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Abstract 
 

The wild horses of the Apache-Sitgreaves National Forests (ASNF) and their legal habitat located 
in the Mogollon Rim region of eastern Arizona were the focus of the present investigation (see Fig.-
s 4 and 5). Major logging of ponderosa pines, major cattle grazing and major trophy elk, deer and 
other game hunting seem to be the principal management goals of the Black Mountain Ranger 
District (BMRD) and the entire ASNF, while wild horse conservation is given minor priority. 
Given high disturbances from the major factors, it is surprising that the ecosystem we examined is 
functioning as well as our transects indicate. The impacts of vehicles and roads, fences to accommodate 
the intensive trampling and grazing by cattle, as well as frequent vehicle entries – all combine to 
disrupt this ecosystem. I propose that the wild horses themselves are major mitigators of ASNF’s 
ecosystem-disturbing impacts and contribute very positively to maintaining its integrity. Given the 
major attention this herd and its habitat have received and the moderate growth it has demonstrated 
over several decades, the Secretary of Agriculture should seriously consider declaring this herd to be a 
Study Herd under Section 10 of the Wild Free-roaming Horses and Burros Act (WFHBA). 
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This elder mustang stallion is named “Wanagi,” a Sioux name meaning “ghost”.  He usually 
lives on his own and keeps in remarkably good health in spite of his age, estimated at over 

20 years. June 1, 2021. Copyright by Craig C. Downer.1 
 
 

 
* Wildlife Ecologist, A.B., M.S., Ph.D. c., Andean Tapir Fund / Wild Horse and Burro Fund, Minden, 
Nevada. 
1 Numbers in brackets [x] refer to References. Gallery of all photos at end of report. 
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Fig. 1. (Photo 1 in Gallery). Standing side-by-side, this pair of  
Heber mustangs complement ecosystem. May 2021, Copyright by Craig C. Downer 

 

 
 

Fig. 2. (Photo 71 in Gallery): View from the Rim Museum ASNF off Hwy. 260 west of 
Heber-Overgaard. June 4, 2021.  “Mogollon Rim” cliffs separating the high, pine-forested 

plateau from the lower, hotter regions of Arizona. Looking toward Four Peaks and 
Phoenix. A special ecosystem (with many mysteries) to which the wild horses are very 

beneficial and integral. Copyright by Craig C. Downer. 
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Abstract 
 

The wild horses of the Apache-Sitgreaves National Forests (ASNF) and their legal habitat located 
in the Mogollon Rim region of eastern Arizona were the focus of the present investigation (see Fig.-
s 4 and 5). Major logging of ponderosa pines, major cattle grazing and major trophy elk, deer and 
other game hunting seem to be the principal management goals of the Black Mountain Ranger 
District (BMRD) and the entire ASNF, while wild horse conservation is given minor priority. 
Given high disturbances from the major factors, it is surprising that the ecosystem we examined is 
functioning as well as our transects indicate. The impacts of vehicles and roads, fences to accommodate 
the intensive trampling and grazing by cattle, as well as frequent vehicle entries – all combine to 
disrupt this ecosystem. I propose that the wild horses themselves are major mitigators of ASNF’s 
ecosystem-disturbing impacts and contribute very positively to maintaining its integrity. Given the 
major attention this herd and its habitat have received and the moderate growth it has demonstrated 
over several decades, the Secretary of Agriculture should seriously consider declaring this herd to be a 
Study Herd under Section 10 of the Wild Free-roaming Horses and Burros Act (WFHBA). 
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Fig.  3. (Photo 50 in Gallery) of Mogollon Rim with some tall Ponderosa Pines, late 
afternoon on June 2, 2021, in ASNF in area of wild horse habitation. Note the tall grasses 

by side of road. Copyright by Craig C. Downer. 
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Fig. 4. Map of Arizona showing its National Forests with Apache-Sitgreaves N.F. in pink. 
Main area of herd and habitat inspection during the study was in the western section of the 
ASNF. Many long-time residents report the wild horses as occurring in many portions of 
the ASNF in 1971, and certainly not limited to the proposed Heber Wild Horse Territory 
(HWHT) that is only 19,700 acres in size. The ASNF combines the Apache and Sitgreaves 

national forests and together contain 2.76 million acres 
(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Apache-Sitgreaves_National_Forests). The original 

Sitgreaves N.F. is in the western portion of the ASNF. 
 
 
 
 
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Apache-Sitgreaves_National_Forests
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Fig. 5. Map of proposed Heber Wild Horse Territory and surrounding area  
in the Apache-Sitgreaves National Forests of Arizona. 
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I. Introduction 
 

Between May 24 and June 4, 2021, I conducted a wild horse herd and habitat assessment in 
the proposed Heber Wild Horse Territory (HWHT) in the Black Mesa Ranger District 
(BMRD) and some adjacent habitats all within the Apache-Sitgreaves National Forests 
(ASNF) in the original Sitgreaves NF. The Sitgreaves National Forest portion of this 
combined management area is located in the southern parts of Navajo, Coconino, and Apache 
counties. It has an area of 818,749 acres by Wikipedia2 though others calculate it has even 
more at 883,120 acres. It is divided into two Ranger Districts: Black Mesa and Lakeside. 
BMRD contains ca. 616,000 acres and is much larger than Lakeside RD. It appears that 
BMRD has most of the wild horses in ASNF, but there is much secrecy concerning exactly 
where the wild horses live in this vast national forest, very probably related to the USFS not 
wanting to recognize the wild horses’ legitimate rights to live here in healthy numbers 
according to the WFHBA and other laws.  

This area is part of the impressive Mogollon Rim region known for its spectacular geology 
and large variety of plants and animals, including endemics, as well as unusual phenomena.3 
The proposed HWHT is located in Navajo and Coconino Counties in the Black Canyon area 
southwest of the adjacent towns of Heber-Overgaard (see Fig. 2). Its wild horses are popularly 
called the “Heber mustangs.” Earlier I had reviewed U.S. Forest Service (USFS) plans and 
proposals concerning this famous herd; I supplied information and suggestions supportive of 
these horses’ basic rights to a viable population level and the appropriate habitat and resources 
that would assure its true, long-term thriving, as the Wild Free-Roaming Horses and Burros 
Act of 1971 requires. According to historical archives, the wild horses of the ASNF have 
occupied this extensive area since at least the year 1653 and most probably long before.4  

 
2 “Sitgreaves National Forest,” Wikipedia, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sitgreaves National Forest. 
3 Arizona Highways, “Arizona’s Mighty Backbone, The Mogollon Rim,” 1967 (Oct.).: “… Arizona’s 
mighty backbone is an epic in natural, human history.” See also Wayne Ranney, “Geology of the 
Mogollon Rim,” NANHA Newsletter. ASNF handout 6/5/21. Cf.: Kenny Stanal, “Atmospheric CO2 
Levels Haven’t Been This High in 800,000 years,” 2021 (Aug. 25).: NOAA. ASNF handout June 5, 
2021. Also “Mogollon Rim” in Wikipedia, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mogollon-Rim: “Much of the 
land south of the Mogollon Rim lies 4,000 to 5,000 feet (1,200 to 1,500 m) above sea level, with the 
escarpment rising to about 8,000 ft. (2,400 m). Extensive Ponderosa pine forests are found both on the 
slopes of the Rim and the plateau north of it. The Mogollon Rim is a major floristic and faunal boundary, 
with species characteristic of the Rocky Mountains living on the top of the plateau, and species native 
to the Mexican Sierra Madre Occidental on the slopes below and in the Madrean Sky Islands (high, 
isolated mountain ranges) further south.” … “The Rim is an escarpment defining the southwestern edge 
of the Colorado Plateau. Its central and most spectacular portions are characterized by high cliffs of 
limestone and sandstone, namely the Kaibab Limestone and Coconino Sandstone cliffs. The escarpment 
was created by erosion and faulting, cutting dramatic canyons into it, including Fossil Creek Canyon 
and Pine Canyon.” … “In June 2002, the eastern portion of the Mogollon Rim was the site of Arizona’s 
second-largest wildfire, the 470,000-acre (1,900 km2) Rodeo-Chediski Fire.” And “Mogollon Monster,” 
Wikipedia, 2021 (Apr. 20). https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mogollon-Monster. 
4 Patricia Haight, “Save the Heber Wild Horses,” Sonoran News (10/25/2014), 
www.heberwildhorses.com/save-the-heber-wild-horses/archives/10- 2014:” The AGFG [Ariz. Game 
& Fish Dept.], BLM and USFS argue that the horses and burros are depleting forage but historical 
documents clearly show that the horse and burro have been here for hundreds of years and every one 
did just fine. … The historical documents indicate that there was a very peaceful co-existence of wild 
horses and burros with everyone else until the early 1930’s when federal agencies took over grazing 
rights and ‘management’ of wild horses and burros. … The wild horses and burros of Arizona go back 
to the early explorers including Coronado and Father Eusebio Kino. They are a precious natural 
resource. Many scholars even show evidence that these kind and gentle creatures date back to prehistoric 
times.” Historic documents point to introduction of wild horses in Arizona’s Apache-Sitgreaves 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sitgreaves%20National%20Forest
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mogollon-Rim
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mogollon-Monster
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The US Forest Service (USFS) under the Department of Agriculture claims to manage for 
ca. 7,100 wild horses and 900 wild burros on ca. 2.5 million acres of National Forest lands in 
nine states. The USFS has decided that out of 53 original wild horse and burro Territories, 
only 34 will be “active” and 19 will be “inactive.” It also indicates that 24 of these are jointly 
managed with the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) in the Department of Interior. 
Basically, it has extremely minimized wild horse and burro herds and their habitats in its 
jurisdictions. When I examined the list of territories on October 6, 2021, the Heber WHT 
was glaringly absent, indicating possible plans for its elimination.5  

The overly restricted, proposed 19,700-acre HWHT would thwart the establishment of a 
healthy, ecologically well adapted and thriving wild horse population. The ASNF’s extremely 
low and genetically non-viable population assignment of 50 low to 104 high for a mean of 77, 
along with the tacit denial by the ASNF of the wild horses’ legal and viably sized habitat -- 
even when including the additional Territory Monitoring Zone (TMZ) – would cripple the 
wild horse presence in its original legal area in the ASNF that long-time, knowledgeable wild 
horse monitors claim extends well over 616,000 acres and could even be 883,120 acres.6  
 

II. Wild Horse Herd and Habitat Observations  
 

Evaluation of Heber Wild Horse Herd and Conditions affecting its Well-Being and Survival 
 

Nearly all of the wild horses I observed were in good condition with Henneke Body Condition 
Scores (BSC) of 4 or 5. There were some older ones with BSC of 3, but only a small percentage 
of the total population and not out of line with what would be naturally expected. Because 
the WFHBA mandates that wild horses and burros be treated as integral parts of the public 
lands’ ecosystem, their contributing their mortal remains to the natural life community that 
sustained them since they were born should not be viewed negatively.  

 
National Forests by Coronado Expedition as early as 1540. Sonoran News (May 19, 2010), 
www.sonoranews.com/archives/2010/100519/equine.html. The Cloud Foundation includes wild 
horses in ASNF (The Cloud Foundation, https://thecloudfoundation.wordpress.com/2010/ 
05/20/historicaldocuments-point-to-introduction-of-wild-horses-as-early-as-1540/). See also E. K. 
Conant, R. Juras, and E. G. Cothran, “A microsatellite analysis of five Colonial Spanish horse 
populations of the southwestern United States. Animal Genetics,” Stichting International Foundation for 
Animal Genetics 43: 1 (2011): 53-62. See also www.azgfd.com/hunting/units/pinetop/3c/. 
5 United States Forest Service, www.fs.fed.us/wild-horse-burro/territories. USFS has much basic 
information about Heber wild horses (USFS, www.fs.usda.gov/detail/asnf/landmanagement/ 
resourcemanagement/?cid=fseprd534229 and www.nationalforests.org/ourforests/find-a-forest/apac 
he-sitgreaves-national-forest). 
6 Michele Anderson, “Arizona wild horse advocate who defends Heber mustangs,” Pers. Comm. 18 
May 2022: “The FS [Forest Service] never took into account where the horses were ‘presently found’ 
[as WFHBA prescribes] when they went ahead and designated that area as the HWHT. They never … 
did a real census of the horses when they made that determination. Historically the horses are known 
to have been in areas throughout the Sitgreaves.” “… issues with the riparian area … that are supposed 
to be ‘fenced out’ … but fencing has been down for long periods of time even though FS was made 
aware … [There is] thorough documentation of the waterholes before and after cattle have been in the 
areas … FS wants to skip doing an EIS and just shortcut everything through … their inadequate and 
incorrect EA … [that] I believe in [is] in violation of the Act [WFHBA] which is supposed to be followed 
to protect the horses from exactly what the FS is trying to do to them … this herd could set a new 
standard, if we can just save them from the horrible management plan.” See also Discussion and 
Conclusions. 

https://www.sonoranews.com/archives/2010/100519/equine.html
https://thecloudfoundation.wordpress.com/2010/%2005/20/historicaldocuments-point-to-introduction-of-wild-horses-as-early-as-1540/
https://thecloudfoundation.wordpress.com/2010/%2005/20/historicaldocuments-point-to-introduction-of-wild-horses-as-early-as-1540/
http://www.azgfd.com/hunting/units/pinetop/3c/
https://www.fs.fed.us/wild-horse-burro/territories
http://www.fs.usda.gov/detail/asnf/landmanagement/%20resourcemanagement/?cid=fseprd534229
http://www.fs.usda.gov/detail/asnf/landmanagement/%20resourcemanagement/?cid=fseprd534229
http://www.nationalforests.org/ourforests/find-a-forest/apac
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Fig.  6. (Photo 70 in Gallery): This elder mustang stallion is named “Wanagi,”  
a Sioux name meaning “ghost.”  A great “educator,” he usually lives on his own  

and keeps in remarkably good health in spite of his age, estimated at over 20 years.   
Near Pierce Tank. June 1, 2021. Copyright by Craig C. Downer. 

 
During my visit to the proposed HWHT, most of the horses were dependent on water 

hauling to the “tanks,” or excavated earthen reservoirs (some with actual metal tanks), where 
they shared water with many other wildlife species including deer, elk, coyotes, foxes, birds, 
reptiles, amphibians, snails and insects (see Appendix 5: List of Plant and Animal species 
observed). The tanks were also used by the ranchers’ cattle, who tended to linger around 
them, causing significant soil compaction and denuding of vegetation. These water tanks were 
usually excavated by bulldozers. At one tank, an elk was discovered dead after having become 
stuck, only to mire more deeply as it struggled in the mud (see Fig. 9 and Photo 63 in Gallery). 
One of my local guides suggested that special ramps, or “concrete aprons,” need to be 
installed to prevent such cruel deaths, which can include the wild horses as well as many 
smaller animals, mostly ground dwellers, but including winged birds, bats and insects.   

Many grazing-allotment fences and much loose barbed wire were observed within the 
proposed HWHT. Some of the allotment fence intersections had paired gates that were side-
by-side. According to one of my guides and others, this has led to the separation of wild horse 
band members, including the separation of mares from their foals, with tragic consequences 
(see Fig.-s 15, 16 and 17 below). The wild horse monitors’ proposed solution is to separate 
the gates of adjacent allotments by at least 50 feet. Furthermore, the gates are supposed to 
remain open when the cattle are not present, but are too often closed in order to keep wild 
horses from accessing their rightful forage in the proposed HWHT and elsewhere in the 
ASNF. Wild-horse advocates urge removing many of the fences that impede free movements 
of the mustangs and other animals wherever possible throughout the entire legal Territory of 
the wild horses in the ASNF.  According to the WFHBA, the legal territory of the wild horses 
should be those areas within the ASNF that were inhabited by wild, free-roaming, unbranded 
and unclaimed horses in 1971 in their year-round home ranges. 
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Fig. 7. (Photo 33 in Gallery). Water “Tank,” or reservoir, that has a dangerous, deep muddy 
bottom that can trap animals coming into water. Concrete “apron” could make this much 

safer for horses, etc. Late May, 2021, proposed Heber Wild Horse Territory.  
Photo Copyright by Craig C. Downer. 

 

 
 

Fig.  8. (Photo 54 in Gallery). Wild horses at Pierce Tank/Reservoir drink at an aluminum 
tank amid the pines. May, 2021. Copyright by Craig C. Downer. 
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Fig.  9. (Photo 63 in Gallery). At a dry Water “Tank” reservoir near the boundary between 
ASNF & Fort Apache Indian Reservation (FAIR) showing a dead Elk who had recently 

become mired in the mud while seeking water. June 3, 2021. Copyright by Craig C. Downer. 
 

 
 

Fig.  10. (Photo 55 in Gallery). Pierce “Tank” gone dry. Late May, 2021.  
Copyright by Craig C. Downer. 
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III. Methods for ecological evaluation, with explanation of color graphs of 40 
transects  
 

My present habitat evaluation has given insights about both the Heber wild horses and the 
natural ecosystem that sustains them. This evaluation is two-part. Part one covers the forty, 
100-foot by 20-foot, ecological transects that I carried out with the aid of my local, wild-
horse-monitoring assistants and following the guideline of the government manuals.7 Each 
transect covered 2,000 square feet; the 40 transects covered a total of 80,000 square feet. Part 
two involves germination experiments using wild horse droppings. We compare these with 
germination experiments using cattle droppings. Both samples were taken from an area 
foraged by both wild horses and domestic cattle within the proposed HWHT where the 
transects were conducted.  

The forty, ecosystem evaluation transects were carried out between May 29 and June 3, 
2021, following the guidelines of a frequently used manual8 which I have used in several 
similar field studies. By observing and considering the 17 different indicators given as well as 
other important factors, I was able to evaluate each of the three major Ecosystem Attributes 
(see Fig. 14 and Table 1). These interrelated attributes are: (1) Soil and Site Stability, (2) 
Hydrologic Function and (3) Biotic Integrity. The first attribute (color blue on Fig. 14) 
concerns the soil substrate of the life community. The second attribute (color orange on Fig. 
14) concerns water, which is, of course, vital to all plant and animal species and is cycled, i.e. 
taken in and released and must be maintained at a certain level necessary for the health of the 
ecosystem. The third attribute (color gray on the Fig. 14) concerns the life community itself 
and how well its essential functions are being fulfilled by all the various species of plants, 
animals and recyclers – each vital to the whole ecosystem.  

 

 
 

Fig.  11. (Photo 56 in Gallery). Stalwart black stallion approaches us as if in greeting in a 
meadow area with pines. Near Transect 40 and Chimney homestead. June 3, 2021. 

Copyright by Craig C. Downer.  

 
7 USGS, BLM, USDA, NRCS, “Interpreting Indicators of Rangeland Health. Technical Reference 1734-
6” (2005), www.blm.gov/nstc/library/techref.htm. See also Natural Resource Conservation Service, 
www.nrcs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE_DOCUMENTS/nrcs144p2_051957.pdf and www.nrcs.usda.gov/ 
Internet/FSE_PLANTMATERIALS/publications/idpmstn9390.pdf. 
8 USGS et al, “Interpreting Indicators of Rangeland Health.” 

http://www.blm.gov/nstc/library/techref.htm
http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE_DOCUMENTS/nrcs144p2_051957.pdf
http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/%20Internet/FSE_PLANTMATERIALS/publications/idpmstn9390.pdf
http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/%20Internet/FSE_PLANTMATERIALS/publications/idpmstn9390.pdf
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Fig.  12. (Photo 52 in Gallery). Handsome chestnut mustang with blaze in habitat with 
plenty of grass and tree shelter, near Chimney transect 40.  Late afternoon, June 3, 2021. 

Copyright by Craig C. Downer. 
 

 
 

Fig. 13. Webcapture of Google Earth map of my 40 ecological transects. Copyright by  
Craig C. Downer. Google Earth https://earth.google.com/web/@34.308695,-110.519915. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

https://earth.google.com/web/@34.308695,-110.519915
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IV. Results of Ecological Transects 
 

Part 1 of Habitat Evaluation: Results of Forty 100-foot by 20-foot Ecological 
Transects from representative areas in proposed Heber Wild Horse 
Territory, Apache-Sitgreaves National Forests, Arizona.9  

 
 

 
 

Fig. 14. Graph of 40 Transect Results in/around proposed  
Heber Wild Horse Territory, Apache-Sitgreaves NF. 

 
Table 1. Table of Results of 40 Ecological Transects on which graph in Fig. 14 is 
based. 
 

