survival and even violates the substandard standard often used by BLM of from 150 to 200 

individuals. The IUCN SSC Equid Specialist Group recommends 2,500 individuals for a viable population 

(Duncan 1992).   

For Wild Horses: At the Mean AML of 762 wild horses, there would be 584,101 acres divided by 762 

equals 767 acres, or 1.2 square miles per individual wild horse corresponding to a practically wild-horse-

empty ecosystem. Given the fact that this is the wild horses’ legal habitat makes this all the more 

outrageous! 

For Wild Burros: Taking the Calico Complex as a whole, at the mean of 45.5 wild burros, there would be 

12,837 acres, or 20 square miles, per individual wild burro. However, I realize that the wild burros are 

only recognized in two HMAs. So let us consider each of these: 

In the Warm Springs HMA, there are 91,710 acres yet the AML for the burros is only 14 low to 24 high 

for a Mean of 19 wild burros in all this vast area. So, at the Mean, there would be 4,827 acres, or 7.54 

square miles per individual wild burro. This is a shamelessly unfair designation, and may I remind you 

that May is the National Burro Month in the United States. Given the estimated 30 wild burros at 

present, there would be 3,057 acres, or 4.78 square miles per individual wild burro. I recommend none 

be gathered at this extremely sparse level, but that the AML be greatly increased.  

In the McGee Mountain HMA there are 41,112 acres, yet the AML range is 25 low to 41 high for a Mean 

of 33 wild burros. At this Mean there would be 1,246 acres, or 1.95 square miles, per individual wild 

burro. This is a shamelessly unfair designation, even though more than for Warm Springs HMA, whose 

AML is even more absurd. Given the current estimated population of 43 wild burros there are 956 acres, 

or 1.49 square miles per individual wild burro. To claim such is an “overpopulation” seems totally 
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contrived. Nature should inform us how many belong not arbitrary pronouncements devised to 

perpetrate livestock and other monopolies upon the public lands! 

It bears mentioning here that the wild burros of our nation should be regarded as preserving an 

endangered species, because in Africa the so called African Wild Ass is in critical danger of extinction. It 

is the same species as our wild burros. And the wild burros’ ancestral roots and origins show they are 

very native to North America.  

Your discussion of water resources on page 24 indicates a heavy bias in favor of livestock and a 

disproportionate provision of water for the wild equids, though this area has many springs, such as I 

observed in Warm Springs, Calico Mountain and northern Black Rock Range HMAs. Current dry 

conditions argue for a decrease in livestock and an increase in wild horses and wild burros, especially 

since these are more preadapted to survive in drier conditions than many ruminant herbivores that are 

overly foisted upon the public lands, particularly domestic cattle and sheep. That said, the equids 

actually complement the latter because of their beneficial contribution to soils and seed dispersal.  

Pages 38 & 39: Total livestock permitted Animal Unit Months are 22,642 that are divided into 5 grazing 

allotments in the Calico Complex. These are Alder Creek for 4,297, Buffalo Hills for 3,964, Leadville for 

1,298, Paiute Meadow for 4,298 and Soldier Meadow for 8,785. Now, 22,642 divided by 12 months 

reveals the equivalent of 1,887 cow-calf pairs, or 9,435 sheep, out grazing, and often during the primary 

Spring or early Summer seasons when the forage is most nutritious and which thus seriously deprives 

year-round wildlife including the wild horses and burros! Also it should be noted that there has been a 

great increase in trespass and out-of-permitted-season livestock grazing on our public lands. –Clearly 

BLM is giving the “principal” resources of the public lands’ ranchers, not to the wild horses and burros 

here. This is very contrary to the core intent of the WFHBA. I very much object to this treatment of these 

wonderful wild horses and burros with whom I am personally familiar, as I have visited and observed 

them over the course of many years. I even obtained two of these wild horses from here that were 

gathered during the 2010 helicopter roundups. One was a fine palomino stallion and the other a rare 

dark curly mare who was the lead mare of the magnificent stallion “Freedom”.  

I look forward to coming and visiting these herds frequently over the years. These horses and burros 

should be reinstated to much fairer population levels with commensurate resource allocations. 

