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SUBJECT:  

POTENTIAL WILD HORSE EMERGENCY
ISSUE:  Without an emergency gather this winter, the lack of forage and other factors in the Buffalo Hills Herd Management Area (HMA) present a high potential risk for starvation and death of wild horses this winter.  The HMA is due west of Gerlach, NV.  High elevation winter habitat, expected snow accumulation, overpopulation of wild horses, depletion of existing forage, drought, competition for limited resources with wildlife, and the lack of horse egress from the HMA all contribute to the high risk this herd currently faces.
Winter deaths have occurred here in the past.  In March/April 1978, approximately 300 horses were found dead or were humanely euthanized in the field; and, in February 1993, due to poor animal health and lack of winter forage, about 40 horses were destroyed and 80 horses held/fed at the Palomino Valley Corrals (PVC) before release back into the HMA.
BUFFALO HILLS HMA STATISTICS

· HMA:  Buffalo Hills, NV0220


AML:  188-314 wild horses
· CURRENT POPULATION ESTIMATE:  650+ animals based on a direct aerial count (12/07), including foals, and grown by 20% annually based on the historical recruitment rate.  (The current population is 3.5 times the low range AML).
· REMOVAL NUMBER TO ACHIEVE AML (low range):  462 head

· CURRENT HORSE CONDITIONS:  
· Ground observations this summer indicate immature (1-3 year old) horses and many lactating mares are moderately thin (Henneke 4-4+).

· Aerial observations last winter (December) found body conditions ranged between thin and moderately fleshy (Henneke 3 and 6); with the majority of horses estimated as moderately thin (Henneke 4).

· EXPECTED HORSE CONDITIONS:

· Lack of sufficient forage (energy) due to current forage depletion, drought and/or low nutritional value - decadent browse, etc., cold winter temperatures and snow fall accumulation will stress horses over the winter months with no additional forage available until next spring (late March/April).  Horses gathered in January 2005 (in a similar situation - after two consecutive years of cattle use, but with a population estimate of 486 horses instead of 650 head) were estimated as thin (Henneke class 3) and above. However, foals appeared moderately under-nourished and unthrifty.
· Starvation of some wild horses and wildlife as competition for remaining forage is high and palatable forage is of low quality and/or unavailable.  Horse condition and health is expected to deteriorate with younger animals, mares, and older animals most susceptible.  Animals will not be able to consume sufficient calories or meet minimal nutritional demands to maintain adequate body condition or health throughout the winter; some animals will likely suffer and/or die.

Forage Production:  Production is the total yearly biomass of all species both annual and perennial.  Limited production data was collected this year, but should apply throughout the field office.  In general, total annual air dry production for the salt shrub community is normally 450 pounds per acre. This year production is approximately 200 pounds per acre a 56 percent reduction from normal. Production for the Wyoming big sagebrush community is normally 600 pounds per acre, this year production is approximately 300 pound per acre a 50 percent reduction. It is predicted that the mountain big sagebrush communities would have a similar decline in production (Zielinski, 11/08).  
Forage Utilization:  Site visits were conducted in late August and mid-November.  Where grasses are accessible, utilization is estimated between 40 to 90 percent throughout the HMA with the majority of plants showing utilization of 60-80%.  There is evidence of horses traversing extremely rocky slopes in search of grasses.   Much of the bitterbrush and other palatable browse species throughout the HMA, but especially in areas near waters, are decadent or dead (some known moth kill) and others show low production and moderate to heavy hedging with the majority of plants and leaders browsed.  Riparian grasses/sedges/ rushes are grazed to < 2 inches of stubble height and/or riparian areas are completely denuded where animals have access to water.  
Water Availability:  Although springs flows were extremely low by late summer and heavily utilized, few dry springs were observed.  Limited catchment water was available, but water quality was severely degraded by the end of summer.  Waters are expected to recharge with the cooler weather and with the winter moisture, water is not expected to be a limiting factor this winter (but could be next summer).
Wildlife Habitat:  About 90% of the HMA is classified as year-round mule deer habitat; 45% is classified at crucial pronghorn; 45% as year-round pronghorn; 50% as sage grouse nesting/ summer; and, 60% of the HMA is classified as sage grouse winter habitat (NDOW GIS layers, 2008).  Mule deer and large herds (50+ animals) pronghorn are often observed in this HMA, especially during the winter months.  Consequently, without an emergency gather, direct competition between wildlife and wild horses for remaining palatable forage will be high with an increased risk of death to all species.  Endemic spring snail populations are known from several locations.  Habitat for these species of concern is being severely impacted by overgrazing, pocking and compaction of spring meadows.
PROPOSED MANAGEMENT ACTION(S)
· Land owner request (11/20/08) to gather and remove wild horses (3) from private lands in area (pending WO authorization).  

· Estimated Gather Cost:  $1,200.  FY09 Feed Day Costs:  $5,244.  Total Costs:  $6,444.
· A preliminary gather plan Environmental Assessment (EA) is being prepared.  The EA will be made available to the public for a 21-day review and comment period.  The comment period is expected to close on about December 31st, 2008.  Gathers can only be implemented in the winter due to hoof impacts.

· Selective Removal with Fertility Control:  Capture 585 (90%), remove 460, and return 115 post-gather.  Of these, about 60 would be mares treated with PZP-22.  Estimated Gather Cost:  $215,805.00 (excluding fertility control costs).
· Gate Cut Removal:  Capture 490 (75%), remove 460, and return 28 older animals post-gather.  Estimated Gather Cost:  $193,580.00.

· Selective Removal with modification of sex ratio (60% males):  Capture 520 (80%), remove 460, and return about 58 studs post-gather.  Estimated Gather Cost:  $201,830.00.
· FY09 Feed Day Costs on any of the above (462 animals removed):  $685,377.00.
Discussion:  A gate cut removal would be less expensive in the short-term, but could result in greater numbers of older animals captured/removed.  The BLM preferred option would be to complete a selective removal with fertility control (PZP) applied to mares released post-gather; however, unless at least 90% of the total population can be captured, it would be most cost-effective to implement a selective removal/adjust sex ratios to favor males.  Of concern is the difficulty of gathering horses in this HMA due to the terrain, tree cover, and learned escape behavior; therefore, a gate cut may be the best long-term strategy for this particular HMA.
CONCLUSION

Funding in the amount of $194,000 is requested to allow Nevada to conduct a gate cut removal beginning in mid-late January.  Estimated operations time is 16 days.  Or alternatively, funding in the amount of $202,000 would allow for a selective removal and adjustment of sex ratios in favor of males. 

As concluded by the Interdisciplinary Team and key public interests attending the site visit in mid-November, without a gather and removal this winter, starvation of some wild horses and wildlife is expected as competition for remaining forage is high and palatable forage is of low quality and/or unavailable.  Animal condition and health is expected to deteriorate with younger animals, females, and older animals most susceptible.  Animals will not be able to consume sufficient calories or meet minimal nutritional demands to maintain adequate body condition or health throughout the winter; some animals (wildlife species & wild horses) will likely suffer and/or die.  Actual winter weather will be a major factor as to the extent of decreased animal condition and/or deaths.
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