November 10, 20090

Mr. Jerome Fox, Winnemucca District Manager, Bureau of Land Management

5100 E. Winnemucca Blvd., Winnemucca, NV 89445

Email: wfoweb@nvblm.gov Fax: 775-623-1503

Ref.: DOI-BLM-NV-W30-2010-0001-EA

Dear Sir: 

Thank you for providing me with this opportunity to give input concerning the Calico Mountain Complex wild horse gather Environmental Assessment.  I have the following comments and critiques with reference to page and section number and ask you to reconsider this unfair, large-scale wild horse reduction:

Page 1:

1.0: “Healthy wild horses” should include genetically viable populations.  This consideration is being overlooked by BLM officials.  I question your proofs of genetic interchange among herds.   I observed many drift fences in a recent field trip to these areas as well as deep canyons, both of which would impede reproductive interchange among the herds in question: Black Rock Range East, Black Rock Range West, Calico Mountains, Granite Range, Warm Springs Canyon.                                                                                                                                
Point: When wild horses move outside HMA’s, they are still within their legal original Herd Areas in many instances, hence, this should not be taken as justification for their outright elimination.
Point: AML’s should be higher in this vast area so as to allow the wild horses to fill their niche and then stabilize their population numbers through innate capabilities.  BLM should be reducing livestock instead of cutting to the quick the wild horses here.  Wild horses are not overpopulated in the Calico Mountain Complex.  I recently (October) toured these herd areas over a period of a week, observing 110 wild horses and 5 wild burros.  I observed the wild equid bands to be very sparsely distributed in the estimated 486 square miles surveyed with binoculars.  Your merely repeating “overpopulation” or “deterioration” in reference to the wild horses does not constitute an objective proof of such.  Why aren’t you considering reducing livestock in these areas so that truly long-term viable wild horse populations (at least 2,500 individuals) could become established, true to the intent of the Wild Free Roaming Horse and Burro Act?

Point: Helicopter gathers of the wild horses in these steep and rocky areas with many cliffs and gorges would cause much suffering, injury, and stress, as well as the killing of wild horses gathered.  The cold winter weather would exacerbate this problem.

Page 2

1.1: If the Calico Mountain Complex has a total of 542,100 acres and there is a current estimate (9/2009) of 3,055 wild horses, this works out to a density of 177 acres per currently inhabiting wild horse.  Given that stocking rates for livestock allow ca. 50 acres per cow and calf in similar areas, the wild horse population does not appear to be overpopulated here within its legal hma’s.  Following the gather, ca. 575 wild horses would remain in the Calico Complex, and there would be 943 acres per remaining individual wild horse – nearly 1,000 acres per horse!  In my estimation, this is hardly a fair proportioning of land and resources for the wild horses within their already greatly reduced hma’s.  When PZP treatment is combined with this reduction, the paltry wild horse populations that remain could find themselves going into a downward spiral.  And there is know to be considerable illegal killings of the wild horses occurring within the hma’s in question, as evidence the St. Valentine’s Day 2006 shooting of several wild horses in the Calico Mtn HMA, including pregnant mares who agonized and aborted their fetus before expiring (Reno Gazette Journal 2/15/2006 & 4/18/2006).  Additionally, these drastic roundups would work against the natural adaptivity of the wild horses to the particular ecosystem they inhabit.  I recommend your canceling these draconian roundups and employing instead “closure to livestock” a.k.a. CFR 4910.5 & .6, in order to improve the ecological situation on these public lands and allow for a fairer number of wild horses in the Complex.  Additionally, you should prepare a strategy involving professional Reserve Design methods of wildlife protection and management that will lead to a greater degree of self-stabilization of wild horse numbers within each individual herd, thus obviating these cruel and unnecessary roundups.  Your censusing techniques seem skewed to promote large-scale wild horse reductions.  I question your lack of consistency in censusing methods and how you might fudge the figures to allow for taking off more wild horses than there actually are on the land.  As usual, you give little consideration to the widespread disruption your gutting of the herds will cause, both socially to the herds and ecologically, inasmuch as you would be greatly setting back the wild horses’ process of harmonious integration into the special natural conditions present in the Calico Mountain Complex of wild horse hma’s.
Page 3

Concerning the current drought conditions, you should consider reducing livestock for this very reason.  And you should consider that when you overly reduce the wild horse herds, as you are presently planning, you would greatly increase the likelihood of catastrophic fires, since the horses would no longer reduce the dry flammable vegetation to the degree they accomplish currently.  This is a major consideration.  Where the wild horses and burros have been drastically reduced or totally removed, e.g. southern Nevada, major fires have broken out in many parts of Nevada and throughout the West.  The widespread reduction of dry, flammable vegetation, a.k.a. fuel load, is a great ecological service that the wild equids perform; and they are perfectly prepared for this on account of their post-gastric digestive system.
1.2:  Purpose & Need:  Fertility control and favoring of males in released horses would lead to increased stress among those remaining wild horses.  This is due to the mares’ continued recycling into estrous and the stallions’ repeated unsuccessful attempts to impregnate them.  Also, increased proportions of males will lead to increased friction and fighting within each herd.  This will disrupt the social structure which when stable itself reduces reproduction rate. 