Depart/Attr Soil Site 1 Hydro F 2 Biotic I 3 

None-Slight 5 3 2 

Slight-Mod 24 26 22 

Moderate 6 6 11 

Mod to Ext 5 5 4 

Ext to Total 0 0 1 

 
 
 
 

 
9 Transect Manual Reference is USGS et al., “Interpreting Indicators of Rangeland Health.” Google Earth 
Map with Transect Coordinates and recent satellite photos for this project is available for viewing at Heber 
wild horses ASNF 5-6-2021 Google Earth Report created by Craig C. Downer on January 22, 2022, 
available at Google Earth, https://earth.google.com/web/@34.308695,-110.519915. See also Fig. 13. 

https://earth.google.com/web/@34.308695,-110.519915
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A. Explanation of Ecological Transect Results 
 
The Graph in Figure 14 and its accompanying Table 1 show the “Degree of Departure from 
Expected.” “Expected” means a healthy, thriving ecosystem given existing, interacting factors 
such as soil type and porosity, altitude, latitude, climate and trends therein, topography, 
availability and season of water abundance as well as species composition, evolutionary 
history, and other factors. “Expected” is what would be observed if the ecosystem were not 
extremely altered. This is a determination made by the professional ecologist conducting the 
study, but with respected input from all members of his team and others consulted, 
particularly those, especially professional biologists, who are very familiar with the ecosystem 
and its natural history.  

The great majority of the forty assessments – 24 for Soil and Site Stability, 26 for 
Hydrologic Function and 22 for Biotic Integrity – fall in the Slight to Moderate degree of 
Departure from Expected. However, nearly all of the transects show some significant degree 
of departure. In the None to Slight departure category, all three attributes have five or less 
transects: (1) for Soils: five, (2) for Hydrologic: three, and (3) for Biotic: two. The Moderate 
and the Moderate to Extreme categories are similar, with Moderate being only slightly higher 
for the Soil and Hydrologic attributes. However, the Biotic attribute’s Moderate category has 
ca. three times the number of transects as compared to its Moderate to Extreme category. 
The only assessment that fell within the Extreme to Total category was for a single transect 
for Biotic Integrity. 

Considering:  
 

1) the heavy use by cattle,  
2) the recent and extensive Rodeo-Chadiski wildfire of 2002, that was intensive in 

many areas,  
3) the many human disturbances by roads, trails and vehicles, as well as  
4) the frequent barbed-wire fences within the study area,  

one might ask why the ecosystem is not in worse condition. In other words, what 
factors are most helping to maintain this area’s presently existing integrity – which 
is greater than what might be expected given the intensity of the disturbances. 
 

 
 

Fig.  15. (Photo 3 in Gallery). Showing barbed wire fence and Heber mustang heading 
toward it. Often such fences greatly restrict access of the Heber horses to their legal habitat 
to favor livestock interests, especially when gates are closed out of season. Late May, 2021. 

Copyright by Craig C. Downer. 
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Fig.  16. (Photo 51 in Gallery). ASNF wild horses separated by a barbed wire fence.  
Near Chimney homestead and Transect 40. June 3, 2021. Copyright by Craig C. Downer. 

 

 
 

Fig.  17. (Photo 29 in Gallery): Abandoned coil of barbed wire in wild-horse and wildlife-
frequented area of proposed HWHT presents a serious injury risk. Late May, 2021. 

Copyright by Craig C. Downer. 
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As an ecologist, I consider that the better-than-expected results of the 40 transects are 
due in large degree to the positive ecological contributions that are being made by the Heber 
mustangs, particularly in regard to soil enrichment and intact seed dispersal and germination 
as well as other significant benefits. These contributions are also made by other species of 
fauna and flora present in the ecosystem. I based this conclusion upon years of extensive 
observations as an ecologist here in the West. These have been corroborated by fellow 
professionals.10 The ongoing adaptation of the various extant species of flora and fauna to 
changing environmental conditions should not be overlooked but recognized as critically 
important. 

 

B. Some Important Observations. 
 

1. My two weeks in the ASNF were principally passed in the proposed HWHT in the 
BMRD. Here I made daily inspections of the Heber wild horses and their habitat and 
observed an important contrast. In areas where the wild horses and wildlife had 
predominantly lived but there had been few to no cattle for two or three years or longer, the 
life community was considerably less degraded. Here there were deeper and healthier soils 
and a greater diversity of plant and animal species. (See Fig.-s 18, 19 and 20 below.) One 
example occurred in that portion starting at the intersection of F. S. (for Forest Service) Road 
107 and F.S. 124-B Road and extending to F.S. 124 Road south of the first cattleguard. In 
other words, when cattle were largely removed but wild horses and other wildlife remained 
to work out their balanced relations, there was a significant improvement in habitat. This was 
also observed near F.S. 107 and F.S. 139 roads, which had more exuberant grasses, forbs as 
well as bushes and trees and more intact and moisture-retaining soils.  

 

2. A significant pattern of burn occurred with the recent larger Wyrick and smaller West 
Chev wildfires of late June, 2021. These were burning at the same time. The Wyrick wildfire 
started two miles to the northwest of Heber and remained north of Arizona Highway 260 
and the town of Heber. It scorched the forest shrub and grassy ecosystem north of this 
highway where there were no wild horses, but only cattle, deer and wildlife. It had burned 
7,452 acres at 79% containment and may have reached ca. 9,000 acres at full containment. 
The West Chev Fire was located ca. 12 miles northwest of Heber and ca. 13 miles from Forest 
Lakes and remained north of the highway. Some long-time residents believe that the Heber 
wild horses have been deliberately excluded from the area north of the highway by both 
government and private entities.11 The Wyrick fire started north of the community of Forest 
Lakes and the F.S. 504 Road and proceeded to burn to the Chevelon Canyon (see fig. 5).   

Throughout the West, where wild horses are present in significant numbers, there is less 
serious wildfire damage, but where they have been abruptly removed or significantly reduced, 
wildfires are much more extensive and damaging. Such was the case with the Rush Fire in the 
Twin Peaks BLM HMA in northeastern California. Here in August-September, 2012, 
subsequent to the major reduction of the wild horse and burro herds in 2010, this major 

 
10 Craig C. Downer, “The horse and burro as positively contributing returned natives in North 
America,” American Journal of Life Sciences, 2:1( 2014): 5-23, www.researchgate.net/publication/ 
274006946_The_Horse_and_Burro_as_Positively_Contributing_Returned_Natives_in_North_Ameri
ca; Craig C. Downer, “Will There Be a Healthy Future for America’s Wild horses and Burros IN THE 
WILD? PZP or Reserve Design? You Decide!” September 24, 2016, www.academia.edu/33101404 
/Will_There_Be_a_Healthy_Future_for_Americas_Wild_Horses_L_L_by_Craig_C_Downer_Sept; 
Craig C. Downer, The Wild Horse Conspiracy (2014). 
11 Arizona Game and Fish Department, https://azgfd.com/hunting/units/pinetop/3c/; White Mountain 
Independent, https://www.wmicentral.com/news/pinetop_lakeside/lakesidecouple-rescues-week-old-
foal-attacked-by-cougar/article_a81cf35e-49c2-543b-a137- 5758e5f77db3.html. 

http://www.researchgate.net/publication/%20274006946_The_Horse_and_Burro_as_Positively_Contributing_Returned_Natives_in_North_America
http://www.researchgate.net/publication/%20274006946_The_Horse_and_Burro_as_Positively_Contributing_Returned_Natives_in_North_America
http://www.researchgate.net/publication/%20274006946_The_Horse_and_Burro_as_Positively_Contributing_Returned_Natives_in_North_America
http://www.academia.edu/33101404%20/Will_There_Be_a_Healthy_Future_for_Americas_Wild_Horses_L_L_by_Craig_C_Downer_Sept
http://www.academia.edu/33101404%20/Will_There_Be_a_Healthy_Future_for_Americas_Wild_Horses_L_L_by_Craig_C_Downer_Sept
https://azgfd.com/hunting/units/pinetop/3c/


Heber Wild Horses of Arizona’s Apache-Sitgreaves National Forests 

 

23 

wildfire swept over 315,000 acres, severely scorching many portions of the HMA. The relative 
absence of the horses and burros, especially in remoter, less-livestock-accessible areas, made 
significant portions of this HMA tinder-laden and ripe for intense and sweeping wildfire. 
Evidence indicated this was sparked by lightning. Similarly, wild horses could very possibly 
have been the critical missing factor in reducing the dry, flammable vegetation, or “tinder,” 
that, along with lightning and other causes, helped ignite the Wyrick Fire and enabled it to 
spread. I think it is telling that no similar wildfire broke out south of the highway nor did any 
flying cinders from the Wyrick or West Chev fires take hold in wild-horse-occupied habitat. 
Such wildfire mitigation or even prevention by horses, burros and other Perissodactyls has 
been observed in many regions throughout the world.12  

 

3. A serious hazard concerns the lack of what is commonly known as “Wild-Horse-Annie 
Cattleguards” (see Fig.  21). In the ASNF, the cattleguards lack steel rebars between the beams 
and panicked horses can get their legs caught in them. They become trapped and snap their 
legs. In their desperate struggles to free themselves, they can die prolonged and excruciating 
deaths. This situation needs to be remedied now. These “traps” could be deliberately used to 
cause mustang deaths, as has been reported by some of the local monitors.13 The Forest 
Service is tasked with protecting wild horses and should properly adapt these cattleguards to 
make them safe for horses and other wildlife. 
 

4. Many Heber wild horses are often found shot (at least 40 since 2018), some still alive 
(see Fig.-s 22, 23 and 24). Among others, Black Mesa RD Law Enforcement Officer John 
Lopez and Wild Horse and Burro Coordinator Christopher Kerin have been notified of 
recent harassment and missing horses by wild horse monitors. They should thoroughly 
investigate reported violations of WFHBA, which also violate local and state humane laws. 

 

 
12 Elizabeth Pennisi shows that white rhinos are proven major wildfire preventers, like horses (Elizabeth 
Pennisi, “‘Rewilding’ landscapes with rhinos … could prevent fires …,” Science (October 23, 2018), 
https://www.sciencemag.org/news/2018/10/rewilding-landscapes-rhinos-and-reindeer-couldpreven 
t-fires-and-keep-arctic-cool). William E Simpson, “Wild Horses: Changing a problem with a Solution,” 
EIN Presswire (October 17, 2021), https://www.einpresswire.com/article-print/553984741/wild-
horses-changing-a-problem-with-a-solution: “The droppings of wild horses contain microorganisms … 
that help fire-damaged landscapes with pasteurized soils to recover via reestablishing the microbiome 
along with humus and the seeds of native flora.” See also William E. Simpson, “Wild horse fire brigade: 
rebalancing North American ecosystems by rewilding equids,” Grazelife, https://grazelife.com/ 
blog/wild-horse-fire-brigade-lessons-in-rebalancing-north-american-ecosystems-by-rewilding-equids/ 
and Simpson, “Fire grazing: Why wild horses can do better than cattle in wildfire battle,” (January 8, 
2018), www.horsetalk.co.nz/2018/01/08/fire-grazing-wild-horses-better-cattle/. 
13 See also this report of such an incident with photos at https://humaneobserver.blogspot.com/2010 
/04/craig-downers-report-on-calico-complex.html. 

https://www.sciencemag.org/news/2018/10/rewilding-landscapes-rhinos-and-reindeer-couldpreven%20t-fires-and-keep-arctic-cool
https://www.sciencemag.org/news/2018/10/rewilding-landscapes-rhinos-and-reindeer-couldpreven%20t-fires-and-keep-arctic-cool
https://grazelife.com/%20blog/wild-horse-fire-brigade-lessons-in-rebalancing-north-american-ecosystems-by-rewilding-equids/
https://grazelife.com/%20blog/wild-horse-fire-brigade-lessons-in-rebalancing-north-american-ecosystems-by-rewilding-equids/
https://www.horsetalk.co.nz/2018/01/08/fire-grazing-wild-horses-better-cattle/
https://humaneobserver.blogspot.com/2010%20/04/craig-downers-report-on-calico-complex.html
https://humaneobserver.blogspot.com/2010%20/04/craig-downers-report-on-calico-complex.html
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Fig.  18. (Photo 32 in Gallery). Transect area conducted where wild horses and wildlife 
alone have grazed with almost no domestic cattle for the past two years. Note healthy grass 

and trees. Proposed HWHT. This was in the USFS cattle grazing allotment of Debbie 
Austin Campbell at the south end of F.S. 124, south of second cattleguard and north of F.S. 
107 B. It was near Transect number 7 with 34.36816 deg. N. Lat; 110.58495 deg. W. Long. 

And 6,630 feet elev. May 29, 2021. Photo Copyright by Craig C. Downer.14 
 

 

 
14 For further detail, see Google Earth Map, https://earth.google.com/web/@34.308695,-110.519915 
and Fig. 13. 

Fig.  19. (Photo 61 in Gallery). Transect 38 with 
tape in meadowy draw shows deep soil and 
healthy grass. Area inhabited by mustangs and 
mule deer with little sign of cattle. June 3, 2021. 
Copyright by Craig C. Downer. 

https://earth.google.com/web/@34.308695,-110.519915
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Fig.  20. (Photo 59 in Gallery). Tall grass inhabited by wild horses with little sign of cattle in 
ASNF, Tr. 39. June 3, 2021. Copyright by Craig C. Downer.  34.29993 deg. N. Lat.; 

110.40390 deg. W Long.; 6,942 feet elev. Gear Creek area.15  
 

 
 

Fig.  21. (Photo 16 in Gallery). Non-Wild-Horse-Annie cattleguard in proposed HWHT. 
Lacks rebars which means the horses if panicked, as when chased by cars, etc., can end up 

stuck, even with broken legs to die an inhumane, excruciating death. Late May, 2021.  
Photo Copyright by Craig C. Downer. 

 

 
15 See author’s Google Earth Map, https://earth.google.com/web/@34.308695,-110.519915. See Fig. 13. 

https://earth.google.com/web/@34.308695,-110.519915


Craig C. Downer 

 

26 

 
 

Fig.  22. (Photo 18 in Gallery). Shot Heber wild horse with bullet hole in forehead.  
Recent, in proposed HWHT. May 26, 2021.  

Photo Copyright by Craig C. Downer. Three-inch knife blade for scale. 
 

 
 

Fig.  23. (Photo 46 in Gallery). Illegally killed wild horse in proposed Heber Wild Horse 
Territory, ASNF. She died a prolonged and agonizing death after being shot in the rump. 

Jan. 12, 2020. Copyright by Robert Hutchison. 
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Fig.  24. (Photo 47 in Gallery). Another illegally shot white mustang in proposed HWHT 
from Jan. 12, 2020. This horse’s body is nosed into a bush and may have been gut shot  

so as to wander away from the scene of the crime only to die a prolonged and  
excruciating death. Copyright by Robert Hutchison. 

 

C. Some Basic Facts Regarding the Recent Shootings 
 

According to a former military crime investigator who monitors the wild horses: in October 
2018, two bachelor stallions were found fatally shot. Three killing sprees in the following 
Januarys of 2019, 2020 and 2021 occurred and another in late December 2021 in which 3 
horses were fatally shot; these horses were buried by USFS employees on December 30, 2021. 
In the January 2021 spree, four wild horses were shot, including a young filly who was 
paralyzed, unable to stand and had suffered for many hours before an authorized Forest 
Service officer was called to the scene to euthanize her by a gunshot to the head. Two local 
wild horse advocates had earlier discovered her and called the Forest Service in order to 
immediately put her out of her misery. These advocates felt that this crime scene had been 
negligently left unsecured and unattended overnight by the USFS employees, which could 
have allowed the culprits to remove evidence such as shells and tracks, even dead horses. At 
least 40 Heber mustangs have been illegally, fatally shot between October 2018 and December 
2021. To date, no arrests or convictions have been made. This urgent situation requires a 
thorough and diligent investigation – even by the FBI. A concerted effort to identify, 
apprehend and punish the shooters should be given top priority by federal, state and local 
governments. I strongly recommend camouflaged, hidden cameras be placed throughout the 
areas frequented by the wild horses and where future killings have been seen happening, 
including along roads where license plate numbers can be recorded.16  
 

 
16 A recent Time Magazine article exposes recent and past mustang shootings, highlighting a caring lady's 
assiduous monitoring of the ASNF mustangs’ well-being. See https://time.com/6158693/heber-wild-
horse-killings-arizona-betty-nixon/. 

https://time.com/6158693/heber-wild-horse-killings-arizona-betty-nixon/
https://time.com/6158693/heber-wild-horse-killings-arizona-betty-nixon/
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V. Germination experiments 
Part 2 of Habitat Evaluation: Germination Experiments from Horse and Cow 
Feces 
 

Our germination experiments gave an indication both of the diversity and abundance of 
plants that sprouted from wild horse and from cow feces within the equivalent forest loam 
soils typical in the ASNF. These show wild horse droppings yielding a substantially greater 
variety and abundance of plant seedlings compared to cattle droppings (see Fig.-s 25 to 29, 
especially Fig. 27 which has the cattle feces plot alongside that of the wild horses).  

 

 
 

Fig.  25. (Photo 35 in Gallery). Early germination results from  
wild horse droppings with grass. Robert Hutchison. 
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Fig. 26. (Photo 34 in Gallery). Germination plot from wild horse droppings  
with abundant grass seedlings. R. Hutchison. 

 

  
 

Fig. 27. (Photo 48 in Gallery). 
Two experimental plots, the 
one on the top with cow feces 
and not showing any plant 
seedling sprouting, the one on 
the bottom showing abundant 
plant seedling sprouts from 
wild horse feces. Consider the 
great contribution to 
ecosystems this proves as 
attributable to the wild horses. 
July 3, 2021. Copyright by 
Robert Hutchison. 
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Figs. 28 and 29. (Photos 72 and 73 in Gallery): Top photo showing profuse grass springing 
up from wild horse feces alongside no such grass springing from cattle feces. Bottom photo 

of Alligator Juniper seedling sprouting from seeds planted amid wild horse feces with 
positive results and also cow feces with negative results. This is part of the ongoing 

comparative germination experiment by Robert Hutchison of Overgaard.  
November 1, 2021. The cow feces are in the upper right corner of Fig.  28. 
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Robert Hutchison, one of my two assistants, helped collect wild horse feces and cattle 
feces from Transect site number 2 located west of Black Canyon Lake near Forest Road 86, 
where we had observed wild horses. Equal weights from each species were used in this 
experiment. Each sample was placed in a plastic garbage can lid that was 23 inches in diameter 
and had an area of pi (3.14) x (radius of 11.5 inches) squared to equal 415.5 square inches, 
which (dividing by 144) equals 2.9 square feet. Since each plot had two inches of soil, there 
were 931 cubic inches of soil volume in each plot. Both samples received the same moderate 
watering at 8 PM each evening and sunlight exposure throughout the day. Photos were taken 
regularly to chart the progress of possible seed germination. Both samples were hydrated with 
Nitrogen-rich rain water collected and used on-site. No special fertilizers or manipulations 
were employed. After a month of allowing the samples to germinate, the cattle manure plot 
showed no plant germinations whatsoever, but only a few mushrooms. This indicates an 
extreme mortality of any plant remains including seeds within the cow feces. The horse 
manure plot gave significantly contrasting results. Three different plant species spouted from 
this plot. Two were grasses, of which one was Fescue (Festuca sp.), which grew to one-foot 
high. The other grass has yet to be identified but grew to just 2 inches high. The third species 
was the Alligator Juniper – a quite significant find (see Fig. 29). 

Hutchison expanded this study to his home’s back yard. Here he established a 150-square-
foot circular plot and an identical plot for the Alligator Juniper.  He transplanted the Alligator 
Juniper seedlings sprouting from the wild horse feces. The plot received ample sunlight and 
was regularly watered. On October 12, 2021, the juniper seedlings were developing well. No 
tilling was done, but pine needles and cones were raked off the plot. The results of this 
experiment showed exuberant sprouts of grasses and other forbs both from seeds within the 
horse manure as well as within the forest soil fertilized by horse manure.  

The Alligator Juniper seedling is quite significant. It indicates that the mustangs could be 
eating the berries of the International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN)-Red-
Listed Alligator Juniper (Juniperus deppeana) and that the wild horses are aiding in their dispersal 
and germination (see Figs.  29, 30, 31 and 32).17 As a Red Listed species, the Alligator Junipers 
species is being monitored by the Conifer Specialist Group of IUCN. Though it has been in 
the “Least Concern” category, the last professional assessment of its conservation status dates 
back to May 23, 2011, a decade ago.18 Since then, Global Warming and other major changes 
have significantly affected its geographical area and habitat. I recommend this species be more 
carefully protected and its status reassessed. This attractive and photogenic tree displays an 
“alligator” bark and its berries are used to flavor gin in some regions, such as west Texas. It 
lends a special charm to the Mogollon Rim; its possible dependence upon the wild horses, 
who have inhabited this region for centuries, should be more thoroughly investigated and 
respected.   

 
 

 
17 IUCN, https://iucnredlist.org/species/42231/2964728, describes listed Alligator Juniper. ASNF is 
planning to reduce this species to favor livestock and calls it invasive. 
18 IUCN, https://iucnredlist.org/species/42231/2964728. 

https://iucnredlist.org/species/42231/2964728
https://iucnredlist.org/species/42231/2964728
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Fig.  30. (Photo 37 in Gallery). Alligator Juniper, Juniperus deppeana. June 2, 2021. A giant of 
the species is described in this report. On IUCN Red List and, so, deserving of special 

protection. It should not be targeted for massive reduction, as certain USFS reports seem to 
recommend, obviously in order to turn USFS lands into more of a productive livestock 

pasture, while ignoring this unique tree’s own great intrinsic value and contribution to the 
ecosystem. Copyright by Craig C. Downer. 
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Fig.  31. (Photo 69 in Gallery): Giant Alligator Juniper, Juniperus deppeana, with  
Craig C. Downer. June 3, 2021. Copyright by Robert A. Hutchison.  

