
September 15, 2008

To:  Mike Holbert, Deputy State Director
From:  Susie Stokke, Nevada WH&B Program Lead

Re:  Tour of Buffalo Hills HMA, September 15, 2008
I conducted a field site visit of the Buffalo Hills Herd Management Area (HMA) on September 11, 2008, together with Glenna Eckel, WH&B Specialist, Winnemucca District.  The Buffalo Hills HMA is about 130,000 acres in size with an AML of 188-314 wild horses.  The current estimated population of wild horses (which includes the 2008 foal crop) is about 650 animals, or about 3.5 times the low range of the AML.  
The livestock grazing system provides for use by about 615 cattle from April to July, two years on and two years off (rest).  This was the second of two graze years.  The HMA is scheduled for back to back rest from livestock use in 2009-2010.  No horses could be observed within the HMA during this visit.  However, substantial use by wild horses is evident throughout much of the HMA.   Unauthorized use by about 30 or more cattle is continuing, and there is evidence of unauthorized sheep use for an extended period in the HMA as well.

Utilization of key forage grasses is light (generally in rocky, less accessible areas) and moderate to severe in more accessible locations.  Heavy hedging is evident on browse species, especially in/near water. 
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Buffalo Hills HMA – area is very rocky with 
Bare ground evident at several locations.

utilization of key forage species moderate-severe

at most accessible locations.  
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Wild horses are going into the fall/winter with
Note trampling/trailing by excess horses.

 little/no useable forage.  
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Another example of trampling/trailing and
Poorly functioning or nonfunctioning water

severe use by excess wild horses.

developments are contributing to ongoing

resource damage.  Because the developments aren’t working properly, horses are standing/

loafing for long periods, waiting for the troughs

to fill before  they can get a drink.
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Riparian damage from trampling/trailing by
No stubble height remaining in riparian 
excess wild horse use, together with livestock
areas. Trailing/trampling damage evident.  
 use.

Summary:  
· The Buffalo Hills HMA could develop into an emergency situation over the next few months.  There is limited forage available to carry the current overpopulation of wild horses in a healthy condition through the coming fall/winter.  Possible options could include:  (1) gathering and removing the excess wild horses prior to December 2008 or (2) if funding can not be made available to remove the animals prior to December 2008, opening the horse gates to allow many of the animals to migrate into the neighboring Twin Peaks HMA.  However, it should be noted the Twin Peaks HMA is substantially above AML at the present time, and additional use by Buffalo Hills wild horses could adversely impact the forage available for the Twin Peaks horses during the coming fall/winter and contribute to a potential emergency situation for these animals.
· Available water is also limited, but could be improved by properly maintaining/ reconstructing the existing water developments.  Not only would this increase the water available for use by wild horses, but it could help to reduce the resource impacts associated with horses loafing while they wait for extended periods to get a drink.  This should be a priority prior to summer 2009, if at all possible.

· Addressing/resolving unauthorized livestock use as soon as reasonably possible would also be helpful in reducing utilization and the associated impacts to the habitat.  
cc:

Rodger Bryan, Dave Hays, Joe Tague, Dean Bolstad, Don Glenn, Amy Dumas, Glenna Eckel
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