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Preliminary Environmental Assessment 1

1.1. Identifying Information:

1.1.1. Title, EA number, and type of project:

Humboldt Herd Area Wild Horse Gather Plan Environmental Assessment

DOI-BLM-NV-W010-2013-0024-EA

1.1.2. Location of Proposed Action:

Humboldt Herd Area, Pershing County, Nevada

1.1.3. Name and Location of Preparing Office:

Lead Office - Humboldt River Field Office (W010)
5100 E. Winnemucca Blvd., Winnemucca Nevada 89445

1.1.4. Identify the subject function code, lease, serial, or case file
number:

Subject Function Code: 4700
1.1.5. Applicant Name:

Bureau of Land Management
1.2. Background

The Winnemucca District Office (WD) is proposing to gather excess wild horses within the
Humboldt Herd Area (HA) beginning July 1, 2013 or as soon as funding and holding space
allows. The gather area is comprised of 431,544 acres of both private and public lands (Map 1).
The HA is located in Pershing County about 30 miles south of Winnemucca, NV and extends
along the eastside of Interstate 80 to Lovelock, Nevada.

HAs were identified in Land Use Plans (LUPs) and were limited to areas of the public land used
as habitat by wild horses and burros at the time the Wild Free Roaming Horses and Burros Act
(WFRHBA) was enacted (December 15, 1971). The HAs where wild horses and burros could

be managed for the long term were designated as Herd Management Areas (HMAs) in 1982
through the land-use planning process. The Humboldt HA was not designated for the long term
management of the wild horses in the Sonoma-Gerlach Management Framework Plan (SG-MFP)
due to the checkerboard land pattern found within the HA and therefore, is not currently managed
for wild horses and burros. Based on field observations and counts conducted by the BLM in
2011 and an annual recruitment rate of 15%, the wild horse population within the Humboldt HA
is estimated to be 161 animals including the 2013 foal crop. The exact origin of these wild horses

Chapter 1 Introduction
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Preliminary Environmental Assessment 2

has not been determined. However, some animals may have been missed in the initial gather to
remove wild horses from the area in 1985, analyzed in the Humboldts/West Humboldts/East
Range Herd Use Area Gathering Plan NV-020-5-12. Other wild horses may have migrated into
the Humboldt HA from adjacent HMAs. Since this area is not an HMA managed for wild horses,
these wild horses are excess horses that need to be removed.

The last gather was conducted in 1993 when 173 wild horses were captured and removed from the
Humboldt HA. The environmental consequences were analyzed under Environmental Assessment
for Wild Horse Relocation-Kamma Mountains HMA, NV-020-03-31. Since the last gather, it
has been documented that wild horses have returned to the Humboldt HA and the presence of
wild horses within the HA has led to unnecessary horse fatalities and damage to private property.
Between 1999 and 2010, eleven nuisance wild horses were removed at the private land owners’
request and four wild horses were euthanized as an act of mercy after being hit by vehicles on
the roads. In 2011, four wild horses were removed and two were euthanized after being hit by
vehicles. Because of the wild horse fatalities caused by the presence of wild horses within the
Humboldt HA, damage to human property, and the potential for the loss of human life from
collisions with wild horses along county roads; there is an urgent need to remove wild horses
from the HA.

This Environmental Assessment (EA) is a site-specific analysis of the potential impacts that could
result with the implementation of the Proposed Action or the No Action Alternative. Preparation
of an EA assists the BLM authorized officer to determine whether to prepare an Environmental
Impact Statement (EIS) if significant impacts could result, or a Finding of No Significant Impact
(FONSI) if no significant impacts are expected

1.3. Purpose and Need for Action:

The purpose of the Proposed Action is to gather and remove all excess wild horses from the
Humboldt HA (which is not managed for wild horses due to the checkerboard land ownership
pattern) and to maintain a zero population of wild horses within the HA over the long-term.