This is an IUCN Red Listed species. 
 

 
 

Fig.  32. (Photo 68 in Gallery). Giant Alligator Juniper, Juniperus deppeana, with Robert 
Hutchison. June 3, 2021. Copyright by Craig C. Downer.  
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Special note from Robert Hutchison on Alligator Juniper 
 

“… the Heber Wild Horses [have so far been proven to successfully disperse the Alligator 
Juniper’s nut-like seed]. Heber Wild Horses … have resided here for [nearly] 500 … years. 
How many thousands of Alligator Juniper trees did these horses plant? I am conducting a 
more elaborate experiment using seeds from a giant Alligator Juniper that came from the 
proposed HWHT near the Mogollon Rim edge where several other such junipers grow. This 
ancient one has a circumference of 12 feet and a diameter of 3.82 feet DBH and is 35-feet 
high with broad limbs shading a broad circumference whose shade diameter was 20-feet (see 
Figs. 31 and 32. Based on dendrochronological measurements of similar Alligator Junipers, 
this living Alligator Juniper is estimated to have sprouted between 900 and 1100 A.D. If these 
and other experiments indicate that the Heber mustangs are of critical importance for the 
Alligator Juniper’s seed dispersal and germination, then greater protection of both the 
mustangs and these junipers should be given. Currently, ASNF is planning to greatly reduce 
junipers, including the Alligator Juniper, in order to favor livestock. More investigation and 
reconsideration by USFS are recommended.”  
 

VI. Findings 
 

A. History of Major Forest Service Favoritism 
 

Another flagrant violation of the WFHBA revealed by local wild horse monitors concerns 
the mustangs being fenced out of their legal habitat (related to their 1971 presence here) 
within the King Phillip, Sharp Hollow and a major portion of the Stermer Ridge livestock 
pastures. These three pastures are located within the Black Canyon grazing allotment and 
constitute substantial portions of the proposed HWHT. It is important to note that they 
include the USFS-designated wintering range for the wild horses. Consequently, such an 
exclusion of the wild horses would constitute a deliberate “squeeze play” against them. This 
would place them in a desperate situation during severe winters.  

Since 1988, well after the passage of the WFHBA in 1971, wild horse removals have 
occurred in the above three areas to favor ranchers. According to reports I received, certain 
people are driving off, capturing and removing or otherwise eliminating some of the mustangs 
that have lived in these areas for generations. Many of these removals would obviously favor 
cattle operations in terms of forage, although as indicated in this report, the wild horses have 
many complementary effects on the ecosystem that would actually benefit the ruminant 
grazers.19  

 
19 Heber Wild Horses, “Rancher Calls for Adoption, Euthanasia, or Slaughter of Entire Heber Wild 
Horse Herd,” www.heberwildhorses.com/save-the-heber-wild-horses/archives/06-2015. Noienke 
Onneweer, “4 horses shot near Heber, adding to killing streak,” Arizona Republic (2021, Jan. 16). Debra 
Utacia Krol, “15 wild horses shot bringing the toll to over two dozen,” Arizona Republic (2020, Jan. 19). 
Betty Nixon, “Comment re: Lack of Wild Horse Use of the Territory: Report by Betty Nixon April 
2021 provided to ISPMB. On-ground documentation w/ color photos, maps, figures, etc., exposing 
injustice of USFS plan for Heber wild horses,” April 2021, available from ISPMB. See also 
https://time.com/6158693/heber-wild-horse-killings-arizona-betty-nixon. This is an article published 
in Time Magazine on March 25, 2022 by Marisa Agha and it reveals much about the continued gruesome 
shootings, now and many years past. Also, Heber Wild Horses, www.heberwildhorses.com: ardent 
defenders of wild horse of ASNF with forthright data-based information. See speech of Hon. Raul M. 
Grijalva honoring ASNF mustangs and tracing them to 1654; Grijalva also cites White Mountain 
Independent newspaper article at https://wmicentral.com/news/latest_news/heber-wild-horse-suppo 
rters-march-to-usfs-office/. Craig C. Downer, https://thewildhorseconspiracy.org/wp-content/uplo 
ads/2020/03/HeberWild_horse_Territory-management-plan-input-due-March-16-2020PDF.pdf. 20a. 

https://www.heberwildhorses.com/save-the-heber-wild-horses/archives/06-2015
https://www.heberwildhorses.com/
https://wmicentral.com/news/latest_news/heber-wild-horse-suppo%20rters-march-to-usfs-office/
https://wmicentral.com/news/latest_news/heber-wild-horse-suppo%20rters-march-to-usfs-office/
https://thewildhorseconspiracy.org/wp-content/uplo%20ads/2020/03/HeberWild_horse_Territory-management-plan-input-due-March-16-2020PDF.pdf
https://thewildhorseconspiracy.org/wp-content/uplo%20ads/2020/03/HeberWild_horse_Territory-management-plan-input-due-March-16-2020PDF.pdf
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Yet the story goes beyond the Forest Service just allowing ranchers to drive off free-
roaming horses. This agency actually paid the ranchers to capture and remove the free-
roaming horses of ASNF. And these horses were sent to auction. Written agreements 
between the Forest Service and ranchers have been obtained by a Freedom of Information 
Act (FOIA) request. One such removal occurred in July, 1974 (3 years after the WFHBA’s 
passage), which was when the Forest Service claimed there were only seven wild horses 
remaining in the ASNF. Yet the Forest Service never provided any documents to prove they 
actually did a professional count of the mustangs in this national forest, nor did such a 
document result from the FOIA request. The claim that only seven horses remained was 
based on a rancher’s claim to this effect – a rancher who also worked for the Forest Service. 
In item 11 of one of the written agreements obtained through the FOIA request, it states that 
the trespass “horses were rounded up and sold at auction” and that these horses were “White 
Mountain Apache Horses” but no proof for this was given. Furthermore, if the Forest Service 
truly believed they were from the White Mountain Apache Reservation, they should have 
contacted officials from this reservation so they could retrieve their horses. In proof of the 
above points, see Figures 33, 34 and 35 immediately below. 

It is suggested that a Cooperative Agreement for the protection, welfare, true naturalness 
and long-term viability of the wild horses of this region be worked out between the U.S. 
Forest Service/ASNF and the White Mountain/Fort Apache Reservation in full recognition 
of this ancient and native people's sovereign rights of self-governance. This would be in 
conformity with the positive aspects of Section 6 of the WFHBA as such pertain to the rights 
of the wild horses themselves. It would overcome past tendencies to perpetuate colonial 
settler traditions concerning Native American as well as wild horse suppression and would 
treat the Apache Nation with all respect due a sovereign nation, within limits imposed by the 
U.S. Constitution and existing Federal law. (See Footnote 20a.)  

 
20a Likewise, Heber Horse Collaborative has much important information (https://heberhorsecolla 
borative.asu.edu/files/2017/02/TerritoryPastures-Popos.pdf). On p. 5, this supports having Secretary 
of Agriculture declare the Heber Wild Horse Territory a Study Area and Herd under Section 10 of the 
WFHBA. On p. 8, this report recommends increasing forage for wild horses and increasing the AML. 
On p. 9, this report indicates the vagueness of the Territory Monitoring Zone and suggest TMZ should 
be included in HWHT. Heber Horse Collaborative, https://heberhorsecollaborative.asu.edu/files/ 
2019/06/HWHTWorking-Group-Final-Report.pdf, is a methodical, informative overview with 
recommendations by select group associated with Arizona State University (see the summary in the 
reference section). 

https://heberhorsecollaborative.asu.edu/files/
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Fig. 33. Range inspection report. Proof of USFS favoritism toward ranchers and 
abandonment of defense of wild horses living within grazing allotments on USFS lands. 
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Fig. 34. Documentary proof of Forest Service Supervisor's authorization of roundup  
of wild horses from two livestock grazing allotments by a rancher -- and for  

payment of rancher in 1988. 
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Fig. 35. Documentary proof of another Forest Service Supervisor's agreement  
with an individual to capture wild horses in two livestock allotments, sell them at  

public auction and be paid from the auction proceeds. 
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Fig.  36. (Photo 42 in Gallery). Showing many cattle grazing in proposed HWHT in late 
May, 2021, greatly outnumbering the Heber wild horses. Fig.-s 18, 19 and 20 allow a closer 

comparison of cattle-grazed areas with wild-horse-grazed areas.  
Copyright by Craig C. Downer. 

 
B. Critique of BMRD DEA for HWHT Plan and overall plan for wild horses in ASNF 
The Black Mesa Ranger District’s Draft Environmental Assessment fails to adequately 
consider the effects of natural predators of the legally protected wild horses under its charge. 
For example, there has been no thorough estimate of the Mountain Lion/Puma population 
that I could find. This is a big oversight, since in other areas such as California’s Montgomery 
Pass herd or Arizona’s Cerbat Mountain herd, mountain lions are known to be major 
predators of wild horses and to substantially reduce both foal and adult survival, and 
particularly wounded, diseased and elderly horses, as long-term studies have proven.20b  The 
Black Bear population is also substantial in the ASNF (see Fig.-s 37 and 38). These are known 
to predate upon wild horses, especially the young, infirm and very old. Predation of wild 
horses by black bears has been documented by eminent filmmaker and wild horse investigator 
Ginger Kathrens. 

 
20b Craig C. Downer, “Wild and Free-Roaming Horses and Burros of North America: Factual and 
Sensitive Statement – How They Help the Ecosystem,” Natural Horse 7(3) (2005): 10-11; Craig C. 
Downer with Ralph Oxley, “Deserts,” Nature Worlds, ed. Tony Hare (London: MacMillan Reference, 
1994), see especially page 116. Also John W. Turner, Jr. et al., “Seasonal mountain lion predation on a 
feral horse population,” Canadian Journal of Zoology 70(5) (2011): 929934, 
www.researchgate.net/publication/238026719_Seasonal_mountain_lion_predation_on_a_feral_horse
_population; John W. Turner, Jr. and Michael L. Morrison, “Influence of Predation by Mountain Lions 
on Numbers and Survivorship of a Feral Horse Population,” The Southwestern Naturalist 46(2) (2001): 
183-190, www.jstor.org/stable/3672527; John W. Turner, “Environmental influences on movements 
and distribution of a wild horse (Equus caballus) population in western Nevada, USA: a 25-year study,” 
Journal of Natural History 49(39-40) (2015): 2437-2464, https://pubag.nal.usda.gov/3780016. Michael L. 
Wolfe, Jr., Feral Horse Demography: A Preliminary Report (1980), www.jstor.org/stable/3897882. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/3672527
https://pubag.nal.usda.gov/3780016
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Fig.  37. (Photo 57 in Gallery). Black Bear cub in pine wooded ravine,  
in proposed HWHT, ASNF. June 3, 2021. Copyright by Craig C. Downer. 

 

 
 

Fig.  38. (Photo 58 in Gallery). Female black bear and mother of cub of earlier photo and 
who is nearby. June 3, 2021. In proposed HWHT, ASNF. Copyright by Craig C. Downer. 
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Mountain Lion Predation of Wild Horses – a Significant Factjustifyor 
 

Evidence for Mountain Lion horse predation in the proposed HWHT comes from wild horse 
observers. I have received several reports from witnesses who observed lion-attacked wild 
horses, some still living and remarkably healing as well as a significant number who died from 
these attacks. Mountain lion tracks have been observed by wild horse monitors at some of 
the “tanks” including the East Buckskin.21 The following is from a recent official report from 
the Arizona Game and Fish Department: 
 

AZGFD Hunting Unit 3C is the area around Heber/Overgaard.  South of 
State Route 260 is where the Heber herd is.  So, yes, there are mountain lions 
in the area.   
Mountain Lion Overview: 
The lion population in this unit is not dense, but there are a number of lions 
harvested each year. Occasionally, a lion is taken by a hunter who happens to 
see one while hunting other species, but by far the most popular [though cruel 
and nature-disruptive] method is hunting with hounds. Mountain lion tags can 
be purchased over the counter. Legal lions are any lion except spotted kittens 
or females accompanied by spotted kittens. Although lions may be found 
throughout the unit, most are taken south of State Route 260. Hunters should 
look for tracks crossing roads and scratches. Hound hunting is the most 
successful method, but calling can also be effective, especially if the hunter 
knows a lion is in the area.22 

 

Further proof that mountain lions, and possibly others, are predating the ASNF wild 
horses: is found in a 2019 article by Laura Singleton: 

  

Aug 23, 2019, Updated Sep 4, 2019 
“The veterinarian confirmed that his injuries indicate he was attacked by a 
cougar and ‘miraculously got away.’ Rimson required surgery to repair all his 
wounds, intravenous fluids to treat his dehydration and frequent checkups.”23 

 

Among the significant mortality factors affecting the ASNF mustangs are predation by 
mountain lions, potentially by the Mexican Gray Wolf, whose tracks I observed near a 
watering “tank,” and coyotes who can take foals. Mountain lions are also major predators of 
deer including the Mule Deer which I observed and which are a major big game animal 
promoted by the Arizona Game and Fish (Fig. 39).  

 
21 B. Nixon, pers. com. 
22 Arizona Game and Fish Department, https://azgfd.com/hunting/units/pinetop/3c/. 
23 Laura Singleton, “Lakeside couple rescues week-old foal attacked by cougar,” The Independent (2019), 
https://www.wmicentral.com/users/profile/Laura Singleton. 

https://www.wmicentral.com/users/profile/Laura%20Singleton
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Fig.  39. (Photo 60 in Gallery). Mule Deer, Odocoileus hemionus, coexist w/mustangs.  
June 3, 2021 in ASNF in the proposed HWHT. Copyright by Craig C. Downer.  

The horses complement these cloven-hoofed, ruminant deer in many ways. See report. 
 
 

C. Illegal cutting of boundary fences and stealing wild horses often resulting in their deaths, etc. 
 

Among the mortality factors that are in addition to the illegal shootings previously described, 
some illegal removals leading to mustang deaths have been reported. But it is the shootings 
that get the most media attention including in the national media.24   

My assistant Robert Hutchison and I observed one recent, deliberate cutting and opening 
of a fence separating the BMRD from the Fort Apache Reservation (see Fig.-s 40 and 41 
below). It is my strong recommendation as a professional ecologist and conservationist that, 
in order to realize a truly fair treatment of the wild horses of this remarkable region, the ASNF 
and its various ranger districts set up a Cooperative Agreement with the Fort Apache 
Reservation that will benefit the wild horses in both of their jurisdictions. This can be 
accomplished by exercising Section 6 of the WFHBA, which allows the establishment of 
complete and unimpeded habitats for long-term viable wild horse/burro populations and 
could be justified by, among other reasons, the mitigation of catastrophic wildfires by the 

 
24 Heber Wild Horses, “Rancher Calls for Adoption, Euthanasia, or Slaughter of Entire Heber Wild 
Horse Herd”; Onneweer, “4 horses shot near Heber, adding to killing streak”; Krol, “15 wild horses 
shot bringing the toll to over two dozen”; Nixon, “Comment re: Lack of Wild Horse Use of the 
Territory”; Heber Wild Horses, www.heberwildhorses.com; Molly Hudson, “What’s being done about 
recent wild horse deaths?” Arizona Republic (June 16, 2019), A2; Brandon Loomis, “The Great Divide,” 
Arizona Republic (Mar. 26, 2017), A31; Brenna Goth, “A herd in limbo,” Arizona Republic (Dec. 2014), 
A1; “$11,000 Reward offered for Information in Brutal Shooting Deaths of Arizona Wild Horses,” PR 
Newswire (Jan. 2007). 
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horses -- proven to be of great benefit in this respect.25 I recommend that members and 
officials from both the reservation and the ASNF carefully consider the points made by 
Native American Dr. Yvette “Running Horse” Collins in her Ph.D. dissertation. The latter 
presents a variety of substantial proofs as to why the horse species should be recognized as a 
deeply rooted North American species that contributes substantially to the ecosystem and to 
our cultural heritage.26 

 
 

  
 

 
25 Simpson, “Wild Horses” as well as his “Wild horse fire brigade” and “Fire grazing.” 
26 Yvette Running Horse Collin, “The relationship between the indigenous peoples of the Americas and 
the horse: deconstructing a Eurocentric myth,” published doctoral thesis developed at University of 
Alaska Fairbanks (2017), https://scholarworks.alaska.edu/handle/11122/7592. 

Fig.  40. (Photo 64 in 
Gallery): Showing recently 
cut boundary fence between 
ASNF and Ft. Apache 
Indian Reservation (FAIR). 
Robert Hutchison pictured. 
June 3, 2021. Copyright by 
Craig C. Downer. 

https://scholarworks.alaska.edu/handle/11122/7592
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Fig.  41. (Photo 65 in Gallery): Close up of Robert Hutchison indicating deliberately cut 
boundary fence between ASNF and Ft. Apache Indian Reservation. These sharp, iron, T-
shaped fence posts are also dangerous to the wild horses and other wildlife, like deer and 
elk, who may impale themselves on them. June 3, 2021. Copyright by Craig C. Downer. 
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Fig.  42. (Photo 62 in Gallery): Boundary fence gate with sign between ASNF and Ft. 
Apache Indian Reservation (FAIR). June 3, 2021. Copyright by Craig C. Downer. 
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D. Revealing Eyewitness Accounts of Illegal Infringement upon and Removal of ASNF Mustangs 
 

In spite of the clearly legal rights of the wild horses to water and forage, it seems that certain 
parties leave gates closed when cattle are not present during their permitted season of use. 
This they do to prevent the horses from eating the forage and drinking the water even in their 
own wild horse Territory under the WFHBA. In so doing, they ignore the millions of citizens 
who value these beautiful, harmonious animals and they also violate a major requirement of 
the Taylor Grazing Act of 1934. Much of the proposed Heber Wild Horse Territory is rocky, 
steep and of marginal forage value, even uninhabitable.27 

According to one long-time observer of the wild horses of ASNF who requests to remain 
anonymous: “As for chasing and/or capturing wild horses, that claim can, indeed, be backed 
up. There are written historical accounts of that having happened. … I have proof of more 
recent captures of wild horses … of two different stallions when they were in the wild. I also 
have photos of the same two stallions after they were illegally captured and no longer in the 
wild. One was a palomino and there is a photo … of him at the home of the suspect who 
stole him. … the other was a black stallion. Pictures show he was still wild in the forest in the 
beginning of 2018. He was stolen not long after and put up for sale in the Payson Rodeo 
grounds in May of 2018. I have photo proof of that. After capture he was broke and almost 
died of infection from a bad geld job by the suspect. He then sold the now gelding, to a couple 
who signed an affidavit about how they bought him from the man we suspect … The couple 
had no idea he had been stolen from the forest … The information was turned over to the 
Forest Service Law Enforcement as well as the Navajo County Sheriff’s Dept. … We also 
have photos of wild horses in the forest with ropes and halters which indicate failed capture 
attempts. … Another incident I recall from 2018 was that of two wild mares and two very 
young foals [who] were captured in a corral in the forest. One of the foals belonged to one 
of the mares but the other foal had been separated from its mother during the capture. So, 
the mare with her own foal was crying for the other foal as well. We have no idea how long 
they had been captured. [There are several other witnesses with photos proving this illegal 
activity.]” 

From July to September, 2021, unusually abundant monsoon rains revived water sources 
and forage for the ASNF wild horses. Yet, advocates who regularly monitor the ASNF 
mustangs and their habitat are sometimes baffled by horses whom they lose track of, but this 
may be due to their wide-ranging, semi-nomadic nature.28 

 

E. Cattle Rancher Monopolization of Grazing Resource in BMRD 
 

On the Apache-Sitgreaves National Forests website, I found all the BMRD livestock grazing 
permittees with a list of their pastures and their number and season of use for livestock and 
thus was able to closely estimate the Animal Unit Months (AUMs) of forage allocations.29 
One AUM is defined as any of the following: one cow-calf pair, or one bull, or five sheep or 
goats, or one horse, or two burros grazing for one month. Here is a list of the permittees in 
the BMRD along with livestock AUM totals, as derived from their dates and seasons of use 

 
27 Nixon, “Comment re: Lack of Wild Horse Use of the Territory.” 
28 Stacy Sanchez and Heber Arizona Wild Horse Observers. Personal communication May – Oct., 2021, 
and https://facebook.com/Heber-Arizona-Wild-Horse-Observers. Also, Heber Arizona Wild Horse 
Observers, https://facebook.com/Heber-Arizona-Wild-Horse-Observers. 
Excellent monitoring of these mustangs year-round with update on water hauling during dry seasons, 
keeping track of individuals and bands. 
29 USFS Statistical Summary 2016, www.fs.fed.us/rangelandmanagement/documents/grazingstats 
2010s/GrazingStatisticalSummaryFY2016.pdf, 25-26. 

https://facebook.com/Heber-Arizona-Wild-Horse-Observers
https://facebook.com/Heber-Arizona-Wild-Horse-Observers
http://www.fs.fed.us/rangelandmanagement/documents/grazingstats
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on an annual basis for each allotment: Black Canyon: 326 AUMs; Chevelon Canyon and 
Wallace: 1,681 AUMs; Clay Springs (1): 57 AUMs; Clay Springs (2): 588 AUMs; Heber: 3,131 
AUMs; Limestone: 140 AUMs; Long Tom: 3,172 AUMs; Park Day: 1,424 AUMs; Wildcat: 
485 AUMs; Willow Wash (1): 1,452 AUMs; Willow Wash (2): 78 AUMs.  