Page 4

Top: Again, what you are failing to consider here is reduction of livestock in order to improve range and forage, riparian, etc., conditions.  You should reduce the livestock in order to accommodate more truly long-term viable populations of wild horses in this spectacular region, as well as to preserve the unique strains of wild horses and their special ecological adaptations that have developed or even evolved here.  This should also be the subject of ecotours, as I see is already in incipient stages at the Soldier Meadows Ranch lodge (seeWild Horse Adventure of Nevada pamphlet and www.wildhorseadventure.net 2009).

-- Also, why do you not ever mention the proportion of resource consumption by livestock vis-à-vis that by wild horses within this reduced (from original ha’s) complex of wild horses hma’s, where the wild horses are, by law, supposed to be treated as the principal presence?


Page 5
1.3: Land Use Plan Conformance: top: re: CFR 4710.4: Note re: management for limiting wh’s & wb’s within their herd areas.  These herd areas are larger than the herd management areas.  This should give wild horses more latitude as concerns the distance they are permitted to move and areas they are allowed to intermittently frequent.
Re: CFR 4720.1, immediate removal of wild horses judged “excess”: in light of recent passage of ROAM bill in U.S. House of Representatives, the drastic herds reduction for the Calico Complex should be called off.  The will of the American public is most reflected by the majority vote of the House; and this has indicated that U.S. wild horse herds need to be restored, not further reduced in number. 
Re: recovery of threatened species such as Desert Dace or Soldier Meadow’s Cinquefoil, I recommend you take a close look at what overstocked livestock are doing to these species, especially their camping on and trampling of riparian areas, rather than wild horses.  You should strictly differentiate the effects of wild horses from livestock instead of always lumping them together!
During the Fall of 1997, I visited the Soldier Meadows area and noticed the devastation that cattle were having on this stream and combined meadow and hot springs, home to the Desert Dace (Eremichthys across).  I noticed several cows trampling right in this Area of Critical Environmental Concern (ACEC) which was full of cow manure, while the couple of small wild horse bands spied though my binoculars in the distance left signs of having neatly trailed into drink at the margin of the stream and of quickly leaving.  
Table 1, Calico Mtn. Complex wh AML establishment: These are very low levels for this vast area, not genetically viable in the long term.  14-24 wild burros in the Warm Springs Canyon is hardly viable. Wild burros should be increased.
Page 6.
1.5: RAC seems to be scapegoating wild horses for riparian damage more truly attributable to livestock, from my direct observation of the situation covering >2 decades.
1.7: Wild horse advocacy groups not mentioned, seem to have been excluded from consultory process in determining wh AML’s and whether or not to drastically cut their numbers.  Scoping fails to consider in-field management strategies that would be conducive to self-stabilizing wh populations.  This is a major oversight.  Scoping seems negatively skewed against wild horses in that they are negatively cast and their positive contributions to the ecosystem ignored, e.g. building humus in soils, seeding native plants, wide distribution of grazing pressure and not taking too much of any one plant, not camping on riparian habitat as livestock most certainly do, reduction of flammable vegetation, great aesthetic value for visitors, and in many other ways their “healing presence” ecologically restorative as the only large caecal digestor among the several large grazers present that are all ruminant digestors.  This signals a vacant niche for them (ref. Bell 1970. The use of the herb layer by grazing ungulates in the Serengeti).

2.0: Please reconsider Alt. 3: No Action.  These wh’s are not overpopulated here but harmoniously coming to terms with their ecosystem, spacing their bands out, establishing natural self-stabilizing populations.  Their drastic reduction by helicopter will set this harmonious adaptation way back.  Rather you should be focusing on reducing livestock in this region and allowing the relatively small numbers of wild horses to remain and achieve harmony with the community they inhabit.  You should now begin employing Reserve Design methods.  Your determination of wild horse overpopulation is not objective, but based on bias and favoritism toward livestock, big game and other interests, even within the legal reduced whhma’s.
Page 8

Re: Humanely euthanize wh’s: Doesn’t the Wild Horse Act state that wild horses are to be considered as an “integral” part of their Herd Area ecosystem?  Yes, indeed. This means that they should contribute their remains to such, not be harvested like livestock.  Also, individual wild horses who are very wild because of their indomitable spirit should be let go, not euthanized.  They should be returned to their legal herd areas, allowed to live out their lives in freedom – not killed!  How perverse and contrary to the true spirit and intent of the Wild Horse Act!
Page 14.
3.2.3. Native American Religious Concerns.  As former Environmental Director of PLPT (Pyramid Lake Paiute Tribe), I recommend that instead of giving major emphasis to livestock production on the areas in question, you learn from the natives how to promote a more harmonious way of life.  I recommend that modest harvest of Pinyon Pine nuts, for example, in place of the current overemphasis on livestock and even big game production.  Also, the reinstatement of native predators like the puma or wolf would go along with this better human lifestyle upon the public lands.