The need for action is based upon the BLM’s obligation under Section 3, as amended, of the
Wild-Free-Roaming Horses and Burros Act of 1971 (WFRHBA). Section 3 of the WFRHBA
requires the BLM to remove excess wild horses when it determines that an overpopulation exists
and that the excess horses need to be removed. Code of Federal Regulations, CFR 43 Part 4700,
Subpart 4710.1 directs that “Management activities affecting wild horses and burros, including
the establishment of herd management areas, shall be in accordance with approved land use plans
prepared pursuant to part 1600 of this title.”

1.4. Scoping, Public Involvement and Issues:

Issues were identified through internal scoping relative to the BLM’s proposed gather of wild
horses from the HA. Due to the similarity between the Proposed Action and other gathers
conducted in WD HAs, the BLM staff is familiar with issues commonly raised during public
scoping. Therefore, although public scoping has not occurred for this EA, the BLM has captured
the concerns that are generally expressed by potentially interested publics. The interested public
will also have the opportunity to comment on the proposed action as part of the EA process.

Cultural and Native American Religious Concerns

Chapter 1 Introduction
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e How would placement and design of temporary gather sites, including water/bait trapping
sites, and holding sites impact cultural resources or Native American sacred sites or
Traditional Cultural Properties (TCPs)

e How would the removal of wild horses impact cultural resources, or Native American sacred
sites or TCPs?

e How would the use of helicopters impact TCPs/ Native American sacred sites?
Migratory Birds, T&E, Fisheries, Sensitive Species, and Wildlife

e How would the use of helicopters and the placement and design of temporary gather and
holding sites impact the health, habitat, and activity of sage grouse, threatened and endangered
wildlife, fisheries, migratory birds, and general wildlife?

e How would bait/water trap sites impact the health, habitat, and activity of sage grouse,
threatened and endangered wildlife, fisheries, migratory birds, and general wildlife?

e How would the removal of wild horses the impact the health, habitat, and activity of sage
grouse, threatened and endangered wildlife, fisheries, migratory birds, and general wildlife?

Water Quality

e How would placement and design of temporary gather or holding facilities impact surface
water quality?

e How would movement of horses via helicopter drives impact surface water quality?
e How would the removal of wild horses impact surface water quality?
e How would water trapping and the removal of wild horses impact existing water rights?
Wetlands and Riparian
e How would movement of horses via helicopter drives impact riparian and wetland zones?
e How would the removal of wild horses impact riparian and wetland zones?
Wild Horses

e How would stress from helicopter driving, handling, and time spent in holding facilities
(temporary or long term) impact the health of individual animals?

Fire

e How would the removal of wild horses impact emergency stabilization and rehabilitation of
areas impacted by wildfire?

Public Health & Safety

e How would placement and design of temporary gather and holding facilities impact vehicle
traffic?

e How would the movement of horses via helicopters impact vehicle traffic?

Chapter 1 Introduction
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Preliminary Environmental Assessment 4

e How would the removal of wild horses impact vehicle traffic?

e How would gather activities, in general, impact individuals interested in observing the
BLM’s actions?

Rangeland Management
e How would the removal of wild horses impact the amount of forage available for livestock?

e How would the placement and design of temporary gather and holding sites impact the
management of grazing within allotments that intersect or lie within the gather area?

e How would the use of helicopters impact the health, management, and activity of cattle?

e How would bait/water trap sites impact the health, management, and activity of cattle?
Soils and Vegetation

e How would the removal of wild horses impact soils and upland vegetative communities?

e How would placement and design of temporary gather and holding sites and bait/ water
trap sites impact soils within the gather area?

e How would ground based gather activities impact the distribution and density of non-native
or noxious plants?

Consultation has occurred with United States Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) and with the
following tribes: Battle Mountain Band Tribal Council, Fallon Paiute Shoshone Tribe, Lovelock
Paiutes, Pyramid Lake Paiutes, and Winnemucca Indian Colony. No issues were identified
through this coordination.