Summing these forage allocations for the entire BMRD yields: 12,534 AUMs. This 
compares with the mean of 77 (50 low to 104 high AML) wild horses that ASNF’s 
BMRD is planning on assigning and that equates to 77 x 12 months = 924 AUMs. 
Thus, the Forest Service is not in accordance with the WFHBA and several other laws 
when it allocates only 7.4% of the amount of total forage for wild horses, while the 
rest, or 92.6% it gives to livestock in the Black Mesa Ranger District. In the Apache-
Sitgreaves National Forests as a whole this unfairness factor would be much more 
extreme.  Section 2 c of the WFHBA defines a wild horse/burro range, or legal area, 
as “the amount of land necessary to sustain an existing herd or herds of wild free-
roaming horses and burros [as being] devoted principally but not necessarily 
exclusively to their welfare in keeping with the multiple use concept for the public 
lands.”  

Cattle are getting much more forage than wild horses, both within the proposed HWHT 
and also in what should be designated as the greater ASNF Wild Horse Territory to which 
they are entitled. I noticed in the BMRD DEA the tendency to bring up purported negative 
impacts of the wild horses while ignoring any positive ones – which are many.30 It is clear that 
BMRD and ASNF are distorting their description of the wild horses and their effects on the 
ecosystem. If the proposed USFS plan goes ahead, they would create an extremely repressed 
and genetically sub-viable herd that is not allowed to fill its age-old niche and play its valuable 
role that contributes substantially to the well-functioning of the life community. This mere 
token compliance would violate WFHBA’s true intent while covering up for these “officials” 
overlooking the major ecologically destructive, or deleterious, factors, including livestock, off-
highway vehicles, pine tree logging and the perpetuation of young, fire-prone pine plantations, 
among others. All of these I observed frequently while conducting my transects and visiting 
the mustang bands and their respective habitats.  

Finally, the USFS Statistical Summary FY 2016 on pages 25 and 26 for Region 3, 
Arizona and New Mexico, shows there are 1,267 livestock grazing permittees, grazing 
224,312 cattle which correspond to 1,673,435 Animal Unit Months (AUMs) and 46,136 
sheep and goats which correspond to 130,314 AUMs, while wild horses and burros are 
only allowed 1,402 animals corresponding to just 15,141 AUMs.31 In total, there are 
271,850 animals which correspond to 1,718,893 AUMs. So, USFS is assigning only 
0.8%, which is less than 1 percent of the forage, for the wild horses and burros. And 
even within their very reduced legal territories based on 1971 wild horse presence and 
where they are supposed to receive the principal resources, they are only being 
allocated a very minor percentage. This is not true “multiple use” but rather 
“monopolistic use” by the livestock interests and exposes an extreme favoritism by 
the Forest Service.  

 
 
 

 
30 Downer, “The horse and burro as positively contributing returned natives in North America”; 
Downer, “Will There Be a Healthy Future for America’s Wild horses and Burros IN THE WILD?”; 
Downer, The Wild Horse Conspiracy. 
31 USFS Statistical Summary 2016, www.fs.fed.us/rangelandmanagement/documents/grazingstats 
2010s/GrazingStatisticalSummaryFY2016.pdf, 25-26. 

https://www.fs.fed.us/rangelandmanagement/documents/grazingstats2010s/GrazingStatisticalSummaryFY2016.pdf
https://www.fs.fed.us/rangelandmanagement/documents/grazingstats2010s/GrazingStatisticalSummaryFY2016.pdf
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Table 2. Matching of numbered Transects with Grazing Allotments in the Study Area. 
All but #41 used in earlier Graph in Fig. 14 and its corresponding Table 1. 
 

 
 

I could not locate an exact breakdown for the ASNF grazing permittees and livestock, 
but am confident that such would reveal the same extreme, disproportionally large allocation 
of both forage and numbers to livestock compared with what is allocated to and assigned 
population numbers for wild horses. In my perusal of the most recently published Heber 
Wild Horse Territory Management Plan in March, 2021,32 the closest breakdown concerning 
overlapping livestock usage was found in the “Rangeland Vegetation” section on pages 46 to 
58. But I could not find an honest comparison of the grazing AUMs allocated to wild horses 
in relation to those allocated to livestock (which here would be for cattle). The document did 

 
32 USFS, Apache-Sitgreaves National Forest, Black Mesa Ranger District. “Heber Wild Horse Territory 
Management Plan, including Appropriate Management Level, Management Actions, and Monitoring 
Plan. Draft Environmental Assessment” (March 2021). Contact BMRD for document at (928) 535-
7300; USFS, https://cara.ecosystemmanagement.org/Public/DownloadCommentFile?dmdld=FSPL 
T3_5637041. 

Apache Sitgreaves, National 
Forest, Black Mesa R.D., 

Heber Wild Horse Herd and 
Habitat Study, by author, 

Wildlife Ecologist, Grazing 
Allotment name 

Transect Number 
in Allotment, 
assigned numbers 1 
through 41 (41 
excluded from 
charts) 

Total  Transects in 
each Allotment, N = 
41 

Notes: Precise locations on 
accompanying Google Earth 
map, with listings of 
Latitude/Longitude/ 
Elevation. Viewer can Zoom 
In or Out and Capture Images 
to desired scale. Link on pg. 
15. 
Study Dates: 5/29-6/3, 
2021 

BUNGER/Gibson 1, 2. 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 
8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 
13, 14,  22, 23, 
24,  

17 Nearly half of transects 
located in Bunger/Gibson 
Grazing Allot. 

Sharp Hollow 15,  1 Only one transect in Sharp 
Hollow 

Gentry/Gibson 16, 17, 18, 19, 
20, 21,  

6 Six transects in Gentry 
Allot. 

Phoenix Park/Gibson 25, 26, 27, 28,  4 Four transects in Phoenix 
Pk. 

Cottonwood/ 
Perkins 

29, 30, 31, 32, 
33, 34, 35, 36, 
37, 40 

10 Ten transects in 
Cottonwood/Perkins 
Allotment 

Willow/ 
Austin-Campbell 

38, 39,  2 Two transects in 
Willow/Austin-Campbell 

Intermediary area 41 1 One transect in 
Intermediary area 

https://cara.ecosystemmanagement.org/Public/DownloadCommentFile?dmdld=FSPLT3_5637041
https://cara.ecosystemmanagement.org/Public/DownloadCommentFile?dmdld=FSPLT3_5637041
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prepare acreages, however. The Black Canyon Allotments contained three pastures: Sharp 
Hollow with 4,935 acres within the HWHT, the King Philip with 4,588 acres within the 
HWHT and the Stermer with 672 acres within the HWHT, for a total of 10,195 acres. The 
Heber Allotment also contained three pastures within the proposed HWHT: Gentry with 
7,326 acres, Bunger with 1,892 acres, and Holding with 131 acres, for a total of 9,349 acres. 
These two grazing allotments total 19,544 acres – nearly the entire 19,700 acres of 
proposed HWHT.33 To wit: this document failed to spell out AUM grazing allocations so 
the public could clearly compare what cattle are getting versus wild horses.  Cattle get much 
more than horses, especially in the greater ASNF Wild Horse Territory. A FOIA request is 
needed. Also, the DEA brings up purported negative impacts of horses while ignoring many 
positive ones.34 Consequently ASNF distorts our view of the horses and their ecological 
effects to pseudo-justify a repressed, genetically non-viable herd that would be seriously out 
of compliance with WFHBA. See Table 2 for locations of the 40 transects within named 
livestock grazing allotments. 

 

 
 

Fig. 43. (Photo 19 in Gallery). Beautiful Heber mustang band with white stallion amid 
Pinyon Pines and Utah Junipers. May 27, 2021. Photo Copyright by Craig C. Downer. 

 
33 USFS, Apache-Sitgreaves National Forest, Black Mesa Ranger District, “Heber Wild Horse Territory 
Management Plan”; USFS, https://cara.ecosystemmanagement.org/Public/DownloadCommentFile?d 
mdld=FSPLT3_5637041, Table 9 in the USFS document. 
34 Downer, “The horse and burro as positively contributing returned natives in North America”; 
Downer, “Will There Be a Healthy Future for America’s Wild horses and Burros IN THE WILD?”; 
Downer, The Wild Horse Conspiracy. 

https://cara.ecosystemmanagement.org/Public/DownloadCommentFile?d%20mdld=FSPLT3_5637041
https://cara.ecosystemmanagement.org/Public/DownloadCommentFile?d%20mdld=FSPLT3_5637041
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Fig. 44. (Photo 20 in Gallery). Large band of Heber wild horses, grazing. Note yearling 
in front of white horse. Wild horses disperse their foraging over broad areas thus preventing 

overgrazing, as long as they are not over-fenced and overcrowded. Their nature is not to 
overgraze but to complement and naturally rest rotate. As concerns any one particular area, 
they are less impacting on this than cattle because of their broad-roaming, semi-nomadic life 
style. Also, they display what is called “patchiness” of grazing that allows certain grassy areas 
to set seed and replenish the plant species all around. This is a form of mutually beneficial 

symbiosis between the mustangs and the forage species upon which they depend.  
May 27, 2021. Photo Copyright by Craig C. Downer. 

 

 
Fig. 45. (Photo 6 in Gallery). The “Young Prince” gazes hopefully my way in the caring 

company of his family band while they graze. Proposed Heber Wild Horse Territory. Late 
May, 2021. Illegal exclusion of wild horses occurs in many places at various times of the 

year when pasture gates are closed even after cattle have been removed, according to 
witnesses. Photo Copyright by Craig C. Downer. 
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F. Reports from wild horse monitors and water haulers for ASNF 
 

During certain dry periods of the year, local wild horse advocates that I met feel duty-bound 
to haul water for the ASNF wild horses and other wildlife species such as elk, mule- and 
white-tailed deer, and a host of other smaller species.35 They obtain the necessary permits 
from ASNF to do this. The water sources are often drained of their water by many livestock 
set out on the range and some believe these sources are too often deliberately fenced so the 
horses cannot access water. This can occur after the ranchers have removed their cattle.  
 

G. Sample of headlines on wild horse killings 
 

For proofs of documented wild horse killings in the ASNF, see References including:36 
 

Onneweer (1996): “Four horses shot near Heber, adding to killing streak.”37 
Krol (2020): “wild horses shot bringing the toll to over two dozen.”38  
Hudson (2019): “What’s being done about recent wild horse deaths?”39  
Loomis (2017): “For an indication of the biased ‘target’ view of these and other wild 

horses.”40 
PR Newswire New York (2007): “$11,000 Reward Offered for Information on Brutal 

Shootings Deaths of Arizona Wild Horses.”41 
 

In December, 2021, three Heber wild horses were found shot in the proposed HWHT 
and this is being investigated. A $10,000 reward is being offered for information leading to 
the identification of the criminals who committed this terrible crime.42 It was pointed out that 
dozens of wild horses in this area have been killed during the past several years but utterly no 
identifications or convictions of the criminals doing this has resulted in spite of the broadly 
announced ongoing investigation. This is surprising due to the many wild horse advocates 
who observe and monitor the horses as well as regular USFS employee monitoring of the 
herd and its habitat. 

 

H. Dead Horse Canyon 
 

My guide and I visited Dead Horse Canyon in ASNF where we found evidence of recent 
killings of mustangs. These add to a long line of mustang killings dating back decades, hence 

 
35 Heber Arizona Wild Horse Observers, https://facebook.com/Heber-Arizona-Wild-Horse-Observers. 
36 In addition to the below, USFS, www.fs.usda.gov/detail/asnf/landmanagement/resource 
management/?cid=FSEPRD63938 provides information on recent wild horse shootings and 
investigation. Also Friends of Animals, BLM, “Don’t blame wildfires on wild horses. Instead, use them 
as four-legged fire fighters,” News (Aug. 26, 2021): https://friendsofanimals.org/blm-dont-blame-
wildfires; D. Ganskopp, and M. Vavra, “Habitat use by feral horses in the northern sagebrush steppe,” 
Journal of Range Management (1986): 207-212; Arizona Highways (Oct. 1967), “Arizona’s Mighty Backbone, 
The Mogollon Rim.” 
37 Noienke Onneweer, “4 horses shot near Heber, adding to killing streak,” Arizona Republic, Phoenix 
(2021, Jan. 16): A2. 
38 Debra Utacia Krol, “15 wild horses shot bringing the toll to over two dozen,” Arizona Republic, 
Phoenix (2020, Jan. 19): A2. 
39 Molly Hudson, “What’s being done about recent wild horse deaths?” Arizona Republic, Phoenix (June 
16, 2019), A2. 
40 Brandon Loomis, “The Great Divide,” Arizona Republic, Phoenix (Mar. 26, 2017), A31. 
41 PR Newswire. New York, “$11,000 Reward offered for Information in Brutal Shooting 
Deaths of Arizona Wild Horses” (Jan. 2007). 
42 See report, “Three wild horses found shot to death in eastern Arizona,” KNAU, www.knau.org/knau-
and-arizona-news/2022-01-03/three-wild-horses-found-shot-to-death-in-eastern-arizona. 

http://www.fs.usda.gov/detail/asnf/landmanagement/resource%20management/?cid=FSEPRD63938
http://www.fs.usda.gov/detail/asnf/landmanagement/resource%20management/?cid=FSEPRD63938
https://friendsofanimals.org/blm-dont-blame-wildfires
https://friendsofanimals.org/blm-dont-blame-wildfires


Craig C. Downer 

 

52 

the name of the canyon. On a related note, many wild horses, deer and elk, among the larger, 
and many smaller animals are struck and killed on Arizona Highway 260, which passes on the 
north and northwestern border of the proposed HWHT. Its speed limit urgently needs to be 
reduced to 45 MPH, as supported by many local residents. On the highway, I observed several 
grim deer and elk collision-caused deaths throughout my two-week stay.  
 

I. More Descriptions of Killings, Harassment 
 

Many horses have been lost in the ASNF since 1971, including a long string of documented 
horse deaths that have yet to result in an arrest.43 To quote: “Forest officials confirmed [on] 
Jan. 13 [2021] … the death of four horses with bullet wounds: three adults – including a 
pregnant mare – and one foal. In 2020, 15 deceased horses were found between Jan. 9 and 
14, several of which were confirmed to have died due to bullet wounds. Two separate family 
units died. … Many more horses met the same fate … when 11 horses were found with 
gunshot wounds between Oct. 2018 and June 2019.”44 “Since October 2018, there have been 
19 [long-time wild horse monitors put this at a minimum of 40 as of Dec. 2021] documented 
cases of deceased horses in the Apache-Sitgreaves National Forest. … Of those, 11 … were 
found with gunshot wounds. … One died … stuck in a cattleguard and one died after blunt 
force trauma …”45 “Fifteen wild horses from a herd in the Apache-Sitgreaves National 
Forests were found dead on Jan. 9 and 14, most from gunshot wounds, officials said. The 
separate shootings of two equine family groups [are] the latest in a string of similar incidents 
that have claimed the lives of about two dozen horses on the Mogollon Rim over the past 
two years. Another eight horses were found too decomposed to determine cause of death or 
were determined to have died by accident in 2018 and 2019, according to the national forest’s 
website.” … “… necropsies confirmed that the 15 horses were shot.”46  

Alarmingly, over the many years that these killings have occurred, not one case has led to 
anyone being properly identified, charged and punished.   

 

J. Major positive contributions by wild horses; unfairness issue; points of law needing application 
 

Horses actually complement ruminant herbivores such as cows, elk and deer.47 Concerning 
the positive benefits to ecosystems accrued by restoring returned native wild horses in the 
ASNF and elsewhere, there exist many proofs including the building of healthy soils and plant 
seed dispersal and germination.48 It would be reckless to reduce this cherished wild horse 

 
43 Robert A. Hutchison, Secret Scrapbook II of the Black Market Murders and Massacres in Utahzona and on the 
Mogollon (Apr 11, 2018). Much very revealing information with photos. Order from author at P.O. Box 
511, Heber, AZ 85928. 
44 Jamie Landers, “Wild horse reduction planned in Heber,” Arizona Republic (Mar. 29, 2021): A7. 
45 Hudson, “What’s being done about recent wild horse deaths?” 
46 Krol, “15 wild horses shot bringing the toll to over two dozen.” 
47 Odadi, et al., “Facilitation between Bovids and Equids in an African Savanna,” Evolutionary Ecology 
Research 13 (2011): 237-252, www.researchgate.net/publication/239848265_Facilitation_between_ 
Bovids_and_Equids_in_an_African_Savanna. 
48 Downer, “The horse and burro as positively contributing returned natives in North America”; 
Downer, The Wild Horse Conspiracy; E. J. Lundgren, D. Ramp, W.J. Ripple and A.D. Wallach, “Introduced 
megafauna are rewilding the Anthropocene,” Ecography 41(6) (2018): 857-866. See also Erick Lundgren,  
“The secret lives of well-digging burros” (June 5, 2016), www.horsetalk.co.nz/2016/06/05/secret-lives-
well-digging-burros/: Wild horses also do this. Also M. Kalimian, “Op. Ed.: Let wild horses do their 
part to save the West,” L.A.Times (Aug. 16, 2021); P.J. Naundrup and J.C. Svenning, “A geographic 
assessment of the global scope for rewilding with wild-living horses (Equus ferus),” PloS one, 10(7) (2015): 
e0132359; Ganskopp and Vavra, “Habitat use by feral horses in the northern sagebrush steppe”; Eric 
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population, visited by thousands each year, to a mere non-viable 77 mean level AML. This 
would set back the horses’ natural adaptations and allow further monopoly of resources by 
livestock and big game interests. For example, this would violate the Multiple Use Act, 
Endangered Species Act and, of course, the WFHBA. Elk have been artificially promoted 
through transplanting into the ASNF including the proposed HWHT, often in very large 
number by the Arizona Game and Fish Department.49 

Appropriate Management Levels (AML) are authorized by the Public Rangelands 
Improvement Act of 1978 (PRIA), which amended the WFHBA. This designation is 
supposed to fairly balance survival resources including forage and water to the various 
presences in an area, including the wild horses. PRIA requires a current inventory of wild 
horses/burros to determine their allowable population number sustainable by the resources 
available. Under this law, AMLs are supposed to be adjusted according to yearly resource 
monitoring. PRIA also allowed the definition of “excess” wild horses/burros for any given 
legal area and asserts that these legally protected animals shall be considered comparably with 
other values on the public lands. WFHBA in its Section 2 c defines a wild horse/burro range 
as “the amount of land necessary to sustain an existing herd or herds of wild free-roaming 
horses and burros [that is] devoted principally but not necessarily exclusively to their welfare 
in keeping with the multiple use management concept for the public lands.”  

In this regard, it appears that the ASNF and its Black Mesa Ranger District are acting 
arbitrarily and capriciously in defining a proposed, extremely small Heber Wild Horse 
Territory and its extremely low Appropriate Management Level – that will be the sole wild-
horse-inhabited area for the entire Apache Sitgreaves National Forests. This seems a 
belligerent “shock and awe” strategy to silence the voices of wild horse advocates and to 
bluntly gloss over and grossly ignore the true intent of the unanimously passed WFHBA. At 
the fiftieth anniversary of its passage, this noble and progressive act should now be celebrating 
its wonderful success, rather than lamenting its failure. This is a Quality-of-Life issue and also 
one for the General Public that must not continue to be shamelessly disregarded and 
sabotaged!  

