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Background and Study Objective
Managing wild horses (Equus caballus) as dictated by the Wild Free-roaming Horse and Burro Act of 1971 (as amended) has proven to be costly.  Legislation has restricted options used to manage populations; sanctuary and adoption alternatives have been expensive and less than fully effective; and herds continue to grow, often at high rates.  Budgetary limitations demand tough decisions on how to best minimize expenditures yet still meet legislated goals to maintain a "thriving natural ecological balance" and preserve rangeland health.  
Fertility control appeared to be one option worth evaluating for cost effectiveness.  Our recent research examined a range of contraceptive and other management strategies to calculate potential cost savings for three specific BLM-managed wild horse populations.  The three herds were chosen by BLM based on availability of data suitable for population modeling, and because they represented three different western states, different habitats, and herd sizes that characterize a majority of the managed herds.

Alternatives explored include: (1) the status quo of selective removal, adoption, and sanctuary; (2) the frequency of gathers and how efficient they are in rounding up animals, (3) status quo plus several alternative contraceptive application scenarios, specifically the duration of the contraceptive agent, and (4) other potential management techniques through age- and sex-specific removal decisions.

Overview of Methods

Contemporary cost projections were computed for several alternative strategies that could be used by BLM to manage three wild horse populations.  Costs were projected for a 20-year economic life using a sophisticated wild horse population model and cost estimates from BLM that reflect state-by-state per horse removal, adoption, long-term holding, and contraceptive application expenses.  Finally, a sensitivity analysis was conducted to see where opportunities for cost cutting might lie and which factors contribute most to the bottom line.

Important Findings

Important findings included:

· Application of currently available 2-year contraceptives appear capable of reducing variable operating costs for wild horse populations by about 21%.

· Application of 3-year contraceptives, when fully tested and available, may be capable of reducing variable operating costs by about 27%.

· Combining contraceptives with modest changes to herd sex ratio (e.g., 55-60% males) can trim existing costs by about 31%.
· All savings are predicted to improve when contraception is applied in conjunction with the proposed removal policy that targets horses age zero to four, instead of zero to five.

· Reductions in herd size result in greater predicted variation in annual operating expenses for each herd, especially below about 200 animals, but are always at least ±20%.

· Because the horse program’s variable operating costs only make up about one half of the total program costs (which include fixed and sunk costs), even with aggressive contraceptive management, total program costs could only be reduced by about 17%.  This would still save about $7.7 million per year.
· No contraceptive option eliminated the need for long-term holding facilities over the 20-year period simulated, but the number of horses held may be reduced by about 23% with aggressive contraceptive treatment.

· Cost estimates are most sensitive to adoption age and per day holding costs.

· There are opportunities to improve both the population modeling software and the modeling processes used in assembling Herd Management Area environmental assessments.

A full report detailing our work is available on request.
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