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Introduction
Feral horses are a complex socio-ecological issue in the United States (US), Australia (AU), and New Zealand (NZ) 
(Table 1). In all three countries, native horses either went extinct ~10,000 years ago or were never present. However, 
reintroductions by colonial explorers has led to burgeoning horse populations that are threatening the ecological 
integrity of the rangelands in these countries. Management of horses in all three countries due to negative ecological 
impacts is very difficult for four social reasons: (1) the role of horses in each country’s national heritage (and in some 
cases the subsequent federal protections), (2) the intense level of emotion and public outcry against any management 
(and in some cases against specific management options), (3) the vast and harsh landscapes on which these horses 
roam are often inaccessible, and (4) the economic burden of unmanaged horses is significant (predicted to exceed $1 
billion annually in the US by 2030 unless management changes).

Objectives
My objectives were to: (1) meet with a University rep, a provincial or federal government rep, and an advocacy group 
rep in AU and NZ, (2) compare and contrast the feral horse issue in the western US (with a Wyoming focus) to 
the large and extensive feral horse population in New South Wales, AU, and to the small and confined feral horse 
population on the North Island of NZ, (3) summarize ecological concerns and unique management approaches within 
the social construct of each country, and (4) synthesize the similarities and differences for US, AU, and NZ feral horse 
management in an essay type of paper for publication.

Materials and Methods
I convened an international exchange funded through the University of Wyoming’s (UW) Agricultural Experiment 
Station through the “Global Perspectives Grants” program. The exchange allowed me to meet with University 
researchers, provincial/federal government managers, students, trainers, and advocates in AU and NZ in April of 2018. 
While in NZ I was able to attend the annual gathering and removal of Kaimanawa horses and while in AU I toured 
through Kosciuszko National Park which has a variety of ecosystems including alpine, forest, and grasslands and 
many horses (Figure 1). The field portion of this project, coupled with conversations in the US, allowed for first-hand 
assessments of horses in all three countries through conversations with > 100 individuals across countries to allow 
for the comparison and contrasting of feral horse issues in the western US (in a high-desert region with Wyoming as 
the center) to the large and extensive feral horse population in New South Wales, AU (in mountainous alpine areas) 
and to the small and confined feral horse population on the North Island of NZ (in high-elevation grassy plateaus and 
steppe-like areas). Notes from each visit quantified and qualified consistent and unique/emergent themes within the 
social construct of each country. These themes were then synthesized into broad categories of ‘Social’, ‘Horse Biology’, 
and ‘Ecological’ and stratified as consistent (i.e., identified in all three countries) or unique (i.e., identified in only one 
country). Additional data sources included field observations and archival documents.
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Results and Discussion
Eleven emergent themes were consistently identified in all three countries, including the following: strong public 
emotion about horses, politicization of management has challenged action, population growth concerns, negative 
ecological impact concerns on both plants and wildlife, agreement that horses should be treated humanely, disagreement 
as to what practices were the most humane, interest and skepticism that fertility control is feasible in the extensive 
landscapes that horses inhabit, the need for transparency across all stakeholders and management actions, compromise 
to accommodating horses and acknowledgment of social values, and recognition that collaboration is the only means 
to achieve both healthy rangelands and healthy horses. One interesting theme unique to NZ was how they empower 
advocate groups to become part of the solution by running the adoption and rehoming program. This project confirms 
that the difficulty of managing horses in these countries is attributable to social intricacies rather than biological/
ecological gaps of knowledge.
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Table 1. Comparison of free-roaming horse characteristics for Australia, New Zealand, and the USA.

Characteristic Australia New Zealand United States of America

Population estimate ~ 400,000 hd < 800 hd ~ 200,000 hd

Government Protection No Yes Yes

Oversight Variable Federal, Private Federal Government

Native? No No Yes, Extinct ~10,000 years

Introduction/ Reintroduced 1788 1814 1493
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Figure 1. (a) Kaimanawa horses (feral horses), Waiouru Army Base, North Island, New Zealand and (b) Australian brumbies in Kosciuszko 
National Park, New South Wales, Australia.
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