The majority of ordinary citizens who live in and around ASNF or visit here, including 
the proposed HWHT, are supportive of the wild horses living at much larger, truly viable 
levels in truly viable habitats. For this reason, officials and representatives of the people must 
fairly uphold and enforce the Wild Free-roaming Horses and Burros Act and vigorously fend 
for the rights of these returned North American native species that enhance the ecosystem. 
As this law so clearly states, they “are living symbols of the historic and pioneer spirit of the 
West” and “contribute to the diversity of life forms within the nation and enrich the lives of 
the American people” and “shall be protected from capture, branding, harassment or death” 
and “are to be considered in the area where presently found [1971 as year-round habitat area] 
as an integral part of the natural system of public lands.” Americans and their elected and 
appointed officials cannot continue to ignore this holistic and unanimously passed law and 

 
Cosyns et al., “Horse dung germinable seed content in relation to plant species abundance, diet 
composition and seed characteristics” (Sept. 12, 2004), https://researchgate.net/publication/ 
223007520_Horse_dung_germinable_seed_content_in_relation_to_plant_species_abundance_diet_co
mposition_and_seed_characteristics. 
49 Heber Wild Horses, “Arizona Wild Horse and Elk Populations” (June 24, 2017), 
www.heberwildhorses.com/save-the-heber-wild-horses/arizona-wild-horse-and-elk-populations. 
Graph shows ca. 500 wild horses in Arizona and 35,000 elk (which grew from transplants from 
Yellowstone Park after early ranchers had killed all indigenous elk here). To quote: “Elk are big eaters. 
During summers, the elk eats continuously, consuming anywhere between 8.8 and 15.43 pounds a day! 
That’s compared to wild horses that can stay healthy weight on very little food. When food is readily 
available, adult mustangs eat around 5 to 6 pounds of food each day.” 

https://researchgate.net/publication/
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thwart its fair implementation.50 This law not only protects wild horses and burros but the 
land upon which they roam. WFHBA as well as PRIA, FLPMA, NEPA and other acts require 
the Forest Service-USDA, as well as the Bureau of Land Management–USDI, to continually 
monitor the herds and their legal habitats in order to determine what factors are causing 
significant damage to the herds and the public lands’ ecosystem. These factors include the 
livestock interests -- and officials are obligated to decrease or cancel the latter where it is 
justified through Codes of Federal Regulations (CFR) 4710.5 and 4710.6 – and definitely 
should. 

 

 
 

Fig. 46. (Photo 41 in Gallery). Showing catastrophic wildfire in southern Pine Nut 
Mountains, western Nevada, in legal wild horse Herd Area on BLM land, but where the 

wild horses have been largely eliminated. Summer 2019.  
Copyright by Bill More. Reproduced with permission. 

 
50 Downer, “The horse and burro as positively contributing returned natives in North America”; 
Downer, “Will There Be a Healthy Future for America’s Wild horses and Burros IN THE WILD?”; 
Cosyns et al., “Horse dung germinable seed content in relation to plant species 
abundance, diet composition and seed characteristics.” 
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Fig. 47 (Photo 4 in Gallery). Showing cow droppings with little nutritive substance and 
highly flammable when dry. In proposed HWHT.51 Late May, 2021,  

Photo Copyright by Craig C. Downer. 
 

 
51 John Scasta et al., “Combustion of Cattle Fecal Pats Ignited by Prescribed Fire,” Rangeland 
Ecology and Management 67(2) (2014): 229-233. Shows cattle manure is highly flammable since its organic 
content is highly extracted and it holds little water, unlike horse manure. Cow manure facilitates 
wildfires. 
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K. Independent Assessment of ASNF Ecosystem Condition 
 

Recently the Center for Biological Diversity, Sierra Club and Southwest Forest Alliance 
prepared a report entitled “Prelude to Catastrophe: Recent and Historic Land Management 
Within the Rodeo-Chediski Fire Area.”52 I strongly recommend this to those interested in 
obtaining a critical view of ecosystem conditions in the ASNF as a whole. Among other 
conclusions, the report indicates major negative damages to the forest ecosystem by over-
logging of native Ponderosa Pines (Pinus ponderosa). It indicates that the elimination of fire-
resistant old-growth trees and their deep, moisture-retaining soils as well as the planting of 
crop-style younger pines sets the stage for major conflagrations of these sub-mature pines 
and associated vegetation. This study points out that the fire caused a high degree of soil and 
vegetation destruction and implicates the many roads and Off-Highway-Vehicle (OHV) 
traffic in causing major ecosystem degradation. Serious over-grazing by cattle and over-
fencing of the habitat to accommodate some of the several permitted ranchers are also 
indicated as harmful to wildlife, which includes the wild horses. 
 

VII. Discussion 
Heber Wild Horse Territory Management Plan and past history of wild horse 
treatment including Appropriate Management Level (AML), Management 
Action and Monitoring Plan, Draft Environmental Assessment, USFS. ASNF, 
BMRD. March, 2021.53  
 
The chief problem with this plan is what is left out of its consideration.54 Basically, it ignores 
the legal right of the ASNF’s wild horses in the vast majority of their legal habitat (based on 
1971 wild horse presence) as stipulated under the WFHBA. Section 2 (b) of the WFHBA 
defines “wild free-roaming horses and burros” as “all unbranded and unclaimed horses and 
burros on public lands of the United States.”  This means BLM and USFS lands and possibly 
other agency lands as well. According to many wild horse advocates, including the 
International Society for the Protection of Mustangs and Burros (ISPMB), the proposed 
management plan ignores over 95% of the ASNF wild horses’ legal habitat (based on 1971 
wild horse presence) when it proposes only recognizing 19,700 acres in the Heber Wild Horse 
Territory. Actually, the legal size of this territory extends over a large section of the Sitgreaves 
National Forest and extends considerably into the Apache National Forest, together 
constituting the majority of the ASNF, since truly wild “unbranded and unclaimed horses” 
were present on hundreds of thousands of acres in 1971. According to ISPMB, The Cloud 
Foundation and many (including Black Mountain Mesa District) witnesses, this figure should 
be at least around 616,000 acres – as attests the judgement ruling of a major Federal Court 
case, CV-05-2754-PHX-FJM.55 It should include most of the Black Mesa Ranger District and 
portions of the Lakeside Ranger District in the original Sitgreaves National Forest.  

 
52 Brian Segee and Martin Taylor, “Prelude to Catastrophe: Recent and historic Land 
Management Within the Rodeo-Chediski Fire Area,” Center for Biological Diversity, Sierra Club, 
Southwest Forest Alliance (July, 2002), www.biologicaldiversity.org/publications/papers/r-c-report.pdf. 
53 USFS, “Heber Wild Horse Territory Management Plan,” and USFS, https://cara.ecosystem 
management.org/Public/DownloadCommentFile?dmdld=FSPLT3_5637041. 
54 Craig C. Downer, Heber Wild Horse Territory Plan #18916. Comment from Craig C Downer on 
4/16/2021. Letter ID: 18916-3668-517. 
55 See ISPMB, https://ispmb.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/ISPMB-Wild_Horse_Management.pdf 
Report on Heber wild horses and recommendation for larger occupied habitat. Also see ISPMB, File 
“Heber Wild horse History (1).pdf.” Sent to author on 8/12/2021. Documents evidence 
the wild horses were present throughout a large part of the ASNF since the 1920s and before, also 

https://cara.ecosystem/
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To gain perspective on the issue I here present an opinion from one astute wild horse 
observer: “It’s not 300,000 acres.  [Certain wild horse monitors] feel the whole Sitgreaves 
should be included as part of the designated Territory.  So, I'm giving you the acreages for 
both districts.  In any event all of the wild horse advocates who know the Heber herd 
definitely feel the Black Mesa Ranger District in its entirety should have been included as part 
of the official HWHT.  And as you will see below, it is more than twice the 300,000 acres.   

The Sitgreaves portion of the Apache-Sitgreaves [National Forests] is made up of two 
ranger districts: 

 

[1.] Lakeside Ranger District … comprised of 267,120 acres of land in National Forest 
status.56 

[2.] Black Mesa Ranger District … encompasses approximately 616,000 acres of 
timber.57  

 

If the entire Sitgreaves were to be included as the HWHT, the total number of acres, per 
FS documents, would be 883,120 acres.” 

The mean AML of 77 horses in 616,000 acres corresponds to an even 8,000 acres, or 12.5 
square miles per individual horse. A science-based assessment of the horse species' niche 
space in this habitat would most probably identify this AML as very biased.  

In 1971, and substantially before and after, these wild horses were not being regularly 
gathered, fed or watered by ranchers or by the Fort Apache Indian Reservation, although 
both of these groups would sporadically round up and remove them. Dating back to earliest 
historical times, they had been living here for many generations, and included many 
descendants of the Spanish Colonial mustangs, whose preservation is considered very 
important by horse geneticists and conservationists. Indeed, the Iberian horse is one of the 
four main founder groups from which all varieties of present-day horses are considered to 
have derived.58  

The Federal Court Case number CV-05-2754-PHX-FJM that was brought by the ISPMB 
and other groups and individuals in 2005 against the ASNF sought to stop a plan to eliminate 
all the wild horses from this national forest. In 2007, this well-substantiated legal protest 
resulted in a Settlement Agreement by which the ASNF agreed to prepare a management plan 
for its wild horses.59 However, the management plan that has been prepared is in extreme 
defiance of the wild horses’ right to a truly long-term-viable population in a commensurately 

 
including the 1930s and on up to the present. “It is thus clearly established that the so-called Heber wild 
horses were part of the larger Apache-Sitgreaves National Forests wild horses and that they were 
present as unclaimed and unbranded horses in 1971 at the passage of the Act in Dec. 15 and that the 
herd [is a] legal wild horse herd throughout the ASNF.” Later records show illegal USFS authorization 
to various ranches to remove these wild horses. Also see The Cloud Foundation, 
www.thecloudfoundation.org/comments-andarticles/2021/4/23/draft-environmental-assessment-for 
-the-heber-wild-horse-territory-plan-18916; O’Halleran, https://ohalleran.house.gov/newsroom/in-
the-news/ (AZ Congressman requests transparency regarding Heber horses); and Wild Horse Warriors, 
https://wildhorsewarriors.blogspot.com/2009/07university-of-vermont-fightsfor-az.html. 
56 https://www.fs.usda.gov/detail/asnf/about-forest/districts/?cid=stelprdb5210716#:~:text=Overv 
iew,acres%20of%20intermingled%20private%20land. 
57 https://www.fs.usda.gov/detail/asnf/home/?cid=stelprdb5211204. 
58 Paulo Gaviao Gonzaga, A History of the Horse. Volume I: The Iberian Horse from Ice Age to 
Antiquity (London: J.A. Allen, Clerkenwell House, 2004), 26ff. 
59 United States District Court, District of Arizona. Case No. CV-05-2754-PHX-FJM. Stipulation and 
Joint Motion for Entry of Order Adopting Stipulation and Dismissing Claims. Document 54. Filed 
3/14/2007. 

http://www.thecloudfoundation.org/comments-andarticles/2021/4/23/draft-environmental-assessment-for%20-the-heber-wild-horse-territory-plan-18916
http://www.thecloudfoundation.org/comments-andarticles/2021/4/23/draft-environmental-assessment-for%20-the-heber-wild-horse-territory-plan-18916
https://www.fs.usda.gov/detail/asnf/about-forest/districts/?cid=stelprdb5210716#:~:text=Overv iew,acres%20of%20intermingled%20private%20land.
https://www.fs.usda.gov/detail/asnf/about-forest/districts/?cid=stelprdb5210716#:~:text=Overv iew,acres%20of%20intermingled%20private%20land.
https://www.fs.usda.gov/detail/asnf/home/?cid=stelprdb5211204
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truly long-term-viable habitat. This brings me to the long history of collusion by the ASNF 
with the wild horses’ chief opponents.  

The so-called Heber wild horses are integral to and interbreeding with the entire Apache-
Sitgreaves National Forests wild horse herd. To ignore all the other subpopulations of this, 
in fact, much larger interbreeding herd defies the core intent of the WFHBA. Furthermore, 
the ASNF Black Mesa Ranger District’s proposal is to reduce the existing size of the herd 
from ca. 420 or slightly higher to no more than 104 horses, high AML, to be restricted to a 
greatly reduced area of only 19,700 acres – or several thousand acres more in the TMZ -- that 
is fenced and cross-fenced. This would jeopardize the genetic viability of these horses. The 
proposed population level is far below minimum viable standards, which according to the 
IUCN SSC Equid Specialist Group, should be 2,500 reproductive individuals.60 This 
endangerment would be exacerbated by the USFS’s plan to administer fertility preventive, 
FDA-registered pesticides such as PZP and GonaCon, both of which result in serious harm 
to individual horses and disruption of their social units, or bands. All these effects seriously 
undermine their ability to survive in the natural world. This plan is an extreme minimization 
and a type of domestication. As such, it violates not only the WFHBA but also the 
Endangered Species Act,61 National Historical Preservation Act,62 NEPA, Multiple Use and 
Sustainability Act, National Forest Management Act and the Administrative Policy Act.  

The proposed Heber Wild Horse Management Plan would lead to the unrestricted capture 
and removal of all the wild horses in nearly the entire ASNF. This would involve a much 
larger area than just the proposed HWHT and the adjacent Territory Monitor Zone (TMZ). 
This would affect many more wild horses that are legally protected by the 1971 WFHBA -- 
because their progenitors were present throughout the ASNF in 1971, giving them legal 
protection then and now. 

 
60 Duncan, “Zebras, Asses, and Horses: An Action Plan for the Conservation of Wild Equids,” 5. 
61 Friends of Animals, re: wild horses eligible for protection under ESA: https://friendsofanimals.org 
/wild-horse-victories... Plus input on HWHT plan, requesting EIS. Quote: “Wild horses select preferred 
grasses, sedges, and herbs, including coarse, highly abrasive grasses, creating a mosaic of high and low 
vegetation that creates a more diverse habitat for invertebrates, small vertebrates and herbaceous 
plants. … The EA provides an incomplete … analysis … because it ignores scientific information about 
the positive impact of wild horses. Studies demonstrate that wild horses support healthy ecosystems on 
public land if given sufficient habitat and left alone. For example, wild horses help spread plant seeds 
over large areas where they roam. Wild horses do not decompose the vegetation they ingest as 
thoroughly as ruminant grazers, such as cattle or sheep, which allows the seeds of many plant species 
to pass through their digestive tract intact into the soil that the wild horses fertilize by their droppings. 
Wild horses also help to prevent catastrophic fires and help to build more moisture-retaining soils. Soil 
moisture dampens out incipient fires and makes the air coating the earth moister. Wild horses refill a 
significant empty niche within the North American ecosystem. … The National Academy of Sciences 
Report [2013] concluded that ‘management practices are facilitating high horse population growth rates 
… it explained that removals are likely to keep the population at a size that maximizes population growth 
rates [maximizing] the number of animals that must be removed and processed through holding 
facilities. … This directly conflicts with the WFHBA’s mandate that all management activities shall be 
at the minimum feasible level (16 U.S.C. [Section] 1333(a)].” See also Downer, “The horse and burro as 
positively contributing returned natives in North America”; Downer, “Will There Be a Healthy Future 
for America’s Wild horses and Burros IN THE WILD?”; Downer, The Wild Horse Conspiracy; and also 
E.G. Cothran and F. Singer, “Analysis of genetic variation in the Pryor Mountain Wild Horse 
Range, 1992-1997” (U.S. Geological Survey. Midcontinental Ecological Center. Fort Collins, CO, 2000). 
62 Kathleen Hayden, Wild Horses are Cultural Resources (Cambridge Press, 2016),  
DOI:10.1017/S1466046616000363, www.academia.edu/38486958/Wild_Horses_are_Cultural_Resou 
rces  _Cambridge- Press. 

http://www.academia.edu/38486958/Wild_Horses_are_Cultural_Resou
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Most critically, ASNF needs to apply the Codes of Federal Regulation 4710.5 and 4710.6 
to significantly reduce or even close livestock grazing in much of the ASNF that is the legal 
habitat of the wild horses. This should be done in order to allow for a truly long-term-viable 
and non-fragmented population of wild horses. At present, as long back into the past, the 
ranchers are being allowed to excessively strip the most nutritional forage vegetation in 
advantageous seasons, such as right after the monsoon rains from July to September, or in 
the Spring after the Winter rains and snow. After this, livestock are removed leaving 
insufficient forage for wildlife to survive on the rest of the year, including the mustangs, 
whose legal area this is. 

Dating back for centuries, there has been a sort of laissez-faire attitude and policy toward 
the wild horses of this region. This is being perpetuated by the ASNF, Fort Apache Indian 
Reservation, Arizona Department of Fish and Wildlife and local Sheriff offices, in spite of 
the unanimously passed WFHBA in 1971 and major public support among citizens of 
Arizona and throughout the United States. This major support has been recently 
demonstrated by a general public rally to prevent the elimination of the Salt River mustangs 
by the Tonto National Forest and related studies.63 

Officials should no longer ignore or minimize their legal mandate to protect the mustangs 
as “national heritage species” who “are living symbols of the historic and pioneer spirit of the 
West … contribute to the diversity of life forms within the nation and enrich the lives of the 
American people,” as the WFHBA emphatically asserts. They constitute a “Quality of Life” 
interest of the “General Public.” Government officials must not ignore or dishonestly 
interpret this law’s assertion that: “wild free-roaming horses and burros shall be protected 
from capture, branding, harassment or death and … are to be considered in the area where 
presently found [1971 in their year-round habitats] as an integral part of the natural system of 
public lands.”  

 

Forest Service’s Plan for the Heber ASNF Mustangs is Illegal 
 

Approved by the main ASNF office, the current proposal from BMRD to eliminate these 
historic and much valued wild horses from the vast majority of their legal territory is illegal. 
This would reduce the wild horse territory from one estimated at from 616,000 to 883,120 
acres to a mere 19,700 acres. (This might be possibly expanded to include the Territory 
Monitoring Zone, which is less than the proposed HWHT, but still sums to no-where-near 
what the wild horse Territory should be.) It would also reduce the horse population to an 
Appropriate Management Level (AML) of merely 50 Low to 104 High. This corresponds to 
a mean of only 77 mustangs.64  

The Forest Service officials’ claim that in 1974, three years after the passage of the 1971 
WFHBA, there were only seven wild horses, including six mares and one stallion, remaining 
on one very minor portion of the ASNF is very flimsy. The unreasonable and undocumented 
assumption by these officials is that there were no other truly “unbranded and unclaimed 
horses and burros and their progeny that have used land of the National Forest System on or 
after December 15, 1971, etc.”  The revelation by USFS officials that “[t]hroughout the years, 

 
63 Craig C. Downer, “Report on Salt River Ecosystem, Tonto National Forest, Arizona, with focus on 
Wild Horses,” https://thewildhorseconspiracy.org/2015/12/30/report-on-salt-river-ecosystem-tonto-
national-forest-arizona-with-focus-on-wild-horses (2015); “Salt River Report including ecological 
transects and herd observations with recommendations” (Dec. 19, 2012), https://thewildhorse 
conspiracy.org/salt-river-ecological-report/. 
64 United States District Court. 1989. Animal Protection Institute of America v. Nevada BLM, 109 IBLA 
115, 1989. Important court case indicating that the AML is not the binding determinant of whether 
herd reductions, i.e. gathers or roundups can legally occur. 

https://thewildhorseconspiracy.org/2015/12/30/report-on-salt-river-ecosystem-tonto-national-forest-arizona-with-focus-on-wild-horses
https://thewildhorseconspiracy.org/2015/12/30/report-on-salt-river-ecosystem-tonto-national-forest-arizona-with-focus-on-wild-horses
https://thewildhorse/
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no actual scientific data on monitoring was documented on the population” and that “[i]n 
1993 the population was purported to be two mares” would indicate an extreme neglect of 
duty toward the Heber wild horses and their legal habitat over a period of many years, possibly 
with the aim of abandoning all responsibility toward these “national heritage species” and the 
millions who support them. It would also indicate a biologically illogical assumption that two 
mares could go on to reproduce many horses as well as an abandonment of sound wildlife 
management policy. Based on numerous observations by objective witnesses both in 1971 
and shortly before and after, it stands to reason there were also many other wild horses 
throughout the ASNF at the passage of the WFHBA.65 

To reiterate, an abundance of documentation and testimony casts into serious doubt 
AFNF and BMRD assertions and supports the Heber wild horses’ right under the WFHBA 
to anywhere between 616,000 and 883,120 acres within the ASNF and, consequently, to a 
much larger AML. This was substantiated in a major Federal Court ruling on March 2, 2007.66 
The assertion by USFS that the Heber wild horse population has increased at a rate 
of 20 percent per year is questionable. If in 2006, this population was estimated at ca. 
350 and the 2020 census was ca. 450 horses, then only ca. 100 horses were added over 
fourteen years. This would correspond to an annual population rate of increase of two 
percent. Also, the proposed application of PZP birth control for the Heber mares 
would be seen as unjustified in light of the foregoing, in addition to its harmful effects 
that I and others have investigated.67  

 

VIII. Conclusion 
NAS requested study long overdue 
 

The National Research Council (National Academy of Sciences) issued a report to Congress 
in 1980 that revealed much concerning where BLM and USFS were going wrong.68 It asked 

 
65 USFS, “Heber Wild Horse Territory Management Plan”; USFS, https://cara.ecosystem 
management.org/Public/DownloadCommentFile?dmdld=FSPLT3_5637041. See also ISPMB, 
https://ispmb.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/ISPMB-Wild_Horse_ Management.pdf, a report on 
Heber wild horses and recommendations for larger occupied habitat. ISPMB, File “Heber Wild horse 
History (1).pdf.” Sent to author on 8/12/2021. Documents evidence that wild horses were present 
throughout a large part of the ASNF since the 1920s and before, also including the 1930s and on up to 
the present. “It is thus clearly established that the so-called Heber wild horses were part of the larger 
Apache-Sitgreaves National Forests wild horses and that they were 
present as unclaimed and unbranded horses in 1971 at the passage of the Act in Dec. 15 and that the 
herd [is a] legal wild horse herd throughout the ASNF.” Later records show illegal USFS authorization 
to various ranches to remove these wild horses. 
66 USFS, “Heber Wild Horse Territory Management Plan.” See also USFS, https://fs.usda.gov/ 
Internet/FSE_DOCUMENTS/fseprod487549.pdf, which reveals the Stipulation Agreement between 
USFS and litigants including ISPMB, IDA and AWI. 
67 Heber Wild Horses, “Keep Them Wild, Free and Free Roaming” (April 29, 2021), 
https://www.heberwildhorses.com/4/29/2021: “There are some wild horse groups and individuals 
who think the answer to the Heber Wild Horse Territory Management Plan is PZP. These people have 
no clue what the issues are. The Heber herd is NOT overpopulated. So PZP is NOT the answer. … 
First of all the Heber Wild Horse Territory should be expanded to include the entire Sitgreaves National 
Forest where horses were historically known to roam for well over a hundred years prior to the Wild 
Free-Roaming Horses and Burro Act of 1971. In fact, the Heber herd still roams throughout much of 
the Sitgreaves.” 
68 National Research Council (aka NAS) (U.S.) Affiliated with the National Academy of Sciences, Wild 
and Free-Roaming Horses and Burros: Current Knowledge and Recommended Research. Phase 1: Final 
Report of the Committee on Wild and Free-Roaming Horses and Burros (Washington, D.C.: National 

https://fs.usda.gov/%20Internet/FSE_DOCUMENTS/fseprod487549.pdf
https://fs.usda.gov/%20Internet/FSE_DOCUMENTS/fseprod487549.pdf
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these agencies to conduct an objective study of wild horses and burros for five to seven years 
in order to learn about their true nature in the wild, i.e. as naturally living wildlife species, not 
merely as escaped domestic animals. But BLM and USFS refused to honor this benign 
request. Instead, they continued to treat the “wild horses and burros” as livestock contrary to 
the true and core intent of the WFHBA. Many of the officials even stopped referring to them 
as “wild” but instead labeled them “feral” in line with the frequent “rancher take” on these 
animals as escaped domestics, which abandons the naturalist approach inherent in the 
WFHBA. Here we should consider that the WFHBA was unanimously passed to defend the 
naturally living wild horses and burros against public lands ranchers and others who were 
eliminating them by killing or capture for slaughter, poisoning of water sources, etc., in order 
to monopolize and exploit the public lands. 

