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 What authority allows the Forest Service and Fort McDermitt Pauite and Shoshone Tribe to 

cooperatively remove these unauthorized tribally-owned horses from tribal and National Forest 

System (NFS) lands? 

 

Federal regulations 36 CFR 222.8 provides the Forest Service the authority to work in cooperation with 

tribal, federal, state, and county agencies to control stray and unbranded livestock to the extent it does 

not conflict with the Wild Free-Roaming Horse and Burro Act of December 15, 1971. Federal 

regulations 36 CFR 262.10 provides direction for impoundment and disposal of unauthorized livestock 

on NFS lands.  

 

The Interior and Related Appropriations Act of 1992 (PL 102-154; FSH1509.11, Section 72.31) gives 

the Forest Service the authority to use appropriated funding on private or tribal lands if there is a direct 

benefit to the Forest Service. The Act authorizes the Forest Service to enter into Challenge Cost-Share 

agreements to benefit resources within watersheds on NFS lands. Agreements may be with tribal, 

federal, state, and county agencies; private and nonprofit entities; and landowners.  
 

 Why are the Forest Service and Tribe removing these unauthorized tribally-owned horses now? 

 

These unauthorized tribally-owned horses are competing for forage with authorized livestock and native 

wildlife, overgrazing and harming ecosystems and cultural resources, and damaging fences and stock-

watering facilities. The horses are also causing safety concerns for people driving on public and tribal 

lands and U.S. Highway 95 

 

Both parties agreed that collaboratively removing the domestic horses would reduce the impact to the 

natural and cultural resources and provide the Tribe the opportunity to develop a long-term sustainable 

range program. Without management, the numbers of unauthorized tribally-owned horses will continue 

to grow and impact range resources.  
   

 Didn’t the Forest and Tribe attempt to cooperatively remove theses unauthorized tribally-owned 

horses from public and tribal lands in 2013?  

 

In August 2013, the Forest and Tribe worked cooperatively to remove domestic horses from both tribal 

and NFS lands. The Forest suspended its participation due to litigation brought forward by wild horse 

advocates. The Tribe was able to continue with the project and removed approximately 500 horses.  
 

 Why spend money on a cooperative horse removal? Why not just issue tickets or fines to tribal 

members who own the horse(s)? 
 

In the past, warnings and citations have been issued. Citations and the current fine system have been an 

ineffective deterrent. The Forest and Tribe’s cooperative effort creates an opportunity for making 

positive long-term effects. 
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 Why are these horses unauthorized? Don’t tribal members have a grazing permit for these 

allotments? 

 

The Tribe does not have a permit to graze horses on the NFS lands. Individual tribal members that 

belong to the Fort McDermitt Stockman’s Association can graze cattle on the Forest through the 

association’s permit. Horses are not authorized as part of that permit.  
 

 Are these wild horses?  

 

No. These are domestic horses and are classified as agricultural livestock. Since these are tribally-owned 

domestic horses, they are not protected under the Wild Free Roaming Horses and Burros Act. 
 

 What happens if a wild horse or burro is accidentally captured?  

 

There will be a Forest Service Wild Horse Specialist, as well as Tribal and Nevada State Brand Inspectors, 

inspecting each horse to ensure ownership during the removal of the tribal domestic horses. If a wild horse 

or burro is caught, it will be taken back to the BLM’s Little Owyhee Herd Management Area and released.  

 

 How would you know if a horse is wild or not? Are they branded? 

 

Wild horses do not have a brand. Forest Service Wild Horse Specialists will be able to recognize distinct 

characteristics that are unique to wild horses.  
 

 What if the removed horses do not have a brand? 

 

Though many of the tribally-owned domestic adult horses are branded, the total number of branded or 

marked adults is unknown. Any unbranded horses first will be examined by a Forest Service Wild Horse 

Specialist, as well as Tribal and Nevada State Brand Inspectors, to ensure that they are not wild horses. 