DOI-BLM-NV-W010-2013-0024-EA Chapter 1 Introduction



Chapter 2. Proposed Action and Alternatives



Preliminary Environmental Assessment 6

This section of the EA describes the Proposed Action and No Action Alternatives, including any
that were considered but eliminated from detailed analysis. The Proposed Action was developed
to remove excess wild horses from the HA in conformance with 43 CFR § 4720. The No Action
Alternative would not achieve the identified Purpose and Need, nor would it be in compliance
with the land-use plan or with 43 CFR § 4710.1; however, it is analyzed in this EA to provide a
basis for comparison with the other action alternatives, and to assess the effects of not conducting
a gather at this time.

2.1. Description of the Proposed Action:

The Proposed Action would achieve and maintain a population of zero wild horses within the
Humboldt HA (Map 1).

An 1nitial helicopter drive would occur outside of the established spring closure period for
helicopter gathers associated with the peak of foaling (March 1 to June 30) and take approximately
ten days to complete. Depending on the efficiency of the helicopter drive, supplemental /
follow-up gather methods may be used (described below) over a period of ten years. Several
factors such as animal condition, herd health, weather conditions, or other considerations could
result in adjustments in the gather schedule. Gather operations would be conducted in accordance
with the Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs) described in the National Wild Horse and Burro
Gather Contract (Appendix B, Wild Horse Gather Public Observation Protocol).

Due to an extremely large operational area, a helicopter drive would be the primary gather
mechanism within the HA. The BLM would utilize a contractor to perform the gather activities
in cooperation with BLM and other appropriate staffs. The contractor would be required to
conduct all helicopter operations in a safe manner and in compliance with Federal Aviation
Administration (FAA) regulations 14 CFR § 91.119 and BLM Instruction Memorandum (IM)
No. 2010-164. The Proposed Action would be in conformance with BLM policy which prohibits
the gathering of wild horses with a helicopter (unless under emergency conditions) during the
period of March 1 to June 30 which includes and covers the six weeks that precede and follow
the peak of foaling (mid-April to mid-May).

If helicopter drive gather methods do not achieve the desired goals of the Proposed Action or
if a helicopter gather has to be delayed, water or bait trapping may be utilized during the time
period analyzed in this EA as a supplemental or interim measure to assist in the removal of wild
horses and maintenance of zero wild horse population within the HA. For example, water or bait
trapping could be used when trying to remove wild horses from a small distinct geographic area
when weather or environmental conditions are not conducive to helicopter gather techniques.
Any water/bait trapping activities would be scheduled in locations and during time periods that
would be most effective to gather sufficient numbers of animals to achieve management goals.
Existing watering sites would be preferred. In rare instances new troughs may be used and
would be subject to the Standards and Guidelines for Nevada’s Sierra Front-Great Basin Area
and Northeastern Great Basin Area (e.g. installation of bird ladders). Use of water at trap sites
would comply with Nevada water law. The use of roping from horseback would also be used if
necessary or appropriate.

Multiple temporary trap sites (gather sites), including helicopter drive and water/bait trapping
sites, as well as temporary holding sites, would be used to accomplish the goals of the Proposed
Action. In addition to public lands, private property may be utilized for gather sites and temporary
holding facilities due to greater accessibility and/or prior disturbance or if necessary to ensure

Chapter 2 Proposed Action and Alternatives
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successful gathers. Use of private land would be subject to Standard Operating Procedures
(SOPs) set forth in Appendix A, Standard Operating Procedures (Gather Operation)) and would
be in written approval/authorization of the landowner. Helicopter drive and temporary holding
sites could be in place up to 30 days. Bait or water trapping sites could remain in place up to
one year for periodic use. The exact location of the gather sites and holding sites would not be
determined until immediately prior to the gather because the location of the animals on the
landscape is variable and unpredictable. The BLM would make every effort to place temporary
gather and holding sites in previously disturbed areas and in areas that have been inventoried
and have no cultural resources, TCPs, sacred sites or paleontological sites. If a new gather or
holding site is needed, a cultural inventory would be completed prior to using the new sites. If
cultural resources are encountered, the location of the gather/holding site would be adjusted to
avoid all cultural resources. Once the specific locations of proposed gather/holding sites have
been identified, the WD Paleontological database would be checked to insure that all known
paleontological localities are avoided.