Page 15
3.2.4:  Re: Desert Dace: efforts should be made to expand its occupied habitat, hence there is a need to reduce livestock.  This recommendation also applies to other threatened species, such as the Mud Meadow Spring Snail.

Page 16

You should talk more about limiting livestock impact on the Soldier Meadow Cinquefoil.
3.2.5: Water Quality: Funny you fail to mention the effect of livestock on water quality in these areas – that was so majorly apparent in my recent tour of the hma’s in question in October, 2009, as well as in the Fall of 1997.  Please do not scapegoat wh’s for abuses in their great majority attributable to livestock.  It is unfair not to assess livestock in wild horse-containing areas in regard to riparian deterioration.  Also it is unfair not to mention extenuating circumstances such as fencing prohibiting natural movements patterns of wh’s within their legal ha’s, contrary to the wh Act.
3.2.7: Wild horses complement rather than detract from wilderness values, especially when considering their returned native status in North America (Ecce Equus, Natural History 5/2008) and the many complemental relationships they have with native flora and fauna, e.g. soil building, seed dispersal, breaking ice in winter, accessing seeps in summer, consuming coarse, dry grasses and recycling them into the soil, creating wallow water catchments for wildlife, etc. etc. 

3.3.2: Rangeland Management: I note that livestock use generally occurs between April 1 and Oct. 30, but may occur throughout the year.  So it would seem that livestock appear to be stripping the most nutritious spring and summer growth in these herd areas, i.e. getting the “hog’s share” of the forage and its nutrition, while the wild horses and other wildlife are left with what is left to survive year round.  This is very much contrary to the true intention of the Wild Horse Act that states that their legal ha’s wild horses are to be ‘devoted principally though not exclusively’ to the wild horses!

Page 18

Table 5: Permitted Livestock in Calico Complex.  

Cattle numbers in five allotments permitted in the wh hma’s sum to 2,498 cows with calves -- so additional up to nearly 5,000.  Proportioning the season of use, this is equivalent to (0.54 x 639 = 346) + (0.458 x 235 = 108) + (0.167 x 524 = 87) + (0.208 x 300 = 63) + (0.917 x 800 = 733) = 1,337 equivalent full time yearly cows with calves, so up to 2,674 head of cattle.  

Given the above calculation, it is apparent that most of the resources in the Calico Mountain whhma complex are being given over to livestock rather than to the wild horses even though the Wild Horse Act clearly states that the legal wh ha’s are to be “devoted principally” for the wild horses.  After all, livestock is already a dominant use in well over 90% of the U.S. public lands!

Page 19

3.3.3: Soils.  I again suggest that you examine the effect of excess livestock in these areas, rather than lumping all the blame on the wild horses!

Page 20: Pygmy Rabbits are favored by deep loamy soils.  I suggest that wild horses are therefore an advantage to Pygmy Rabbits inasmuch as their feces contribute to enriching and increasing soils by increasing the moisture-retaining and nutrient-rich humus component of soils.

Page 21

3.3.5: Vegetation: Be sure to distinguish between livestock utilization and wild horse utilization.  Do not lump livestock with wild horses.  This is extremely unfair, though I realize it is commonly done.

Page 22.

3.3.6: Wild Horses. This section is extremely unfair toward the wild horses inasmuch as it entirely fails to recognize the fact that the horse (Equus caballus) is a returned native species, i.e. a species that originated in North America and whose return and success here is quite natural, in fact a restoration of native biodiversity and a complementation of many other species of plants and animals.  Using 20-27% growth rate is not right.  This is an extreme fudge factor that inflates wild horse count and is done tendentiously to justify large-scale gathers.  This is unacceptable!

Page 23

Table 6.  The removals of 2,515 wild horses out of 3,095 total estimated wild horses will drastically set back the natural adaptive process of these wild horse populations in relation to the local ecosystems they inhabit.  This will also cause increased compensatory reproduction among those remaining.  This will work against the forces of natural selection, introducing an unnatural, or artificial, selection by man as the driving force in these herds.  This is contrary to the true spirit and intent of the Wild Horse Act!