Though announced as a major goal, the control of livestock by the US Forest Service has 
been quite ineffective, including the associated impacts of vehicles and fences. The wild 
horses themselves seem to be acting as major mitigators balancing damaging factors such as 
those revealed by Prelude to Catastrophe.69 Their significant capacity for restoring soils, water 
tables and the life community as a whole – the three ecological attributes evaluated in our 40 
transects – should no longer be ignored or downplayed. These involve: (1) their promotion 
of soil integrity, (2) their contribution to water retention and water table elevation, (3) their 
facilitation of seed dispersal and germination for many plant species as well as their positive 
impacts on many other components of a natural ecosystem that stem from these major 
contributions. 

The proposed HWHT and Apache-Sitgreaves National Forest wild horse herd is an 
especially authentic and continuous lineage that dates back centuries, but this unique herd 
finds itself emmeshed in a knotty political situation in which there exists much deception and 
hypocrisy.70 For this reason, I recommend that the Secretary of Agriculture seriously 
consider declaring this herd and its habitat a study herd and habitat, as is authorized 
under Section 10 of the WFHBA. This would suspend the proposed major herd 
reductions and allow for an objective analysis of the horses' legal status as well as their 
ecological effects. It would examine the adequacy of the quite minor size of the proposed 
HWHT and consider the other 97% of their most probable legal Territory in the vast ASNF. 
This herd has not been subject to PZP or other artificial tampering. It appears to be a relatively 
self-stabilizing herd that could hold secrets whose uncovering would guide the future 
protection and stabilization of wild horse herds throughout the West.71 

There are many additional points that can and should be considered to justify a much 
larger population and habitat/territory size for the wild horses of the Apache-Sitgreaves 
National Forests. By exploring the references that I have given in this report, those interested 
in these unique and remarkable, naturally living horses and how they have adapted over the 
centuries can gain remarkable insights. They can discover many more of the positives about 

 
Technical Information Service, 1980). See also National Research Council (U.S.). Wild and free-roaming 
horses and burros / Final Report (Washington, D.C.: National Academy Press, 1982). 
69 Segee and Taylor, “Prelude to Catastrophe: Recent and historic Land Management Within the Rodeo-
Chediski Fire Area.” 
70 Brad Poole, “Forest Service Plans to cull Arizona wild horse herd” (Nov. 2, 2021), 
https://www.courthousenews.com/forest-service-plans-to-cull-arizona-wild-horse-herd/. 
71 ISPMB, https://www.facebook.com/ispmb.www.ispmb.org. Heber herd can TRANSFORM wild 
horse management. Alert of ISPMB of June 25, 2021. Quote: “Section 10 of the Wild Free-Roaming 
Horses and Burros Act of 1971 states: The Secretaries are authorized and directed to undertake those 
studies of the habits of wild free-roaming horses and burros that they may deem necessary in order to 
carry out the provision of the Act.” 
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these harmoniously fitting presences. Hopefully this will dispel much controversy and 
hostility and help people progress in a way that is most urgently needed today. 

 

 
 

Fig. 48. (Photo 74 in Gallery): Family band of wild horses near the proposed HWHT on 
October 28, 2021. Good shape, Henneke 5 or 6. Contributed by a local wild horse monitor. 

 

 
 

Fig. 49. (Photo 75 in Gallery). Healthy large bachelor band of Heber wild horses near the 
proposed Heber Wild Horse Territory. Many of these may never have their own family 

bands or be producers. October 28, 2021. Contributed by local wild horse monitor. 
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Fig. 50. (Photo 76 in Gallery). Close up of grazing Heber wild horses near the proposed 
HWHT. October 28, 2021. Contributed by local wild horse monitor. 

 

 
 

Fig. 51. (Photo 77 in Gallery): Handsome young band stallion feeds on abundant grass near 
the proposed HWHT. October 28, 2021. Contributed by local wild horse monitor. 
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Appendix 1.  
Rancher Doy Reidhead Video Testimony72 and Related Evidence of Malfeasance 
 
The history of illegal activity aimed at the Heber and ASNF wild horses includes one 
egregious example that has been well-documented. The illegal contract dated May 10, 1988, 
ca. 17 years after the passage of the WFHBA, was signed by Mr. Doy Reidhead, a local 
rancher, and the ASNF Supervisor Nick W. McDonald (see Fig.-s 33 and 34). It authorized 
Reidhead to roundup and remove a total of 187 wild horses from the legal wild horse territory 
in the Gentry and Buckskin Allotments, including stallions, mares, colts, fillies and foals. 
Reidhead and companions received $18,700 in addition to $2 per day per horse for holding 
the horses at the Winslow Ranch until the horses were shipped to an unknown fate, possibly 
slaughter. Since both the Gentry and Buckskin allotments are on USFS lands where the wild 
horses were present in 1971 at the passage of the WFHBA as unbranded, unclaimed horses, 
this agreement and its execution were in direct violation of this act and should have been prosecuted. 
This and similar violations of the WFHBA (see Fig. 34) are documented by long-time Heber-
Overgaard residents, horsemen, guides and wild horse observers and defenders, including 
Robert A. Hutchison in his various articles and books.73   

An illuminating testimony by Mr. Reidhead gives insight into this complex situation in 
years just preceding passage of the WFHBA in 1971: “… a big snowstorm in 1967 … smashed 
fences down and wild horses came into Forest Service land from the Indian Reservation. The 
fence was subsequently fixed but the wild horses [who] had entered were left on USFS land. 
The [FS] ranger wanted the [wild] horses gone – because he was afraid they’d make a wild 
horse refuge out of it [even though Congress already had done so in 1971 by dint of the 
WFHBA]. He built traps and provided bills of sale, so [Reidhead] could take the [wild] horses 
and sell them at $100/head.” Doy describes these as unbranded wild horses and says they 
caught 187.  – It is clear that ASNF Supervisor Nick W. McDonald flagrantly subverted the 
WFHBA, since in 1971 the wild horses in this part of the national forest were unbranded and 
unclaimed by anyone, including the Indian Reservation. They were naturally present and 
surviving as they had been for generations on these USFS lands even though they did come 
and go onto some adjacent lands such as those of the Fort Apache/White Mountain Indian 
Reservations. These facts entitled them to protection under the WFHBA along with their 
substantial habitat. A Cooperative Agreement should have been established long ago under 
Sections 4 and/or 6 of the WFHBA to provide these wonderful wild horses their long-term-
viable habitat as naturally defined on both USFS and adjacent jurisdictions. 

Additional testimony by Reidhead indicates a favoring of big game interests by USFS. 
According to Hutchison’s compilation:74 “Game and Fish started bringing in elk from 
Montana in the early 1930s and they were taking whatever grass was growing. The elk [herd] 
kept getting bigger and bigger [until] they moved down into the ranch grazing lands. …[T]hey 
dumped elk by Woodruff where there wasn’t even elk habitat. [I saw] overgrazing by elk 
‘everywhere you look’. Instead of just taking the leaves, they also eat the bark and have 
‘stripped the mahogany to nothin’. …[T]hey’ll never get a handle on the elk situation because 
they don’t want to. There’s big money in elk hunting. [T]hey contacted [me] 10 years ago and 
asked if they could dump [Pronghorn] antelope on [my] ranch. [I’ve] always had antelope, 
though. [I] count about 200 today [2006]. [I] … attribute … [the] problem with [cattle] being 

 
72 Doy Reidhead, Audio-Video “Oral History Interview,” Colorado Plateau Archives (April 3, 2006). 
Portions transcribed by Hutchison, Secret Scrapbook II. Also see http://archive.library.nau.edu/ 
digital/collection/cpa/id/21163/ . 
73 Hutchison, Secret Scrapbook II. 
74 Hutchison, Secret Scrapbook II, 88. 

http://archive.library.nau.edu/%20digital/collection/cpa/id/21163/
http://archive.library.nau.edu/%20digital/collection/cpa/id/21163/
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related to … [drought] years. Less rain in the fall and less snow in the winter, causing springs 
to go dry. As far as [tamarisks choking] out the cottonwoods (by the river) and weeds taking 
over. … these were supposedly brought in by the Hashknife cows and now there are more 
‘undesirables’ (vegetation) than there are desirables. … Wild horses have been in this area for 
many years. … In the 1930’s, [my] dad was ‘running horses’ and took 600 head to Los Angeles 
at 4 cents [per] pound. My dad tells the story they used to run more wild horses in this country 
than they do everything put together now. And the wild horses wasn’t hurtin’ nothin’. … 
Old photos of the pioneer days will show big ‘purdy’ pines and lots of open space.”75  
 
  

 
75 Hutchison, Secret Scrapbook II. Emphasis added, excerpt from page 88. 
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Appendix 2.  
Wildfires and Wild Horses’ Role in their Mitigation/Prevention; Restoration 
of Burned Habitat 
 

In addition to the illegal shootings, the devastating Rodeo-Chediski Wildfire scorched more 
than 185,000 acres in the ASNF in 2002 and 465,000 acres in total, especially within the Fort 
Apache Indian Reservation. It is possible that dry cow feces helped initiate this fire.76 This is 
due to the fact that cattle are ruminant digesters and their feces are much more thoroughly 
digested and void of nutrients in the form of intact organic matter. The latter condition causes 
them to dry out much more quickly and much more thoroughly, thus creating perfect dry 
tinder that can be easily ignited, i.e. has a low kindling temperature, relative to horse feces that 
are much more nutrient-rich and less decomposed. It has been broadly documented that 
heavily cattle-occupied areas often have lightning- or campfire-caused wildfires that owe their 
initiation in large part to tinder-dry cow feces. Furthermore, ecological studies prove that wild 
horses greatly help by building back scorched soils and reseeding important plants in burned-
over areas.77 During my field observations, I observed some deep pockets of scorched, 
sterilized soils that were being aided in their recovery by the wild horses and their droppings 
and noted this in some of my ecological transects. The removal of cattle grazing and simply 
allowing wildlife, including especially wild horses, to remain would produce major restorative 
results in many portions of the ASNF that I examined. 

As earlier mentioned, in this part of Arizona, the recent, major Wyrick Fire of June-July, 
2021 scorched ca. 10,000 acres and threatened the twinned towns of Heber and Overgaard. 
It is telling that this fire burned to the north and northwest of Arizona State Highway 260. 
This fire did not catch hold to the south of this highway. It is very possible that the Heber 
wild horses significantly helped prevent this fire from taking hold in their occupied habitat 
south of Highway 260 due partially to their “grooming” of the undergrowth below the 
ponderosa pine forests and elsewhere. Their foraging removed the “tinder” that would have 
allowed the fire to catch hold from lightning strikes, wind-carried cinders and other natural 
or human-initiated causes.78 Similar instances of wildfire prevention have been proven in 
many other parts of the West. One prime example occurred in northern California and 
southern Oregon around the Wild Horse Ranch when it was surrounded by the Klamathon 
Fire during the late Spring of 2018. The ranch and its forests and meadows were spared 
burning by this major destructive fire due to its substantial wild horse herd, which probably 
spared the Siskiyou National Monument just to the north as well.79 
  

 
76 Scasta, “Combustion of Cattle Fecal Pats Ignited by Prescribed Fire.” 
77 Michael Westendorf, “Horses and Manure. Fact Sheet No. 036” (Feb. 16, 2004), 
https://esc.rutgers.edu/fact_sheet/horses-and-manure/; Simpson, “Wild Horses: Changing a problem 
with a Solution”; Simpson, “Wild Horse Fire Brigade”; Simpson, “Fire Grazing.” 
78 See https://inciweb.nwcg.gov/incident/map/7558/0/114197. 
79 Simpson, “Wild Horses: Changing a problem with a Solution”; Simpson, “Wild Horse Fire Brigade”; 
Simpson, “Fire Grazing”; Friends of Animals, “BLM: Don’t blame wildfires on wild horses.” 

https://esc.rutgers.edu/fact_sheet/horses-and-manure/
https://inciweb.nwcg.gov/incident/map/7558/0/114197
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Appendix 3.  
Subsiding of Heber Regional Aquifer 
 
If a sound life community is to be restored for the Heber mustang herd and habitat, including 
all associated species of plants and animals, we humans must address the enormous pumping 
and utilization of water in Arizona, including in the Coconino Aquifer. Due to skyrocketing 
growth of the human population and the concomitant demand for resources, many aquifers 
have been greatly lowered. When this is combined with increased temperatures and drying of 
ecosystems, increasingly adverse conditions result for the survival of nature’s many species. 
Several gallinaceous guzzlers have been installed to alleviate the situation, but fall far short of 
the needs of all the wildlife here, including the wild horses. Some interested parties have 
proposed tapping the Coconino aquifer in order to replenish the water supply of the ASNF 
and vicinity. But this aquifer itself is diminishing and this would be an enormous project to 
undertake. I recommend an increase in conservation-wise usage of water so that it is not 
wasted but only used as needed by homes, farms, businesses and wildlife and in a way so as 
to recycle it wherever possible. There should be substantially less cattle in the legal wild horse 
territory that is finally recognized in the ASNF and the horses should have the ability to 
migrate throughout the entire ASNF where they have legal right where they are presently 
found. They should not be limited to just the proposed HWHT that is under 20,000 acres. 
The viably sized wild horse population will provide much more nutrient-rich and longer-
lasting fertilizer and intact-seed-dispersal capacity that will result in an enhanced ecosystem 
whose soils will absorb, retain and equitably release much greater quantities of healthy water 
over all seasons of the year. Also, the healthier wild-horse-containing ecosystem will naturally 
generate more moisture into the air and help create a microclimate that will generate more 
precipitation vital to the continuance of life.  

To gain more perspective, I quote from a recent May 28, 2021, article in the White Mountain 
Independent:80 “Every national forest in the state [Arizona] remains in Stage I Fire Restriction 
due to the exceptionally dangerous fire conditions. This means no campfires, target shooting 
or other high-risk activities in the national forests. … we’re in for six weeks of white-knuckle 
wildfire danger until a hopefully normal monsoon lowers the fire danger sometime in July, 
according to the National Weather Service’s May wildfire update. Arizona’s in the grip of 
perhaps the worst drought in 1,000 years …. Almost all of Navajo and Apache Counties 
[proposed HWHT is in Navajo County with a small portion in Coconino County] remains in 
‘exceptional’ drought, according to the U.S. Drought Monitor. [To quote] ‘Arizona, New 
Mexico, Nevada and Utah had their driest [March-April] period in 126 years with California 
and Colorado having their third and fourth driest [March-April] period respectively,’ 
concluded the May fire season outlook issued by the National Interagency Fire Centre.”  

Fortunately, much higher than normal monsoon rains arrived between July and 
September of 2021. This restored aquifers to a moderate degree and allowed many plant and 
animal species to rebound, including herbivores such as the wild horses, mule- and white-
tailed- deer, pronghorn, elk and rabbits.  

An article by Peter Aleshire reveals: “Last year (2020), the ‘nonsoon’ [term used by the 
author to indicate a year without a monsoon] ranked as the second driest monsoon every 
recorded. This year, there’s a better than 50/50 chance we’ll have a normal monsoon based 
on forecasts relying on sea-surface temperatures in the Pacific Ocean. Moreover, those 
monsoons do a lot more to recharge our stressed water tables than we thought. That’s a relief 
as the state heads into water rationing on a major scale. The federal government has warned 
that Arizona faces a cutoff of its water from the drained reservoirs in the Colorado River, 

 
80 “Ft. Apache goes into Stage 2 fire restrictions,” White Mountain Independent (May 28, 2021), A1 and A7. 
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prompting an increased reliance on already dropping water tables. … Arizona’s monsoon 
season … sustains Arizona’s fire-adapted ponderosa pine forests; [this] spells the difference 
between Arizona’s lush Sonoran Desert and California’s [and Nevada’s] bleak Mojave Desert 
… [But] the long-term studies on the likely impact of rising global temperatures on the 
Southwest’s unique monsoon season offers … bad news … wet, reliable monsoon will likely 
give way to fickle, violent monsoons in coming decades, [which] means more massive 
wildfires, dying forests, depleted water tables and the urgent need to adapt Arizona 
communities to a hotter, drier climate and more major wildfires.”  
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Appendix 4.  
Notes from the HWHT Working Group Final Report 

 
Heber Horse Collaborative, “HWHT Working Group Final Report,”81 is a methodical, 
informative overview with recommendations by select group associated with Arizona State 
University. 

On p. 6 of this document and concerning 36 Code of Federal Regulations (CFR) 
222.20(b)(13) it reads: “Wild free-roaming horses and burros means all unbranded and 
unclaimed horses and burros and their progeny that have used lands of the National Forest 
System on or after December 15, 1971, by accident, negligence, or willful disregard of private 
ownership. Unbranded, claimed horses and burros for which the claim is found to be 
erroneous, are also considered as wild and free-roaming if they meet the criteria above.”  

On p. 10 of heberhorsecollaborative.asu.edu: “…because of the variability associated with 
forage availability and constraints placed on the GIS model used to estimate AMLs, the 
amount of forage availability is a conservative estimate of the available forage due to the 
components detailed above (PAMLD). Further, no variability estimates are provided in the 
analysis rendering any projections highly suspect. Also, available data indicates that measured 
utilization levels have been light [less than] 20%) since at least 2007 indicating that forage 
allocation formulas may have underestimated average capacities.” 

On p. 11: Too much preference given to cattle. This does not respect full rights of wild 
horses.82  

On p. 12: “Data collection and interpretation and management decisions related to 
resource conditions should be a priority of the FS.” This supports declaring a Study Area 
under Section 10 of WFHBA. This section’s statements seem to be opposed to the ASNF 
plan to allow only 40 to 60 wild horses in HWHT. Grazing animal and vegetation monitoring 
protocols should be in place to support specific stocking adjustments: “…Due to criteria that 
may be identified in the HWHT NEPA and the application of various adaptive management 
decision criteria, current grazing permits may need to be adjusted.” 

On p. 13: “In summary, the carrying capacity of the HWHT and TMZ will be established 
and monitored by evaluating annual forage utilization and browse assessment on designated 
monitoring areas along with measures to detect change in vegetation with respect to vigor, 
reproduction and plant recruitment over a period of 3 to 10 years.” This supports Section 10 
declaration of Heber Study Herd and Territory. 

On p. 13: “Existing Horse Population. Relationship of horse use of and their fidelity to 
the HWHT would be defined through natural ingress and egress and may need to be 
monitored using telemetry collars. Horses would be free to move back and forth between the 
HWHT and the large TMZ area.”  “Aerial survey, volunteer observers and camera 
technology.”         