No gather or holding sites would be set up near greater sage-grouse leks, known populations of
sensitive species, or in riparian areas, TCPs, sacred sites, paleontological or cultural resource sites.
Prior to setting up gather sites within potential habitat for special status plants, a plant survey
would be conducted by a qualified botanist. Should a sensitive plant species occur, the habitat for
the species would be mapped out and no surface disturbance would occur within that area. The
BLM would make every effort to place gather sites outside of areas known to contain noxious
species. In order to avoid potential impacts to breeding migratory birds from gather sites, a nest
survey would be conducted by BLM personnel within potential breeding habitat prior to any
surface disturbance proposed during the avian breeding season (March 1st through August 31st).
Surveys would be conducted no more than 10 days and no less than 3 days prior to initiation of
disturbance. All gather and handling activities would be conducted in accordance with the SOPs
in Appendix A, Standard Operating Procedures (Gather Operation).

All gathered wild horses would be removed and transported to BLM holding facilities where they
would be prepared for adoption and/or sale to qualified individuals who can provide them with
a good home or for transfer to long-term grassland pastures.

Maintenance gathers (helicopter drive or water/bait trapping) to remove any wild horses that
may have been missed and to maintain a zero population within the Humboldt HA may be
conducted for the next 10 years following the date of the decision and would also be conducted
in accordance with Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs) in Appendix A, Standard Operating
Procedures (Gather Operation) or current guidance.

Opportunities for public observation of the gather activities on public lands would be provided
and would be consistent with BLM IM No. 2013-058 and the Humboldt HA Wild Horse
Observation Protocol found in Appendix B, Wild Horse Gather Public Observation Protocol.
This protocol is intended to establish observation locations that reduce safety risks to the public
(e.g., from helicopter-related debris or from the rare helicopter crash landing, or from the potential
path of gathered wild horses), to the wild horses (e.g., by ensuring observers would not be in

the line of vision of wild horses being moved to the gather site), and to contractors and BLM
employees who must remain focused on the gather operations and the health and well-being of
the wild horses. Observation locations would be located at gather or holding sites and would be
subject to the same cultural resource requirements as those sites.

Chapter 2 Proposed Action and Alternatives
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The Humboldt HA Wild Horse Gather Observation Protocol would provide the public with the
opportunity to safely observe the gather operations. Every attempt would be made to identify one
or more observation sites at the gather location that offer good viewing opportunities, although
there may be circumstances (flat terrain, limited vegetative cover, private lands, etc.) that require
viewing locations to be at greater distances from the gather site due to public visitor access

or to ensure safe gather operations.

Data, including sex and age distribution, body condition score (BCS) (using the Henneke rating
system), color, size and other information may be recorded for all gathered wild horses.

BLM would assure that an Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service (APHIS) veterinarian

or contracted licensed veterinarian would be on site during the gather to examine animals and
make recommendations to BLM for care and treatment of wild horses. BLM staff would also be
present during gather operations to observe animal condition, ensure humane treatment of wild
horses, and ensure contract requirements for the gather operations are met. Additionally, animals
transported to BLM holding facilities would be inspected by facility staff and on-site contract
veterinarians to observe health and ensure the animals are being cared for humanely.

Any weaned foals that cannot survive on their own or orphan foals would be removed and would
be made available for adoption to qualified individuals. Any old, sick or lame horses unable to
maintain an acceptable body condition (greater than or equal to a Henneke BCS of 3) or with
serious physical defects would be humanely euthanized as an act of mercy. Decisions to humanely
euthanize animals in field situations will be made in conformance with BLM policy (Washington
Office Instruction Memorandum 2009-041). Conditions requiring humane euthanasia occur
infrequently and are described in more detail in Section 4.1.15, “Wild Horses”.