Concerning the rest of your PEA, I object to the general tendency to discriminate against the wild horses 

and burros and consider many of the references cited as basically slanted. I note a serious failing to 

recognize the significant positive effects of wild horses and burros. These include building healthy soils 

with more vital humus and the dispersal of more viable seeds and of a greater variety including many 

natives when contrasted with ruminant herbivores. Also, to ignore the significant contribution these 

equids make in catastrophic fire mitigation and even prevention is very blind and discriminatory. This is 

of critical importance in these perilous days of Global Warming. Also, to ignore the great aesthetic and 

cultural value of the wild horses and wild burros is very blind, for millions of people, not only in North 

America but world-wide, would come just to observe these magnificent, free and naturally living animals 

if this form of wholesome ecotourism were more positively and proactively promoted. A bit of this 

occurred at Soldier Meadows Lodge where I sometimes stayed. The problem has been and remains that 

BLM does not promote “wild horses/burros in the wild” but, rather, all the opposite and mainly touts 

them as potential domesticated animals for use by people as pets or work animals. This attitude runs 
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contrary to the WFHBA, which should now be celebrating rather than lamenting the 50th anniversary of 

its unanimous passage in 1971 and glowing sendoff by President Richard M. Nixon.   

In closing, I urge you to contact me to further discuss the Reserve Design approach to wild horse and 

burro conservation. If adopted, this would obviate the tortuous helicopter and other types of roundups 

and in place of these take the needed steps to establish naturally self-stabilizing herds whose members 

are born, live out their lives and pass on out in their natural habitats, thus contributing their remains to 

the natural ecosystems that sustained them and of which they were such vital components. Reserve 

Design would allow the natural integration to the public lands’ ecosystem, in other words, the equids’ 

harmonious adaptation via a naturally selective process that spans multiple generations. And it would 

provide for truly long-term, genetically viable populations, not ones that are minimized in order to 

accommodate selfish livestock and other types of exploitive public lands resource monopolies!  

The public lands ecosystems need to be restored. The returned North-American-native horses and 

burros are natural ecosystem healers. They quickly revert to the wild type and restore their benign role 

and relation to many species of plants and animals. – Such is of paramount importance to reversing 

many life-threatening trends today, including by combatting Global Warming.  

Sincerely, 

Craig C. Downer, Wildlife Ecologist 

Wild Horse and Burro Fund / Andean Tapir Fund 

P.O. Box 456 

Minden, NV 89423 

 

cc: various interested parties 

References: https://www.amazon.com/dp/1461068983; 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/274006946_The_Horse_and_Burro_as_Positively_Contributi

ng_Returned_Natives_in_North_America ; 

https://www.horsetalk.co.nz/2021/01/02/where-wild-horses-little-to-celebrate 

https://www.horsetalk.co.nz/2019/10/08/wild-horse-plan-path-forward/ 

https://americanwildhorsecamapign.org/media/scapegoating-wild-horses 

https://www.horsetalk.co.nz/2020/03/24/pzp-wild-horses-do-not-belong-together/ 

https://www.wildhorsepreservation.com/pdf/Wild_Horses_as_Native_North_American_Wildlife.pdf 

https://horsetalk.co.nz/2016/06/05/secret-lives-well-digging-burros/ 

http://rtfitchauthor.com/2014/04/28/report-wild-horse-population-growth 

http://www.thewildhorseconspiracy.org/2017/03/18/will-there-be-a-healthy-future-for-americas-wild-

horses-by-craig-c-downer/ 

www.gofundme.com/mstngreservedesign 

https://www.WHFB.us 

 

 

https://www.amazon.com/dp/1461068983
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/274006946_The_Horse_and_Burro_as_Positively_Contributing_Returned_Natives_in_North_America
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/274006946_The_Horse_and_Burro_as_Positively_Contributing_Returned_Natives_in_North_America
https://www.horsetalk.co.nz/2021/01/02/where-wild-horses-little-to-celebrate
https://www.horsetalk.co.nz/2019/10/08/wild-horse-plan-path-forward/
https://americanwildhorsecamapign.org/media/scapegoating-wild-horses
https://www.horsetalk.co.nz/2020/03/24/pzp-wild-horses-do-not-belong-together/
https://www.wildhorsepreservation.com/pdf/Wild_Horses_as_Native_North_American_Wildlife.pdf
https://horsetalk.co.nz/2016/06/05/secret-lives-well-digging-burros/
http://rtfitchauthor.com/2014/04/28/report-wild-horse-population-growth
http://www.thewildhorseconspiracy.org/2017/03/18/will-there-be-a-healthy-future-for-americas-wild-horses-by-craig-c-downer/
http://www.thewildhorseconspiracy.org/2017/03/18/will-there-be-a-healthy-future-for-americas-wild-horses-by-craig-c-downer/
http://www.gofundme.com/mstngreservedesign
https://www.whfb.us/