All unbranded livestock will be turned over to the tribal council for disposition. If a tribal member can 

prove ownership of unbranded livestock in accordance with state law, it will be relinquished to that 

owner for disposition. Many of the foals and some yearlings will not have a brand, but will be paired up 

with their mares that are branded.  
 

 Who will remove the horses and what will happen to the horses after the cooperative removal is 

completed? 

 

The horses will be removed from public and tribal lands by a Forest Service approved contractor who 

specializes in removing horses on open range. After horse ownership is determined, each horse owner 

has the option to claim and remove their horse(s) or give written authorization for the Tribal Council to 

sell their horse(s) on the owner’s behalf. The Forest Service and Tribe will ensure that all horses are 

treated humanely while under their control and responsibility. 
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 How does this cooperative domestic horse removal help the land where the horses are free 

ranging? 

 

Unlike permitted cattle, the unauthorized horses graze year-round. Permitted cattle grazing occurs about 

five months of the year and cattle are rotated to ensure sustainable grazing throughout the allotment. 

Removal of the unauthorized horses will end the year-round grazing pressure on the rangelands in the 

area. Reduced grazing will promote improvement of the rangeland’s plant and soil health. Less use will 

allow vegetation to recover and become more healthy and vigorous. Riparian areas are some of the most 

impacted areas and removal of horses will promote recovery through reduced bare ground, soil 

compaction, and soil erosion.  
 

 Is it true that some horses could die because of this removal operation? 

 

Based on gathers of wild horses conducted by the BLM, less than one-quarter of one percent of wild 

horses gathered sustain acute injuries from the gather operation, resulting in death or necessary 

euthanasia. With domestic horses it is anticipated that the animals will be calmer and injuries are even 

less likely. As with any free ranging livestock operation, some animals may have pre-existing chronic 

conditions that have gone undetected while out on the range. It is possible that such conditions might 

require an animal to be euthanized. The Forest Service will be using similar removal operating 

procedures and precautions as used during wild horse gathers.  

 

While every precaution will be taken to ensure the health and safety of the horses, some horses may 

need to be promptly euthanized as an act of mercy. In the event an animal is injured during removal 

activities on federally-managed public lands, the need for euthanasia will be determined by the 

Contracting Officer’s Representative (COR) in consultation with the veterinarian. Once the horses have 

been delivered to the tribal holding facility, the Tribe will make all determinations regarding the 

disposition of the horses, including the need for euthanasia if a horse is injured. 
 

 Is it a possibility that the removed horses could be sold for slaughter? 
 

The Tribe and/or livestock owners will determine the sale availability of the livestock, once the horses 

are returned.  

 

 Will wildlife be affected by this cooperative domestic horse removal?  
 

The removal operation will take provisions to avoid harm to wildlife while the horses are being 

removed. For example, removal operations will not take place between March 1 through June 30 to 

avoid effects to lekking and nesting greater sage-grouse. Once the horses have been removed from the 

rangeland, ecosystem recovery will begin. This short-term effort will result in minimal impacts to 

wildlife. The long-term effects will be beneficial to wildlife habitats and populations.  
 

 Will these unauthorized tribally-owned horses be removed with a helicopter? Why not bait? 

 

Yes, the contractor will use a helicopter. Some animals may be herded, where necessary, by riders on 

horseback. Due to the large number of horses that need to be removed and very limited access for 

vehicles, bait trapping is not practical or effective.   
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 Will all the unauthorized tribally-owned horses be removed from public and tribal land in one 

removal operation?   

 

Due to the logistical issues of trying to remove and transport over 2,500 horses, it is anticipated that 

several efforts will be needed to remove all unauthorized horses off the public and tribal lands. 
 

 Was the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) followed in order for this cooperative 

domestic horse removal to occur?  

 

An environmental analysis of this cooperative domestic horse removal was completed and a decision 

was signed on Nov. 9, 2018. During National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) process, the public had 

the opportunity to provide comment. All NEPA documents are located at 

https://www.fs.usda.gov/project/?project=44432. 

https://www.fs.usda.gov/project/?project=44432