Noxious weed monitoring at gather and holding sites would be conducted by the BLM resource
specialist during the growing season preceding the initial gather and each subsequent gather. Any
sites used that have previously been documented to have noxious weeds present would be managed
to minimize or eliminate risk of noxious weed seed transport, and would result in a requirement to
wash equipment prior to leaving the site if gather operations are conducted when soils are wetted
and there is a significant risk of contaminated soil transport. In order to minimize noxious weed
spread, on-road use would be promoted and off-road travel would be limited. Following gather
operations; gather sites would be monitored by BLM personnel for a minimum of two seasons to
determine if noxious weeds have been introduced to the site. If it were determined that the gather
activities introduced noxious weeds to a site, appropriate treatment would be applied. Treatments
would be consistent with the Noxious Weed Control EA# NV-020-02-19 and the Programmatic
Environmental Assessment of Integrated Weed Management on Bureau of Land Management
Lands, EA# NV-020-08-11. Following gather operations, disturbed soils at gather sites would

be seeded with site-adapted native grasses, shrubs, and forbs.

Aerial population inventories would continue. If subsequent observations show that wild horses
remain in the Humboldt HA after the initial helicopter gather or that wild horses have moved into
the HA from adjacent areas, the WD would return to the HA to remove those excess wild horses.
The follow-up gather activities would include helicopter drives or water/bait trapping as described
above. Follow-up gathers could be implemented up to ten years after the initial gather and may
require periods of delay between gathers if any remaining horses develop a heightened response
to human presence and become more difficult to gather. Funding limitations and competing
priorities could also require delaying the follow-up gather component of the Proposed Action.
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2.2. Description of the No Action Alternative

Under the No Action Alternative, no gather would occur and no wild horses would be removed
from the Humboldt HA at this time. As stated in the Introduction, unnecessary horse fatalities and
damage to property due to the presence of excess wild horses within the HA has been documented
and would continue to be an issue. The No Action Alternative would not achieve the identified
Purpose and Need and is contrary to the WRFHBA and 43 CFR Part 4700; however, it is analyzed
in this EA to provide a basis for comparison with the other action alternatives, and to assess the
effects of not conducting a gather at this time.

Excess wild horses would remain on public and private lands within the Humboldt HA, an area
that — consistent with the LUP -- is not being managed for wild horses. BLM would continue to
address safety issues regarding wild horses in and near the Humboldt HA on an ad hoc basis only.

2.3. Description of Alternatives Considered but not Analyzed in
Detail

Water/Bait Trapping as Sole Gather Method

This alternative would remove all excess wild horses from the Humboldt HA with water/bait
trapping methods only (i.e. no use of helicopters). Bait trapping as the primary or sole gathering
method would take a significant period of time and could only be done if the proper conditions
exist. A number of animals have already been hit by vehicle traffic on Rochester Road. These
collisions have proven to be fatal to the horses and have the potential to cause a loss of human
life. Because there is a need for a more efficient gather method to remove the potential for the loss
of human life and for wild horses’ fatalities, this alternative was considered but dismissed as a
primary or sole method of gathering and removing excess wild horses. However, bait trapping, as
described in the Proposed Action, may be used as a supplementary approach to achieve desired
goals of the Proposed Action.

Remove or Reduce Livestock within the HA

This alternative would reduce or eliminate cattle grazing on all or portions of the grazing
allotments that intersect or fall within the Humboldt HA. Because this area is designated as an HA
(see discussion in Section 1.2, “Background”), BLM must attempt to remove excess wild horses.
Removal or reduction of livestock would not result in the removal of excess wild horses.

Removal or reduction of livestock would not meet the purpose and need as identified in
Section 1.3, “Purpose and Need for Action:”, would be inconsistent with the Sonoma-Gerlach
MFP, and would require amendment to the MFP which is outside the scope of this EA. For the
reasons stated above, this alternative was dropped from detailed analysis.

Use of Alternative Capture Techniques Instead of Helicopter Capture

This alternative would utilize some method of gathering (other than helicopters or water/bait
trapping) to remove all excess wild horses from the Humboldt HA. Alternative capture methods
have been suggested by some members of the public, but no specific alternative methods

have been identified. The BLM has identified chemical immobilization, net gunning, and
wrangler/horseback drive trapping as the most likely alternative potential methods for gathering
wild horses.
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