On p. 17: Executive Summary. “Participants in the Horse Management Group recognize 
the need to meet USFS stated objectives to establish balanced use between permitted horses, 
livestock, and wildlife as part of the multi-use plan. Understanding that the horses should 
receive priority use of the HWHT, which has been prevented by livestock fencing over most 
of the territory for an extended period of time, the Horse Management Group will also 
include options to allow for the reintroduction of horse use in the HWHT.” 

On p. 17, bottom: “a) Horses should have priority use for the HWHT and measures 
should be taken to allow for them to make use of the entire HWHT as much as possible.” 

 
81 https://heberhorsecollaborative.asu.edu/files/2019/06/HWHTWorking-Group-Final-Report.pdf. 
82 Heber Horse Collaborative, https://heberhorsecollaborative.asu.edu/files/2017/02/Territory 
Pastures-Popos.pdf. 

https://heberhorsecollaborative.asu.edu/files/2017/02/Territory
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On p. 18: “g) Horses are free roaming and not confined to the territory so it is important 
that the adaptive management plan account for horse bands that may move in and out of the 
territory or live in the areas just outside the territory.” 

On p. 18, bottom and 19 top: “In 2014 – 2017 data collection and survey work was [sic] 
conducted by the Apache Sitgreaves National Forests. That data indicated that 14-36 horses 
were using the HWHT and 200-300 horses were using surrounding FS lands in a five-mile 
radius to the south, southwest and west of the Territory. This means that only 12% of the 
wild horses were spotted within the Territory.  This is believed to be due to livestock fencing 
that excludes the horses from the allotments within the Territory.” 

On p. 19: “… the roaming patterns of bands are fairly established and with each band 
having a ‘home range’ to determine connectivity to the territory of managed animals. 
However, because the horses have not been able to use the territory due to livestock fencing 
it would not be appropriate to assume the current HWHT use and migration by the horses 
reflects accurate horse use of the Territory. The group feels it is important to account for all 
horses using the Territory Monitoring Zone … until access and use patterns by horses given 
access to the Territory can be established. The group does feel the AML should be raised to 
a level that better represents what the territory can sustain. The Territory Monitoring Zone 
concept should be included to keep the herd numbers genetically viable and better represent 
the horses that would have used the territory if given the opportunity.      

On p. 19: “e) AML levels should be increased to allow for more usage and higher numbers 
of horses (minimum of 150 horses) in the territory to account for genetic diversity needs. 

On p. 20 top: “2) Based on research from Dr. Gus Cothran …, many felt that a minimum 
of 150 was a good number to start with in order to account for genetic diversity. Others felt 
that a minimum of 150 may not be viable for the territory size and recommended the adjusted 
AML as a starting point for horse population numbers then let resource conditions dictate up 
or down based on trend.” [In relation to this, I recommend that those charged with preserving 
the HWHT and ASNF wild horses respect the recommendation of the IUCN SSC Equid 
Specialist Group that in its Action Plan for the wild equids of the world recommends that 
any given population contain at least 2,500 intact and interbreeding individuals for long-term 
genetic viability for long-term viability.83 

On p. 24, top: “c) Maintain genetic diversity in the horse herd using observed 
heterozygosity. Baseline genetic diversity information needs to be collected within the first 
years of a published Herd Management Plan. Time may be needed to gather information and 
understand the herd.” This would support the Secretary of Agriculture’s declaration of a Study 
Area under Section 10 of WFHBA. 
  
  

 
83 Duncan, Zebras, Asses, and Horses: An Action Plan for the Conservation of Wild Equids. 
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Appendix 5.  
List of plant and animal species observed84  
 

Plants 
 
Algae 

Red Algae. Observed in and around ponds. Possibly poisonous.  
 
Spikemoss 

Sagebrush Spikemoss, Selaginella densa. 
 
Ephedra 

Green Ephedra, Ephedra viridis. A food source for wild horses, deer and other species. 
 
Conifers 

Utah Juniper, Juniperus osteosperma. Juniper berries are medicinal and used in food 
preparations. See Gallery Photos: 1, 8, 12, 13, 14, 20, 32 and Figures 1, 44.  

Alligator Juniper, Juniperus deppeana. IUCN Red List listed, see discussion. Mustangs aid 
reproduction. See Gallery Photos: 37, 68, 69 and Figures 30, 31, 32 

One-leafed Pinyon Pine, Pinus monophyla. Human edible seed, staple of Native 
Americans. See Gallery Photo 16 and Fig. 21. 

Colorado Pinyon Pine, Pinus edulus. Human edible seed, staple of Native Americans. 
Ponderosa Pine, Pinus ponderosa. Dominant forest species over plateau. Commercially 

harvested. See Gallery Photos: 1, 17, 26, 28, 38, 39, 43, 45, 50, 51, 55, 62, 66, 77 & 
Figures 1, 2, 3, 6, 10, 16, 42. 
 

Deciduous Trees 
Gambel Scrub Oak, Quercus gambeli. 
Wavy-leaf Oak, Quercus welshii. 
Narrowleaf Cottonwood, Populus angustifolia. 
Aspen, Populus tremuloides. 
Willow, Salix sp. 
Bebb’s Willow, Salix bebbiana (Sensitive species).85 

 
 

 
84 R. Spellenberg, The Audubon Society Field Guide to North American Wildflowers. Western 
Region (New York: Alfred A Knopf, 1979); Ronald J. Taylor, Sagebrush Country, A Wildflower Sanctuary 
Missoula, Montana: Mountain Press Publishing Company, 1992); Susan J. Wernert, North American 
Wildlife (Pleasantville, New York: Reader’s Digest, 1982); Charles Yocum, Vinson Brown and Aldine 
Starbuck, Wildlife of the Intermountain West (Happy Camp, California: Naturegraph Books, 1958); Roger 
Tory Peterson, Western Birds. Peterson Field Guides (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1990); W.H. Burt and 
R.P. Grossenheider, A Field Guide to the Mammals. North America north of Mexico, 3rd edition, Peterson 
Field Guide Series (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1964); Robert C. Stebbins, A Field Guide to Western 
Reptiles and Amphibians, 2nd edition, Peterson Field Guide Series (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1985); 
Olaus J. Murie, A Field Guide to Animal Tracks, 2nd edition, Peterson Field Guide Series (Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin Co., 1982); Edward Knobel, Field Guide to the Grasses, Sedges and Rushes of the United 
States (Mineola, New York: Dover Publications, 1980); Robert Michael Pyle, The Audubon Society Field 
Guide to North American Butterflies (Knopf, 1981). 
85 Heber Horse Collaborative, “HWHT Working Group Final Report,” https://heberhorse 
collaborative.asu.edu/files/2019/06/HWHTWorking-Group-Final-Report.pdf. 

https://heberhorse/
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Brush 
Sagebrush, Artemisia tridentata. 
Green Rabbitbrush, Chrysothamnus viscidiflorus. 
Gray/Common Rabbitbrush, Chrysothamnus nauseosus. 
Manzanita, both normal size and dwarf, Arctostaphylos spp. 
Deer/Bitter/Northern Antelope Brush, Purshia tridentata. Important food of large 

herbivores, wintering.   
Mountain Mahogany, Cercocarpus ledifolius. Also important food for several herbivores 

and overwintering. 
Desert Plume/Golden Prince’s Plume, Stanleya pinnata. Beautiful, slender shrub with 

bright golden flowers in Mustard Family. Occasionally observed 
Wild Rose, Rosa fendleri. Observed frequently in moister habitats. See Gallery photo 31. 
Horse-brush, Tetradymia sp. 
Gooseberries/Current, Ribes spp. 
Blue Elderberry, Sambucus glauca. Human food. Many other animals eat. 

 
Forbs 

Desert Paintbrush, Castilleja chromosa. 
Arrow-leaf Balsamroot, Balsamorhiza sagittata. Root is Native American edible. 
Desert Buckwheat, Eriogonum sp. Nutritious, protein-rich food for many herbivore species. 
Heathleaf Wild Buckwheat, Eriogonum sp. (Sensitive species).86  
Arizona Alumroot, Heuchera sp. (Sensitive species).87 
Eastwood Alumroot, Heuchera eastwoodiae (Sensitive species).88  
White Sage, Salvia sepiana. Used in religious rituals, cleansing by Native Americans. 
Yarrow, Achillea millefolium. Medicinal use. Widespread and many varieties occupying 

diverse niches. 
Wild Geranium, Geranium spp. Species are favored food of elk. 
Halogeton. Toxic plant in areas heavily trampled and overgrazed by cattle or disturbed 

habitats as by OHVs. 
Orange Globemallow, Sphaeralcea munroana. 
Plantain, Plantago sp. Nutritious herbivore food. 
Oregon Sunshine, Eriophyllum lanatum. See Gallery Photo 9. 
Mule’s Ears, Wyethia amplexicaulis. See Gallery Photo 67. 
Common (Woolly) Mullein, Verbascum thapsus. Observed. 
Explorer’s Gentian, Gentiana calycosa. Observed on burned over hillside below major 

road. 
Blue Violet, Viola adunca. 
Common Monkey Flower, Mimulus guttatus. 
Jimsonweed, Datura stramonium. Observed by water tanks. Medicinal. Hallucinogen. 

Caution, in excess can be poisonous. 
White Sweet Clover, Melilotus alba. 
Villous Ground Cover Milkvetch, Astragalus sp. (Sensitive species).89  
Vetch, Vicia sp.  
Lupine, Lupinus sp. Important N-fixer in root nodules. Important protein food for many 

species. 

 
86 Heber Horse Collaborative, “HWHT Working Group Final Report.”  
87 Ibid. 
88 Ibid. 
89 Ibid. 
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Steppe Sweetpea, Lathyrus pauciflorus. Sparsely occurring amid Ponderosa Pine and 
Pinyon-Juniper groves. Flowers early spring providing food for queen bumblebees 
emerging from hibernation. 

Narrowleaf Penstemon, Penstemon linarioides. See Gallery Photo 24. 
 

Monocots 
Grass, Family Gramineae 

Kentucky Blue Grass, Poa pratensis. 
Needle-and-Thread Grass, Stipa comata. 
Mountain Muhly Grass, Muhlenbergia montana. 
Three Awn Grass, Aristida sp. 
Giant Wild Rye, Secale sp. 
Curl-leaf Needlegrass, Stipa sp. 
Indian Rice Grass, Oryzopsis hymenoides. 
Bermuda Grass, Cynodon dactylon. 
Cheat Grass, Bromus tectorum. In disturbed areas. Exotic. Highly flammable when dry. 

 
Lilly Family and related 

Wild Iris, Flag, Iris sp. 
Sego Lilly, Calochortus nuttallii. Bulbs edible. Ute Indians taught settlers to use when 

necessary. 
Desert Mariposa, Calochortus Kennedyi sp. Bulb edible for humans, used by Native 

Americans and early settlers. 
Spanish Bayonet, Yucca baccata 
Wild Onion, Allium acuminatum. Human edible. 

 
Ferns 

Slender Lip Fern, Cheilanthes feei. Growing in dry, shaded rock crevices especially cliffs.  
Bracken Fern, Pteridium aquilinium. Observed frequently in recovering burned forest 
areas. 

Lady Fern, Athyrium filix-femina. Observed in wetter undisturbed habitats, springs as a 
pioneer successional. 

Fragile/Brittle Fern, Cystopteris fragilis. 
 
Cactus Family, Cactaceae 

Prickly Pear Cactus, Opuntia polyacantha. Observed. 
Hedgehog Cactus, Pediocactus simpsonii. Photos in flower. Open before cloudburst, closed 

in cloudburst. See Gallery Photo 36. 
 

Convolvulaceae Family 
Morning Glory, Ipomoea purpurea. 
Field Bindweed, Convolvulus arvensis. Very deep roots. 
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Animals 
 

Mammals 
 
Hoofed Herbivores 

Wild Horse, Equus caballus. Main subject of report. Frequently observed. See Gallery 
Photos 1, 2, 3, 5, 6, 7, 8, 11, 12, 13, 14, 19, 20, 21, 30, 39, 40, 43, 51, 52, 53, 54, 56, 
70, 74, 75, 76, 77 and Figures 1, 6, 9, 11, 15, 43, 44, 45, 48, 49, 50, 51, and 
Frontispiece. 

Mule Deer, Odocoileus hemionus. Frequently Observed. Hunted. See Gallery Photo 60 and 
Fig. 38. 

White-Tailed Deer. Odocoileus virginianus. Observed. Hunted. 
Rocky Mountain Elk, Cervus canadensis nelsoni, brought in to replace extirpated Merriam’s 

Elk, Cervus canadensis merriami. This subspecies used to live in AZ, NM, TX and 
Mexico but was driven to extinction by European settlers mainly who overhunted it 
and monopolized its habitat with livestock. Last survivor died ca. 1906. 

Pronghorn Antelope, Antilocapra americana. Hunted. 
Bighorn Sheep, Ovis canadensis. extirpated by early settlers, ranchers.  
Cattle, Bos taurus. Domesticated, originally from the “wild” nature. Not permitted to 

revert. See Gallery Photos 38, 42, and Fig. 36.  
 
Bears 

Black Bear, Ursus americanus. Observed. Mother with cub in deep densely pine forested 
ravine. Can predate horses. See Gallery Photos 57, 58 and Figures 37, 38. 

 
Felids 

Mountain Lion/Puma, Felis concolor. Major predator of wild horses. Proven.  
Bobcat, Felis rufus. 

 
Canids 

Kit Fox, Vulpes macrotis. 
Gray Fox, Urocyon cinereoargenteus. 
Mexican (Gray) Wolf, Canis lupus baileyi, Endangered species/subspecies, a few of which 

have been reintroduced. Potential predator of the wild horses. Observed tracks by 
one of the ponds in HWHT. I disagree with BMRD EA when it says reduction of 
the wild horses is “not likely to jeopardize” this.  

Coyote. Canis latrans. Observed. Groups may predate on mustang foals. 
Mogollon Mountain Wolf, Canis lupus mogollonensis. An extinct subspecies of Gray Wolf 

whose range once included Arizona and New Mexico. 
 
Rodents 

Pinyon Mouse, Peromyscus truei. See Gallery Photo 44. 
Springerville Silky Pocket Mouse, Perognathus flavus. Sensitive.90 
Navajo Mogollon Vole, Microtis mexicanus. Sensitive.91 
Ground Squirrels, Citellus spp.  

 
90 Heber Horse Collaborative, “HWHT Working Group Final Report.”  
91 Ibid. 
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Kaibab / Tassel-Eared Squirrel, Sciurus aberti. In and around Ponderosa Pines. Great 
climber. Dramatic appearance. Some run over by cars on roads. Colorful, with 
contrasting white fur on tail and elsewhere. 

Gapper’s Red-backed Mouse, Clethrionomys gapperi. Forest floors. Prolific reproducer. 
Important prey.  

Cliff Chipmunk, Eutamias dorsalis. 
Golden-Mantled Squirrel, Citellus lateralis. Observed. 
Rock Squirrel, Citellus variegatus. 
Porcupine, Erethizon dorsatum. Observed. 
Packrats, Neotoma spp. Observed in nests of many plant parts used in constructing. 

Ancient nests important source of information for paleobotany.  
 
Bats 

Spotted Bat. Euderma maculate. Sensitive species.92 Rare, spectacular bat. Huge ears, white 
spots on rump and shoulders. 

Little Brown Bat, Myotis lucifugus. 
Big Brown Bat, Epitesicus fuscus. 
Silver-haired Bat, Lasionycteris noctivagans. 
Brazilian Free-tailed Bat, Tadarida brasiliensis. 

 
Rabbits and Hares, Lagomorphs 

Black-Tailed Jackrabbit. Lepus californicus. Observed. 
Mountain Cottontail Rabbit. Sylvilagus nuttalli. Observed. 

 
Mustelids 

Long-tail Weasel, Mustela frenata. 
Badger, Taxidea taxus. 
Striped Skunk. Mephitis mephitis. Observed. 

 
Mollusks 

Asiatic Clam, Corbicula manilensis. Rivers. 
Snails. Near or in ponds, creeks. 

 
Fish 

Little Colorado Spinedace, Lepidomeda vittata. Threatened. 
Rainbow Trout, Salmo gairdneri. In lakes and streams.  

 
Amphibians 

Northern Leopard Frog. Rana pipiens. Sensitive species.93 Damp meadows. 
Tiger Salamander, Ambystoma tigrinum. Moister Ponderosa Pine glens with meadows, 

springs.  
Common Toad, Bufo woodhousei. Near or in ponds. 
Western Spadefoot, Scaphiopus hammondi. Mountain valleys, floodplains. May aestivate for 

years in muddy cocoon then revive from suspended animation when it rains. 
 
Reptiles 

Western Collared Lizard, Crotophytus collaris. 

 
92 Heber Horse Collaborative, “HWHT Working Group Final Report.” 
93 Heber Horse Collaborative, “HWHT Working Group Final Report.”  
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Sonoran Gopher Snake, Pituophis melanoleucus. 
Western/Timber Rattlesnake. Crotalus viridis. Arizona Black Rattlesnake variety. C. v. 

cerberus. Formerly more obviously present. Last observed in 1984. Largely extirpated 
by people. 

Southern Plateau Lizard, Sceloporus undulatus. 
 
Birds 
Raptors and Scavengers, including Owls  

Golden Eagles, Aquila chrysaetos. Observed. 
Bald Eagles, Haliaeetus leucocephalus. Observed. 
Turkey Vultures, Cathartes aura. Observed. 
Common Ravens, Corvus corax. Commonly observed. Scavenges and hunts. Acrobatic 

flight. 
Western Burrowing Owl, Athene cunicularia. Sensitive species.94 
Mexican Spotted Owl, Strix occidentalis lucida.  
Northern Goshawk, Accipiter gentilis. Sensitive.95 Observed in forests. 
American Peregrine Falcon, Falco peregrinus. Sensitive, formerly endangered.96 

 
Doves and Pigeons 

Mourning Doves, Zenaida macroura. Commonly observed and melodic song heard. 
Band-tailed Pigeon, Columba fasciata. 

 
Songbirds 

Black-headed Grosbeak, Pheucticus melanocephalus. 
Blue Grosbeak, Guiraca caerulea. Winters Mexico to Panama. 
Lazuli Bunting, Passerina amoena. Winters in Mexico. 
Spotted Towhee, Pipilo maculatus. Observed. 
Western Meadowlark, Sturnella neglecta. Obs. Frequently heard its cheerful musical song. 
Yellow-rumped Warbler, Dendroica coronata. In Ponderosa Pine forests. 
Yellow Warbler, Dendroica petechia. 
Mountain Bluebirds, Sialia currucoides. Obs. Photos. Dazzling blue color. Rapid flight. 
Chipping Sparrow, Spizella passerina. 
Red-Winged Blackbird, Agelaius phoenicius. Around ponds. 
Brown-Headed Cowbird, Molothrus ater. Around cattle. A nest parasite of other bird 

species. 
Northern Flicker, Colaptes auratus. “Red-Shafted” variety. Observed amid tall Ponderosa 

Pines. Drills into standing trees, dead or alive. 
Pinyon Jay, Gymnorhinus cyanocephalus. See Gallery Photo 15. 
Western Scrub Jay, Aphelocoma californica. Observed in bushes. 
Steller Jay, Cyanocitta stelleri. Obs. 
Northern Rough-Winged Swallow, Stelgidopteryx serripennis. 
Cliff Swallow, Petrochelidon pyrrhonota. 
Say’s Phoebe, Sayornis saya. 
Downy Woodpecker, Picoides pubescens. Observed. 
Cooper’s Hawk, Accipiter cooperii. 

 
94 Heber Horse Collaborative, “HWHT Working Group Final Report.”  
95 Heber Horse Collaborative, “HWHT Working Group Final Report.”  
96 Ibid. 
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Northern Goshawk, Accipiter gentilis. Observed nesting in tall pines. Adept hunter on 
wing amid trees. 

Northern Mockingbird. Mimus polyglottos. Thickets. Mimics other species, esp. birds. 
 
Insects 

New Mexico Locust, Robinia neomexicana.  
Carpenter Ants, Camponotus sp. Observed in logs. Horses kick logs to facilitate their 

entrance, hastening decomposition. 
Tabanid Flies, Calliphora sp. Horse flies. Greenish iridescence. Pester horses, who use 

their tails and mane and twitching of skin to ward them off.  
Lady Bugs. Bright orange with spots on carapace. Obs. On bush and forb leave, 

sometimes grass.  
Dung Beetles. Subfamily Scarabaeniae. See Gallery Photo 25. 
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GALLERY OF HEBER WILD HORSE AND HABITAT PHOTOS  
(with cross references) 

 
 

 
 

Photo 1 (Fig. 1 also in text). Pair of Heber mustangs in Heber Wild Horse Territory, 
Apache-Sitgreaves National Forests. Late May, 2021, Photo copyright by Craig C. Downer. 

 

 
 

Photo 2 (Not in Text). Lively band of 3 Heber mustangs in dry creek bed with oak and 
pine. HWHT, late May, 2021. Photo copyright by Craig C. Downer. 
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Photo 3 (Fig. 15 in Text). Showing barbed wire fence and Heber mustang heading toward it. 
Often such fences greatly restrict the access of the Heber horses to their legal habitat in 
order to favor livestock interests. Late May, 2021. Photo copyright by Craig C. Downer. 

