
GET THE FACTS: Costs of “Free-Roaming” Horses and Burros in America 

The burgeoning population of free-roaming horses and burros threatens natural rangeland ecosystems, wildlife and plant habitat, 

horse and burro well-being, and other multiple uses such as livestock grazing.  In recent decades, the population of horses and burros 

on Bureau of Land Management (BLM) lands has soared from an estimated 17,300 to 25,000 in 1971 to more than 84,000 in 2012.4 

Less than half of these horses and burros – 37,300 (31,500 horses and 5,800 burros) – range freely on public land, while 46,500 are 

maintained in government-run corrals and pastures (12,877 in corrals and 33,623 in Midwestern pastures) at a cost of $43 million 

annually (about 59 percent of the entire program budget) to American taxpayers.5  

BLM Management 

In 1971 when the Wild Free-Roaming 

Horses and Burros Act was passed, these 

animals were found across 53.8 million 

acres of land, known as herd areas, of 

which 42.4 million were under BLM jurisdic-

tion.5 The area of land occupied by horses 

and burros has since been reduced to 31.6 

million acres, of which 26.9 million are 

managed by BLM. Several factors contrib-

uted to reduction of land and include: 

transfer of lands to other agencies, remov-

ing lands that were missing critical habitat 

components required to support herds or 

where BLM did not control the water re-

source, urbanization, highway fencing,  

conflict with other resource needs, or lands 

that were incorrectly identified as being 

occupied by horses or burros.  

In an effort to reduce herd sizes on public 

rangelands to sustainable levels, the BLM 

removed 8,877 animals (8,464 horses and 

413 burros) from the range in Fiscal Year 

2011.5 BLM placed 32 percent of these ani-

mals (2,844) into private care through 

adoption, which is down from 61 percent in 

2003 and 86 percent in 1998.6  Higher fuel 

and feed costs associated with maintaining 

horses has contributed to the decline of 

adoptions in recent years.3   

The combination of declining adoption 

rates and growing population sizes has in-

creased the number of horses and burros 

for BLM to manage and subsequently lead 

to significant increased costs for American 

taxpayers. 

 

Economic Costs  

 The Wild Horse and Burro Program costs 

have been rising rapidly, from $38.8 million 

in Fiscal Year 2007 to $74.9 million in Fiscal 

Year 2012, with 59 percent of the funding 

($43 million) going to holding costs.5,6 The 

administration has requested an additional 

$4 million in the Fiscal Year 2013 budget.   

 

The number of short-term holding facilities 

rose from 14 in 2001 to 24 in 2008, while 

the number of long-term holding facilities 

has increased from 1 in 1988 to 12 in 2012.3 

Gathers and removals cost $7.8 million an-

nually and adoption events cost $7.1 mil-

lion annually.5  Costs are projected to in-

crease in the coming years if the program 

does not change, especially with slowing 

adoption rates.5,6 Given continuing horse 

population growth, federal deficits, budget 

reductions, and other priority needs for 

conservation, the current trajectory of this 

program is unsustainable. 

 

During economically difficult times, it is 

imperative that funding for the Federal 

Wild Horse and Burro Program be wisely 

used to manage and improve the range-

lands on which the horses and burros de-

pend and which they can adversely impact. 

Sound economic and ecological science 

should be applied consistently to the fed-

eral horse and burro program. 

 Advocating for commonsense, ecologically sound approaches to managing horses and burros to promote 

healthy wildlife and rangelands for future generations 

Horses being led into a corral by a helicopter 
during the Piceance/East Douglas HMA horse 
gather, in Colorado, 2011.                             
(Credit: C. Hendrickson) 

White sage exclosure demonstrating  habitat re-

covery based on horse exclusion.      

(Credit: C. Hendrickson) 



 

Ecological Costs  

“Free-roaming” horses and burros also affect native habitats 
and wildlife. These horses damage landscapes by trampling 
vegetation, hardpacking the soil, and over-grazing.1 Areas inhab-
ited by horses tend to have fewer plant species, less shrub 
cover, lower occurrence of native grasses, and more invasive 
plants, which can have negative impacts on the entire ecosys-
tem.1 Many small reptiles and mammals that depend on bur-
rows and brush cover to survive and breed are less abundant in 
horse-occupied sites. In particular, species that have specific 
habitat requirements are more at risk, while animals that thrive 
in disturbed landscapes, such as deer mice (Peromyscus manicu-
latus), become more common.  
 
Bighorn sheep (Ovis Canadensis), a native ungulate whose popu-
lations have been in decline, avoid water sources when horses 
are present.2  Ecosystem-wide effects are of particular concern 
for sagebrush dependent species, including the Greater sage-

grouse1 (Centrocercus urophasianus), which is a candidate for listing under the Endangered Species Act.  
 
“Wild” horse herds are not monitored or managed as are livestock. Therefore when horses are added to an ecosystem, little 
habitat is left undisturbed and more species may be impacted.  The negative costs incurred by overabundant horse and burro 
populations can be minimized with improved management, increased control of horse and burro population numbers and 
growth, and through restoration and mitigation of existing impacts.  
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Horse damage in Eureka County,  NV.  (Credit: C. Hendrickson) 

Left: Native icons of America’s west, like this Proghorn calf (Antilocapra Americana) must share limited resources with horses and burros on the 

western range.  (Credit: Flicker Commons). Right: Mustangs chase native big horn sheep (Ovis canadensis) off water at Edwards Creek in the 

Sesatoya Mountains, NV. (Credit: Mark Freese, NDOW) 
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Contact us at horseandrange@gmail.com or visit us on the web at wildhorserange.org  

http://www.blm.gov/wo/st/en/prog/wild_horse_and_burro/What_We_Do/wild_horse_and_burro0/facility__adoptions.html
http://www.blm.gov/wo/st/en/prog/whbprogram/history_and_facts/myths_and_facts.html
http://www.blm.gov/wo/st/en/prog/whbprogram/history_and_facts/quick_facts.html
http://www.gao.gov/new.items/d0977.pdf
http://www.gao.gov/new.items/d0977.pdf
mailto:horseandrange@gmail.com
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