Error: You state for one herd an AML range of 188 to 314, then state the counted population is 3,095, yet Table 6 gives AML range of 572 to 952 for the Complex.  Perhaps this is your dream for the future: to further greatly reduce the wild horses here to mere token numbers that would be incapable of escaping the “inbreeding extinction vortex.”

Last Paragraph re: Overemphasis upon wild horse competition slants this statement negatively.  There is a failure to even mention the wild horses’ positive contribution to the native biodiversity.  This is just plain wrong!

Bighorn Sheep: misspelling of ‘grasses’.

4.1: Cultural Resources: Livestock are more likely to disturb riparian sites than wh’s, as is abundantly proven.  Funny how you blame only the wh’s here!

4.2: Impacts …: You fail to recognize the value of wild horse-containing ecosystems here.  You act as though the wh’s themselves are negative, yet there is a complex of species that is quite compatible with the wh’s.  This is something you seem to be overlooking along with the necessity of a natural succession allowing for the establishment of a natural wh-containing ecosystem, or life community.  I suggest you examine livestock in regard to negative impacts occurring on native wildlife, rather than over scrutinizing the wild horses and magnifying out of proportion their impacts.

Alt. 3. No Action: I disagree with your conclusion here, for if you reduced livestock, as the law requires and truly allowed the wild horses to fill their niche in this area, you would observe a harmonious coming to terms with the native flora and fauna on the part of the wh’s and the establishment of a harmonious wild horse-containing ecosystem – something that you apparently fail to value!  By employing concepts of Reserve Design, you could achieve a self-stabilizing wh population of significant, truly viable population size > 2,500 individuals, as is recommended by the IUCN SSC Equid Specialist Group (1992).

Page 27.  Re: Wilderness, you again fail to value the wild horses as a harmonious component of wilderness, in fact a restorer of the ancient and long-standing equid element in the Western as well as North American ecosystem (Conservation in Practice 7(1):28-34).  You should not discriminate.

Page 27-28

4.8: Fisheries: I again recommend you examine livestock more in this regard rather than heaping the major blame on the wh’s!

4.10: Soils: Here you fail in a major manner to recognize the wild horses’ positive contribution to native soils inasmuch as their droppings contribute significantly to the humus content of the soils, not being as degraded as those of ruminants.  Needed is the caecal digesting, large ungulate to fill a vacant yet ancient and long-standing niche in this ecosystem.  The other ungulates here are all ruminants, e.g. deer, bighorn, elk!

4.11: Special Status Species: Again, you fail to recognize the many positive effects wh’s have on other species.  All is cast in the negative.  This is hardly an objective, thorough-going and fair-minded, scientific analysis of the situation. Same goes for 4.12, your section of Vegetation, to which accrue many benefits from wild horses.

Page 30-31

4.13, 4.14: Here you utterly fail to recognize how these drastic herd reductions you are planning would greatly set back the natural adaptation of the herds to the ecosystem they inhabit, i.e. the coming to terms therewith.  This is a major blind spot and reveals an inherent bias toward the wild horses’ realizing their place in the ecosystem as an “integral” component.  The fact that you are allowing livestock and big game to override the requirements and resource allocation of the wild horses within the latter’s legal herd areas reveals this bias.

Page 32

5.0: Cumulative Impacts: The fact that you overlook the negative cumulative impacts of these drastic reductions to the natural adaptive process of the wild horses and their wild horse-containing ecosystem shows how little you really value the latter.  You are treating the wild horses and the wild horse-containing/-adapted ecosystem with a negative predisposition! 

Page 33

Foreseeable Future Actions:  Here you fail to consider other options for in-the-field protection and management of wild horses, including the incorporation of natural and artificial, semi-permeable barriers within a strategy of Reserve Design, restoring of native predators to reduce the least fit, allowing mature bands to stabilize reproductive rates, and other much more benign methods of learning to live harmoniously with wild horses.  You should also consider the value of our human kind so learning to share the land, precious freedom and the beauty of so living.

Page 34-35: More arbitrary tendentious statements not backed up by thorough, thoughtful consideration of the greater context concerning wild horses, i.e. their history and evolution, their ecology and the value of wild horse-containing ecosystems for all concerned.

I would appreciate your careful considering of my comments.  Please do not hesitate in calling upon me for further assistance in achieving a fair and even-handed, more truthful and progressive approach to preserving wild horses upon America’s public lands.  As no other, these returned natives express America’s true spirit of independence and freedom.  They should not be whittled down to pathetically low and non-viable population numbers.  They should not be marginalized even within their own legal and suitable areas of the public land.  The should not be displaced from their rightful land and freedom.

Sincerely,

Craig C. Downer

Wildlife Ecologist

P.O. Box 456

Minden, NV 89423

Tel. 775-901-2094

Ccdowner@aol.com
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