 

  
 

Photo 4 (Fig. 47 in Text). Showing 
cow droppings with little nutritive 
substance in HWHT.  
Late May, 2021, Photo copyright  
by Craig C. Downer. 
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Photo 5 (Not in Text). Heber mustang wallowing in soft earth, creating natural water 
catchments, massaging his skin and ridding his skin of parasites. Note well-trimmed hooves 
from natural activity. Late May, 2021. Photo copyright by Craig C. Downer. Author believes 
this rolling behavior also serves to readjust and properly align the skeletal bones, especially 

the spine, and that it may also help the vital organs of the horse. 
 

 
 

Photo 6 (Fig. 45 in Text). The “Young Prince” gazes hopefully and innocently my way in 
the caring company of his family band while they graze. Proposed Heber Wild Horse 

Territory. Late May, 2021. Photo copyright by Craig C. Downer. 
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Photo 7 (Not in Text). This Spanish-looking young buckskin mustang scratches his neck 
with his hind hoof in an ancient behavior pattern that is common to many kinds of animals. 

Dark brown stallion grazes alongside. HWHT.  
Late May, 2021. Photo copyright by Craig C. Downer. 

 

 
 

Photo 8 (Not in Text). Silver-colored foal nurses his dark bay dam near a Utah Juniper 
stand. HWHT. Late May, 2021. Photo copyright by Craig C. Downer. 
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Photo 9 (Not in Text). Bright Oregon Sunshine (Eriophyllum lanatum) decorates the HWHT 
amid nutritious grasses that the mustangs and other herbivores prune for their sustenance. 

Late May, 2021. Photo by Craig C. Downer. 
 

  

Photo 10 (Not in Text). Wild Horse 
droppings fertilize the soil thus 
benefiting grasses and other plants 
amid decaying logs. Horse 
droppings are less decomposed than 
those of ruminant herbivores. 
Proposed HWHT.  
Late May, 2021. Photo copyright  
by Craig C. Downer. 
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Photo 11 (Not in Text). Young Mustang Stallion sniffs a “dung depot” perhaps to ascertain 
the fitness of another stallion or to check out whether a mare is in estrus or for other 

reasons. Such dung depots, or “stud piles,” are real message centers for the wild horses that 
help them to survive and “carry on” over the generations. They also serve as seed banks and 

emergency food sources for the horses and can serve as food for many other small to 
medium to large animals including birds, rodents, lizards, etc., according to the author's 

observations over many years. Proposed HWHT.  
Late May, 2021. Photo copyright by Craig C. Downer. 

 

 
 

Photo 12 (Not in Text). Here an elegant young stallion with a distinctive white blaze eyes 
me carefully as he stands beside a pulchritudinous white mustang with snowy white mane. 

Proposed HWHT. Late May, 2021. Photo copyright by Craig C. Downer. 
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Photo 13 (Not in Text). A band of wild mustangs drinks at a water tank whose water is 
replenished by volunteers from Heber-Overgaard, Arizona. Note the rubbing of the 

forehead on the shoulder of another horse. Named by locals "Old Man," this famous white 
stallion is in remarkable shape for his advancing age, ca. 20 years. Proposed HWHT.  

Late May, 2021. Photo copyright by Craig C. Downer. 
 

 
 

Photo 14 (Not in Text). The stately white stallion, “Old Man,” and bay companion with 
white muzzle approach the water tanks amid abundant grass and young Utah Junipers. 

Proposed HWHT. Late May, 2021. Photo copyright by Craig C. Downer. 
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Photo 15 (Not in Text). A Pinyon Jay (Gymnorhinus cyanocephalus). Photo capture from 
United States Fish and Wildlife Service from https://www.fws.gov/. Public domain.  

These birds inhabit the ASNF and help disperse seeds of various important trees, etc., just 
as do the wild horses. 

 

 
 

Photo 16 (Fig. 21 in Text). “Non-Wild-Horse-Annie” cattleguard in proposed HWHT, 
eastern end, lacks rebars, which means the horses if panicked, as when chased by cars, etc., 
can end up stuck, even with broken legs to die a terrible, excruciating, oft-prolonged death, 

such as author has observed. Ca. 25 May, 2021. Photo copyright by Craig C. Downer. 
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Photo 17 (Not in Text). Horse Caution sign on AZ Hwy. 260 heading west from Heber-
Overgaard toward Payson. May 25, 2021. Photo copyright by Craig C. Downer. 

 

 
 

Photo 18 (Fig. 22 in Text). Evidence for shot Heber wild horse with bullet hole in forehead. 
Recent, proposed HWHT. May 26, 2021. Photo copyright by Craig C. Downer. Three-inch 

blade of jack knife for scale. 
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Photo 19 (Fig. 43 in Text). Beautiful Heber mustang band with white stallion amid Pinyon 
Pines and Utah Junipers. May 27, 2021. Photo copyright by Craig C. Downer. 

 

 
 

Photo 20 (Fig. 44 in Text). Large wild horse band grazing within the proposed HWHT. 
Note yearling in front of white horse, possibly his mare. Wild horses disperse their foraging 

over broad areas thus preventing overgrazing, as long as they are not over-fenced and 
overcrowded. Their nature is not to overgraze but to complement and naturally rest rotate. 

May 27, 2021. Photo copyright by Craig C. Downer. 
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Photo 21 (Not in Text). Beautiful Heber mare and her filly bear a striking resemblance. 
They are peacefully grazing amid young Ponderosa Pines, oaks and junipers on rocky 

terrain, whose soils they greatly enrich and seed with many plants that benefit many animal 
species. May 28, 2021. Photo copyright by Craig C. Downer. 

 

 
Photo 22 (Not in Text). Typical high plateau habitat in proposed HWHT south of Heber-

Overgaard, May 29, 2021. Note dung depot that is enriching soils and fertilizing grass 
springing up thereabout. Also note beautiful white mustang running in background near the 
pinyons and junipers. This area is heavily grazed by cattle in the more favorable seasons for 
plant nutrient content, leaving what remains for the wild horses to survive on the rest of the 

year, as well as the other wildlife species. Photo copyright by Craig C. Downer. 
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Photo 23 (Not in Text). Late spring needlegrass (Stipa sp.) still green at base and setting 
seed, disproving wild horse detractors claim that the mustangs overgraze and prevent 

palatable grasses from reproducing. May 30, 2021. Photo copyright by Craig C. Downer. 
 

 
 

Photo 24 (Not in Text). Narrowleaf Penstemon (Penstemon linarioides) photographed on 
rocky soil in blossom in proposed HWHT, ASNF. May 31, 2021. Photo copyright by Craig 

C. Downer. Tip of right boot for scale, ca. 3 inches. 
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Photo 25 (Not in Text). Dung beetles play a vital role in the ecosystem by distributing the 
feces of the wild horses far and wide, thus fertilizing soil and helping myriad plants to grow 

and thrive. HWHT. May 31, 2021. Photo by Craig C. Downer. 
 

 
 

Photo 26 (Not in Text). Heber mustangs often rest in the shade of Ponderosa Pines of the 
Mogollon Plateau where the proposed HWHT is located. Here they leave dung depots that 
fertilize the ground, are seed banks, and give vital nutrients to the trees themselves. Also, 
the horses keep the dry tinder down, thus preventing catastrophic wildfires – which is a 

tremendous service in this day and age of life-threatening Global Warming. June 1, 2021. 
Photo copyright by Craig C. Downer. 
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Photo 27 (Not in Text). Frequently observed were sharp metal posts that often seriously 
wound the wild horses of proposed HWHT and other wildlife. May 29, 2021. Note horse 

upper right. Photo copyright by Craig C. Downer. 
 

 
 

Photo 28 (Not in Text). Author of this report, wildlife ecologist Craig C. Downer, gives the 
V for Victory sign for the wonderful Heber and all the Apache-Sitgreaves National Forests 

wild horses. Photo by guide Stacy Sanchez using Craig’s camera. Late May, 2021. Photo 
copyright by Craig C. Downer. 



Heber Wild Horses of Arizona’s Apache-Sitgreaves National Forests 

 

99 

 
 

Photo 29 (Fig. 17 in Text). Abandoned coil of barbed wire in wild horse and wildlife 
frequented area of proposed HWHT presents a serious injury risk.  

Late May, 2021. Photo copyright by Craig C. Downer. 
 

 
 

Photo 30 (Not in Text). This dusty reddish brown stallion, accompanied by a bright, 
orangish brown bay, has a two-tone mane, indicating Spanish Colonial heritage among the 

proposed HWHT mustangs. June 3, 2021. Photo copyright by Craig C. Downer. 
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Photo 31 (Not in Text). Fendler’s Wild Rose (Rosa fendleri) was also encountered in 
proposed HWHT, especially around moist meadows and springs. This example, however, 

was photographed in the Sulphur Wild Horse Herd Management Area in June, 2020, where 
a report was done on this herd and its habitat. Photo copyright by Craig C. Downer. 

 

 
 

Photo 32 (Fig. 18 in Text). Transect area number 7, conducted where wild horses and 
wildlife alone have grazed with almost no domestic cattle for the past two years. Note 

healthy grass and trees. See Text for details. Proposed HWHT.  
May 29, 2021. Photo copyright by Craig C. Downer. 
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Photo 33 (Fig. 7 in Text). Water “Tank” or reservoir that has dangerous, deep muddy 
bottom that can trap animals coming into water. Concrete “aprons” proposed to avoid 

animal trapping and death. Late May, 2021, Proposed Heber Wild Horse Territory.  
Photo copyright by Craig C. Downer. 

 

 
 

Photo 34 (Fig. 26 in Text). Germination from wild horse droppings with grass seedlings.  
Photo by R. Hutchison. 
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Photo 35 (Fig. 25 Text). Early grass germination from wild horse feces.  
Photo by Robert Hutchison. 

 

 
 

Photo 36 (Not in Text). Hedgehog Cactus (Pediocactus simpsonii) in blossom near edge of 
Mogollon Rim in proposed HWHT just before cloudburst in mid-afternoon. This blossom 

closed very quickly during the rain. June 3, 2021. Photo copyright by Craig C. Downer. 
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Photo 38 (Not in Text). Showing cattle grazing within proposed HWHT. June 2, 2021. Tall 
Ponderosa Pines in background.  Note exposed soils.  

Copyright by Craig C. Downer.  

Photo 37 (Fig. 30 in Text). Alligator 
Juniper (Juniperus deppeana). June 2, 
2021. A giant of the species is described 
in this report. On IUCN Red List and, 
so, deserving of special protection. 
Must not be targeted for massive 
reduction.  
Copyright by Craig C. Downer. 
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Photo 39 (Not in Text). Group of wild horses in a meadow area in proposed HWHT. Note 
profuse grass, generally healthy conditions. Note light buckskins and recumbent bay.  

June 2, 2021. Copyright by Craig C. Downer. 
 

 
 

Photo 40 (Not in Text). Handsome white mustang mare in meadow bordered by Utah 
Junipers. Proposed HWHT. Late May, 2021. Across from F. S. Road 51 from Buckskin 

Tank near F. S. Road 124. Copyright by Craig C. Downer. 
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Photo 41 (Fig. 46 in Text). Showing catastrophic wildfire in southern Pine Nut Mountains, 
western Nevada, in legal wild horse Herd Area on BLM land, but where the wild horses 

have been largely eliminated. Summer 2019. Copyright by Bill More. 
 

5  
 

Photo 42 (Fig. 36 in text). Showing many cattle grazing in proposed HWHT in late May, 
2021. They greatly outnumber and out-consume forage relative to the minor numbers of 

Heber wild horses. Copyright by Craig C. Downer. 
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Photo 43 (Not in Text). Showing handsome dark chestnut bay stallion with hourglass blaze 
near Buckskin watering tank whose water has nearly run out. This horse shows Spanish 
colonial characteristics such as thick neck, short back, fine ears, long, thick tail and low-

slung rump. Late May, 2021. Copyright by Craig C. Downer. 
 

 
 

Photo 44 (Not in Text). Pinyon Mouse (Peromyscus truei). This inhabits the ASNF amid the 
Pinyon Pines and Junipers and is an important seed disperser of the Pinyon Pine whose 

seed it caches. Photo capture: NPS photo by Sally King (Public domain). Source: 
http://www.nps.gov/band/naturescience/id-of-mammals.htm. 
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Photo 45 (Not in Text). Grass seedlings springing from experimental plot with wild horse 
feces from proposed HWHT. June 23, 2021. Copyright by Robert Hutchison. 

 

 
 

Photo 46 (Fig. 23 in Text). Illegally shot wild horse in proposed Heber Wild Horse 
Territory, ASNF. She died an agonizing death after being shot in the rump. Criminals 

remain unpunished. January 12, 2020. Copyright by Robert Hutchison.98 

 
98 Ongoing shootings are discussed in the body of the report, see also the Time article. 



Craig C. Downer 

 

108 

 
 

Photo 47 (Fig. 24 in Text). Another illegally shot white mustang in proposed HWHT from 
January 12, 2020. This one is nosed into a bush and may have been gut shot to wander off 

far from the site of the shooting to finally die a prolonged and excruciating death.  
Copyright by Robert Hutchison. 

 

  

Photo 48 (Fig. 27 in 
Text). Two experimental 
plots, the one on the top 
with cow feces and not 
showing any plant 
seedling sprouting, the 
one on the bottom 
showing abundant plant 
seedling sprouts from 
wild horse feces. Think of 
the great contribution to 
ecosystems this proves are 
coming from the wild 
horses. Date July 3, 2021. 
Copyright by Robert 
Hutchison. 
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Photo 49 (Not in Text). Showing illegally cut and opened fence separating proposed 
HWHT and Fort Apache Indian Reservation with author pictured.  

Copyright by Robert Hutchison. Date of photo June 3, 2021. 1:07 PM. 
 

 
 

Photo 50 (Fig. 3 in Text). Of Mogollon Rim with some tall, broad Ponderosa Pines. Late 
afternoon on June 2, 2021. In ASNF in area of wild horse habitation. Note the tall grasses 

by side of road. Copyright by Craig C. Downer. 
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Photo 51 (Fig. 16 in Text): ASNF wild horses separated by a barbed wire fence.  
Near Chimney homestead and Transect 40. June 3, 2021. Copyright by Craig C. Downer. 

 

 
 

Photo 52 (Fig. 12 in Text): Handsome chestnut mustang with resplendent white blaze in 
habitat with plenty of grass and tree shelter near “Chimney” Transect 40.  

Late afternoon, June 3, 2021. Copyright by Craig C. Downer. 
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Photo 53 (Not in Text): Elegant black mustang with white socks and white star on forehead 
stands amid grassy meadow with hills and pines of the ASNF and Mogollon plateau. Note 

stumps as signs of extensive logging of ponderosa pine trees.  
June 3, 2021. Copyright by Craig C. Downer. 

 

 
 

Photo 54 (Fig. 8 in Text): Wild horses at Pierce Tank/Reservoir drink at an aluminum tank 
amid the pines. Late May, 2021. Copyright by Craig C. Downer. 
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Photo 55 (Fig. 10 in Text): Pierce “Tank”/ Reservoir gone dry. Proposed HWHT.  
Late May, 2021. Copyright by Craig C. Downer. Reports from monitors on early  

July 2022 indicated that recent heavy rainstorms in this area filled nearly all watering  
sources for the wild horses and other wildlife. 

 

 
 

Photo 56 (Fig. 11 in Text): Stalwart black stallion approaches us as if in greeting in a 
meadow area with pines. Near Transect 40 and Chimney homestead. June 3, 2021. 

Copyright by Craig C. Downer. 
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Photo 57 (Fig. 37 in Text): Black Bear (Ursus americanus) cub in pine-wooded ravine.  
June 3, 2021. Copyright by Craig C. Downer. 

 

 
 

Photo 58 (Fig. 38 in Text): Female Black Bear in ASNF with cub nearby (see 57).  
June 3, 2021. Copyright by Craig C. Downer. 
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Photo 59 (Fig. 20 in Text): Tall grass inhabited by wild horses, Transect 39.  
June 3, 2021. Copyright by Craig C. Downer. 

 
 

 
Photo 60 (Fig. 39 in Text): Five Mule Deer (Odocoileus hemionus) coexist with mustangs. June 

3, 2021 in ASNF. Copyright by Craig C. Downer. The horses complement these cloven-
hoofed ruminant deer in many ways. See report. 
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Photo 61 (Fig. 19 in Text): Transect 38 with measuring tape in meadowy draw shows 
relatively deep soil and healthy grass. Area inhabited by mustangs and Mule Deer with little 

sign of cattle. June 3, 2021. Copyright by Craig C. Downer. 
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Photo 62 (Fig. 42 in Text): Boundary fence gate with sign between ASNF and Ft. Apache 
Indian Reservation (FAIR). June 3, 2021. Copyright by Craig C. Downer. 
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Photo 63 (Fig. 9 in Text): At a dry Water “Tank” reservoir near the boundary between 
ASNF and FAIR showing an Elk who had recently become mired in mud while seeking 

water. Part of proposed HWHT. June 3, 2021. Copyright by Craig C. Downer. 
 

  

Photo 64 (Fig. 40 in Text): 
Showing recently cut boundary 
fence between ASNF and Ft. 
Apache Indian Reservation 
(FAIR). June 3, 2021.  
Copyright by Craig C. Downer. 
See Text for discussion. 
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Photo 66 (Not in Text): Showing where multiple simultaneous lightning strikes had stripped 
bark from Ponderosa Pines near edge of Mogollon Rim ASNF near cut boundary fence  

(see above photos). June 3, 2021. Copyright by Craig C. Downer. 

Photo 65 (Fig. 41 in Text): Robert 
Hutchison indicates deliberately 
cut boundary fence between ASNF 
and Ft. Apache Indian 
Reservation. June 3, 2021. 
Copyright by Craig C. Downer. 
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Photo 67 (Not in Text): Mule’s Ears (Wyethia amplexicaulis) in flower. Near watering tank, 
proposed HWHT, ASNF. June 3, 2021. Copyright by Craig C. Downer. Root is edible and 

was used as food by Native Americans. 
 

 
 

Photo 68 (Fig. 32 in Text). Giant Alligator Juniper (Juniperus deppeana) with Robert 
Hutchison. June 3, 2021. Copyright by Craig C. Downer. See Text. This is an IUCN Red 

Listed species. See Species List. 



Craig C. Downer 

 

120 

 
 

Photo 69 (Fig. 31 in Text): Giant Alligator Juniper (Juniperus deppeana) with Craig C. Downer. 
June 3, 2021. Copyright by Robert A. Hutchison. See Text. This is an IUCN Red Listed 

species. See Species List. 
 

 
 

Photo 70 (Frontispiece and Fig. 6 in Text): This elder mustang stallion is named “Wanagi,” 
Sioux for “ghost.”  He usually lives on his own and keeps in remarkably good health in spite 

of his age, estimated at over 20 years. In his life he has been a wonderful “educator” of 
many fellow wild horses here and continues to be a venerable example for horses and 
humans alike. Long may he yet survive in peace and continue to walk in beauty and in 
freedom. Photo taken near Pierce Tank. June 1, 2021. Copyright by Craig C. Downer. 
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Photo 71 (Fig. 2 in Text): View from the Rim Museum ASNF off Hwy. 260 west of Heber-
Overgaard. June 4, 2021.  “Mogollon Rim” cliffs separating the high pine forested plateau 

from the lower hotter regions of Arizona. Looking toward Four Peaks and Phoenix. This is 
a special ecosystem with many mysteries and to which the wild horses are very beneficial 

and integral. Copyright by Craig C. Downer. 
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Photos 72 and 73 (Fig.-s 28 and 29 in Text): Top photo showing profuse grass springing up 
from wild horse feces alongside no such grass springing from cattle feces. Bottom photo of 
Alligator Juniper seedling sprouting from seeds planted amid wild horse feces. This is part 
of the ongoing comparative germination experiment by Robert Hutchison of Overgaard, 

Arizona, with direction from Craig C. Downer. Nov. 1, 2021. 
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Photo 74 (Fig. 48 in Text): Family band of wild horses near the proposed HWHT on 
October 28, 2021. Good shape, Henneke 5 or 6. Contributed by local wild horse monitor. 

 

 
 

Photo 75 (Fig. 49 in Text). Large healthy bachelor band of Heber wild horses near the 
proposed Heber Wild Horse Territory. Many of these may never have their own family 

bands or be producers. October 28, 2021. Contributed by local wild horse monitor. 
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Photo 76 (Fig. 50 in Text). Close up of grazing Heber wild horses near the proposed 
HWHT. October 28, 2021. Contributed by local wild horse monitor. 

 

 
 

Photo 77 (Fig. 51 in Text): Handsome young band stallion with “hourglass” blaze feeds on 
abundant grass near the proposed HWHT. October 28, 2021. Contributed by local wild 

horse monitor. 
 


