
Anatomy of a Roundup
A close-up look at BLM’s system of capture and removal



Why are there roundups?

The Wild Free-Roaming Horses and Burros Act of 1971, as amended by the Public Rangelands Improvement Act 

of 1978, requires the Bureau of Land Management to “determine Appropriate Management Levels (AMLs) for 

wild free-roaming horses and burros on [designated] public lands.” Nationwide, that AML is 26,715.

BLM is responsible for deciding how these AMLs of free-ranging horses and burros should be achieved within 

the agency’s multiple-use mandate, including consideration for wildlife, livestock, wilderness, and recreation. 

BLM is also directed to manage for a “thriving natural ecological balance,” prevent deterioration of the range 

and use minimal management for free-ranging horses and burros.

The primary justification for roundups is that a Herd Management Area exceeds its population target or AML. 

Others typical justifications include things like wild horses or burros wandering onto private lands and public 

safety.



Are helicopter roundups legal?
Yes. Section 1338 of the Wild Horse and Burro Act authorizes the BLM’s use of helicopters and motorized vehicles in its 

management of wild horses and burros.



Does BLM have horse handling standards?
Yes. The Comprehensive Animal Welfare Program for Wild Horse and Burro Gathers, a 20-page document, was 

released in 2015. It covers everything from how helicopters should be flown to the design of traps to have a 

veterinarian on-site to when captured wild horses are to be fed and watered. 



How many wild horses and burros are captured?

Fiscal 

Year
Horses Burros Total

2016 2,899 421 3,320

2015 3,093 726 3,819

2014 1,689 168 1,857

2013 4,064 112 4,176

2012 7,242 1,013 8,255



What happens to captured wild horses?
Adoptions

Fiscal 

Year
Horses Burros Total

2016 2,440 472 2,912

2015 2,331 300 2,631

2014 1,789 346 2,135

2013 2,033 278 2,311

2012 2,232 351 2,583

Fiscal 

Year
Horses Burros Total

2016 178 26 204

2015 87 180 267

2014 23 64 87

2013 22 43 65

2012 320 82 402

Sales*

*Under the 2004 “Burns amendment,” wild horses may be sold without 

restriction at age 10+ or after being passed over for adoption three times.



What happens to captured wild horses?

Facility 

Type
Horses Burros Total

Off-Range 

Corrals
11,015 923 11,938

Off-Range 

Pastures
32,206 0 32,206

Eco-

sanctuaries
595 0 595

Total Off-

Range 
Population

43,816 923 44,739

Off-range holding*: Most wild horses and burros end up “warehoused”: placed in off-range 

pastures or corrals. BLM’s total capacity is 57,334 animals. Off-range holding costs about $50 

million annually.

* As of March 1, the BLM estimated there were 72,674 wild horses and burros on the 

range, compared to the agency-set maximum AML of 26,715.





































Are there alternatives to roundups?

Yes! Return to Freedom and other organizations have long pushed for reinvesting the money spent on cruel, 

costly roundups into the judicious use of the prove, safe and humane fertility control vaccine PZP, which has 

had a 91% efficacy rate at our sanctuary and achieved similar results in other studies. RTF’s Wild on the Range 

Campaign also calls for: increasing land and herd stewardship, revisiting AML numbers, establish incentives 

for ranchers who make water available to wild horses or voluntarily reduce livestock numbers, increasing 

partnerships to manage wild horses with minimally invasive practices and returning non-reproducing wild 

horses and burros to suitable rangelands.



Is BLM embracing roundup alternatives?
No. BLM has never spent more than 4% of its annual wild horse budget on fertility control. In 2007, the agency 

stood was just over 1,000 horses away from AML but failed to invest in this safe, proven management tool.

Year AML

Population of 

horses on range

Population of 

burros on range

Total population 

on range 

Total population 

horses and burros 

in short term 

holding

Population of 

horses in 

long term 

holding

Budget 

allocation

# of horses on 

PZP-22 fertility 

control

PZP-22 total 

cost 

($2750/animal)

# horses on 

ZonaStat 

fertility 

control

ZonaStat total 

cost 

($500/animal)

Percentage 

budget 

allocation 

spent on 

fertility 

control

2007 27,492 25,689 2,874 28,563 9,595 19,722 36,354,000 113 310,750 20 10,000 0.88

2008 27,219 29,644 3,461 33,105 9,508 21,540 36,201,000 154 423,500 0 0 1.17

2009 26,578 33,102 3,838 36,940 9,422 22,217 40,613,000 582 1,600,500 0 0 3.94

2010 26,576 33,692 4,673 38,365 11,277 23,702 63,986,000 494 1,358,500 20 10,000 2.14

2011 26,576 33,014 5,483 38,497 11,940 28,649 75,753,000 878 2,414,500 183 91,500 3.31

2012 26,545 31,453 5,841 37,294 13,972 32,457 74,888,000 878 2,414,500 167 83,500 3.34

2013 26,677 33,780 6,825 40,605 15,999 33,688 71,836,000 310 852,500 199 99,500 1.33

2014 26,684 40,815 8,394 49,209 15,297 32,882 77,250,000 65 178,750 319 159,500 0.44

2015 26,715 47,329 10,821 58,150 16,444 31,101 77,245,000 183 503,250 286 143,000 0.84

2016 26,715 55,311 11,716 67,027 13,511 32,150 80,555,000 118 324,500 334 167,000 0.61

2017 26,715 59,483 13,191 72,674 13,234 32,781



Why do roundups matter more than ever?

Moneyed interests, Western lawmakers, the Secretary of the Interior and BLM officials are pushing for the agency 

to be able to use euthanasia – shooting horses – and unrestricted sales – slaughter – to reduce wild horse 

numbers. To do so, they’ve painted a picture of destroyed rangelands, without discussing how wild horses are 

outnumbered 37 to 1 by livestock, even on land set aside for horses, and painted a picture of starving wild 

horses, despite little evidence to support the claim. Euthanasia is permitted under the 1971 Act, but Congress has 

typically inserted protective language barring BLM from killing healthy, adoptable wild horses and burros.

In July, the House Appropriations Committee voted to allow BLM to kill healthy unadopted wild horses and 

against slaughter protections for all American horses. The full House is expected to act on related appropriations 

bills within days. The Senate has yet to act on the Interior Appropriations bill, which includes the wild horse and 

burro budget. At the same time, BLM is planning a number of roundups for the fall – including a 6,700-horse 

roundup in Nevada, the largest in years.



What can you do to help?

Take part in the planning process. The BLM is guided by the National Environmental Policy Act of 1969 and 

participates in a variety of long-term planning processes. Prior to roundups, BLM issues Environmental 

Assessments, which covers the need for the action, details the proposed action and lays out alternatives, then 

provides the public with a period of time to submit comments. If there’s enough interest, we can get further into 

the weeds of the land-use planning process during a future webinar.

Right now, the single most important thing you can do is call Congress about the proposals threatening wild 

horses. For a phone number and suggested call script, please see our Facebook page or website.


