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Listening to the Land

By Thad Box Dare We Speak for the Land 
Where Wild Horses Roam?

A bout 55 years ago some students in my classes helped finance their education 
by catching wild horses. For some, it was a sport. Others did it for the money. 
The break between winter and spring quarters was prime time for capturing feral 
horses—a few days without classes, weather tolerable, wild horses weak and easier 

to catch near end of winter.
Students often knew the history of feral herds and individual horses they wanted to capture. 

Their ancestors often released horses on the public lands: mares they did not want to feed or 
a stud to “improve” a herd. They shared stories of Grandpa putting out blooded stallions and 
later catching and training their colts for Army remounts. Some had kinfolks who released 
draft horses after they became obsolete. They knew where to get good rodeo stock.

Most animals captured were sold for slaughter. Potential bucking stock were trained, used 
by the rodeo club, and marketed to rough stock contractors. An occasional animal with plea-
sure pony potential was broken and trained.

Some people today might consider those kids animal abusers. Most were horse lovers. They 
descended from hardworking people in the remote west where horses provided transportation 
and cultivation power. Killing animals, wild or domestic, provided food for the family, removed 
a useless freeloader on the range, or put down a dangerous animal. Birth, life, and death were 
part of everyday existence. Most students were hungry to learn and willing to apply their 
knowledge. Ecology, to them, was not an academic subject. It was understanding a system of 
which they were a part.

Many became leaders in national and state land management agencies, ranchers, research 
scientists, and professors. They formed a reservoir of practical experience and scientific knowl-
edge to implement programs and laws governing our lands. Few tasks were more challenging 
or controversial than the Wild Free Roaming Horse and Burro Act of 1971 (the Act).

Wild horse lobbyists convinced Congress to pass a law protecting unclaimed horses on 
public lands: “It is the policy of Congress that wild free-roaming horses and burros shall be 
protected from capture, branding, harassment, or death...” The Act allowed for the humane 
disposal of excess animals and authorized the appointment of a national advisory board.

The task of implementing the law was given to the Bureau of Land Management (BLM). 
The first chairman of the advisory board was C. Wayne Cook, for many years a distinguished 
range management professor at Utah State University and Colorado State University. The 
board, including wild horse advocates, agreed that rangeland health should be the primary 
determinant for the number of wild horses permitted on public lands.

President Nixon appointed me to the advisory board in 1975. I worked with Velma Johnson 
(Wild Horse Annie) and other wild horse advocates who had been major players in getting the 
bill passed. We agreed that wild equines were exotic animals and not part of the natural system. 
We wrote “as these animals increase, the final actual carrying capacity of the land resource may 
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be greatly depleted.” We recommended immediate popula-
tion control of wild horses and burros on public lands, includ-
ing killing them if necessary.

The National Academy of Sciences appointed a commit-
tee to assure the best science available was applied to the wild 
horse program and to suggest new research to accomplish 
their mission. Over the years Congress listened to wild horse 
lobbyists instead of expert panels they funded. They modified 
the law to prohibit killing free roaming horses even after they 
have been removed from public lands.

Recently BLM estimated that there were 49,209 horses 
and burros on ranges that should only have 26,204—about 
22,500 too many on our public ranges. In addition, BLM has 
48,194 captive in holding pens and private ranches. In Utah 
there were 4,292 feral horses and burros on federal ranges 
that should carry only 1,956—public ranges were stocked 
almost double the sustainable carrying capacity. Meanwhile, 
millions of taxpayer dollars are spent as feral horses overgraze 
our ranges or stand captive in horse pens or leased pastures. 
The greatest cost, rangeland damage by horses, has not been 
assigned a monetary value. Congress protects feral horses and 
burros until they die.

Horses are not the only feral animals damaging natural 
ecosystems. Last February there was a special session on fe-
ral swine at the annual SRM meeting in Orlando. There are 
feral hogs in every state in the United States. In some states 
they are recently escaped domestic hogs or feral hogs illegally 
imported and released by hunters. In about half the states, 
mostly in the south and southwest, feral hogs are increasing 
and changing whole ecosystems as their populations increase.

There is no accurate figure for the number of feral house 
cats in the United States, but most every town and city has 
growing populations that spread out into the countryside. 
Cats are efficient predators who change ecosystems as their 
numbers increase. About a decade ago the director of the 
Galveston Ornithological Society shot a feral cat stalking an 
endangered bird, a piping plover. He was indicted and tried, 
but the jury could not come to a verdict. Some local and state 
governments have laws protecting feral cats that prey on ani-
mals protected by federal laws. Unlike wildlife, managed by 
states, there are no state programs to balance feral popula-
tions with carrying capacity.

Horses, hogs, and cats were domesticated many genera-
tions ago. But they, and a number of other species, can live 
and reproduce in the wild. In so doing, they change the en-
tire community, often at the expense of the native plants and 

animals. Some charismatic animals, like horses and cats, have 
strong lobby groups that push legislation through local, state, 
and federal governments to prevent killing feral animals. 
Some groups push sterilization programs to control repro-
duction of the feral animals, but leaving even small popula-
tions changes the land.

Land care professions—range management, wildlife man-
agement, forestry, soil conservation, etc.—came into being to 
rebuild the land after the drought of the 1930s and the eco-
nomic disaster of the Great Depression. These professions 
are science based, but action oriented. They identify problems 
and develop strategies for solving them. Unfortunately, our 
elected national representatives have no analysis or strategy 
on feral species. This puts, unnecessarily and unfairly, urban-
based horse and cat advocates against scientific land manage-
ment.

Australia has hundreds of thousands of large feral ani-
mals—camels, horses, donkeys, cattle, goats, hogs, etc.—plus 
cats, foxes, rabbits, and rats from all over the world. A frame-
work for dealing with feral animals was initiated in a national 
workshop held in Brisbane in April 2005. A national strategy 
for the management of vertebrate pest animals in Australia 
was published in 2007. This is still a work in progress.

We could use the Australian experience as a start toward 
an American strategy. Strategies for each class of animal may 
differ. Domestic animals belong to individual owners that can 
keep their animals from damaging land by removing them to 
feeding stations or selling them for slaughter. Wildlife are 
considered part of the land. Under natural conditions when 
numbers build up beyond carrying capacity, the animal popu-
lations crash, giving the overused habitat a chance to rebuild 
itself. Feral animals are neither owned by individuals nor are 
part of the natural ecosystem. One reasonable strategy, treat-
ing them as domestic animals, is forbidden by law. We don’t 
know what different ecosystem would rebuild if we allow fe-
ral animal populations to build up until they crash. We need 
a national strategy to keep land healthy and options open for 
future generations. Our job, as land care professionals, is to 
develop science and take action to support that strategy.

Thad Box, thadbox@comcast.net.
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