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November 18, 2019  

The Honorable Richard Shelby Chairman 
U.S. Senate Committee on Appropriations Washington, DC 20510  

The Honorable Patrick Leahy Vice Chairman 
U.S. Senate Committee on Appropriations Washington, DC 20510  

The Honorable Nita Lowey Chairwoman 
U.S. House Committee on Appropriations Washington, DC 20510  

The Honorable Kay Granger Ranking Member 
U.S. House Committee on Appropriations Washington, DC 20510  

Dear Chairman Shelby, Chairwoman Lowey, Vice Chairman Leahy, and Ranking 
Member Granger:  

On behalf of Return to Freedom, Wild Horse Conservation’s esteemed Board of 
Directors, Honorary Board, Advisory Board, and supporters, we encourage additional 
funds to be allocated in FY20 for the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) Wild Horse 
and Burro Program to implement a large-scale fertility control program based on 
technologies already available, instead of resources being squandered on research into 
surgical sterilization of mares.  

We appreciate the BLM’s interest in exploring non-lethal, on-range solutions for the 
management of wild horses and burros, but we are especially concerned about the 
agency’s continued research into surgical sterilization methods like ovariectomy via 
colpotomy. Ovariectomy via colpotomy, the surgical removal of both ovaries through 
incision in the vaginal canal, comes with potential complications including hemorrhage, 
shock, post-operative colic, peritonitis, intra-abdominal adhesions, accidental trauma 
to intestine or other soft tissues, abscessation or hematoma formation at the surgery 
site, and seroma formation at or dehiscence of incisional closures.1 The procedure has 
been noted to be generally painful2 with a high frequency of perioperative 
complications – some of which can be life-threatening.3 Furthermore, care 
requirements typically followed to lower such complication rates, such as tying the 
mare for several days post-procedure to prevent eventration through the incision, will 
not be feasible in free-ranging, wild mares. As such, fatality rates may be higher than 
what has been observed in domestic mares.4  

_______________________________________________________________ 

1	Santschi	EM,	Troedsson	MHT:	How	to	perform	bilateral	ovariectomy	in	the	mare	through	two	
paramedian	incisions.	AAEP	Proceedings	47	(2001):	420-422;	Rodgerson	DH,	Belknap	JK,	Wilson	DA:	
Laparoscopic	ovariectomy	using	sequential	electrocoagulation	and	sharp	transection	of	the	equine	
mesovarium.	Vet	Surg	30	(2001):	572-579.	
2	See	https://thehorse.com/14853/ovariectomy/	
3	See	https://www.vetstream.com/treat/equis/technique/ovary-colpotomy	
4	Mare	Sterilization	Research	Environmental	Assessment,	DOI-BLM-OR-B000-2015-0055-EA,	January																		
5,	2016	(“2016	Oregon	EA”)	105.	 
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Ovariectomy via colpotomy can result in serious complications specific to pregnant mares. Effects of 
ovary removal on a pregnancy at 90-120 days are unpredictable and can include the reabsorption or 
abortion of the foal.5 Performing the procedure on mares late in gestation can be challenging due to lack 
of access to the ovaries.6 As many mares gathered from Herd Management Areas (HMAs) are pregnant 
when gathered, it makes little sense to pursue a tool that is inhumane and impractical in these on-range 
circumstances.  

In addition to the high complication rates associated with the ovariectomy via colpotomy procedure, we 
have further concerns given that there are few board-certified equine veterinarian surgeons trained in 
the procedure on domestic, let alone wild, mares. Furthermore, in the past five years, two universities 
have pulled their support for this research, and the BLM has been unable to secure additional support 
from the academic community.  

Instead of pouring resources into research of an inhumane, high-risk, inviable, and unsupported 
procedure, the BLM should focus on increased implementation of currently available, safe and humane 
fertility control. The Porcine Zona Pellucida (PZP) immunocontraceptive has a long history of field testing 
and efficacy on wild horse populations. The BLM currently uses PZP to manage wild horse populations 
on several HMAs and should continue this work by identifying other HMAs where ground darting 
programs can be used to stabilize and lower population growth rates. In addition to PZP, two long-acting 
contraceptives, PZP-227 and the USDA vaccine GonaConTM8, are available now and have been shown to 
produce 5-7 years of reduced fertility in free-roaming wild horses with one initial treatment and a single 
booster two to three years later. While in many cases, these tools will necessarily be coupled with 
removals and/or gather-treat-release strategies to achieve sufficient results to stabilize populations, 
these tools can and should be applied now on a large scale in accordance with the BLM’s Comprehensive 
Animal Welfare Program.  
As professionals and long-time supporters of Return to Freedom and wild horses, we have a vested 
interest in the wellbeing of our wilderness areas and America’s wild horses and burros and all wildlife. 
We remain concerned about the BLM’s research into surgical sterilization and we firmly believe that the 
agency must implement a large-scale program using currently available, proven and safe 
immunocontraception. The BLM should focus its efforts on scaling up the use of fertility control as a part 
of a long-term management plan in order to be able to manage wild horse and burro populations 
humanely and for the long-term. As the appropriations process moves forward, we encourage increase 
funding be given to the BLM to implement such a large-scale fertility control program using current 
technologies, instead of using resources to research surgical sterilization of mares.  
_________________________________________ 
5	2016	Oregon	EA,	pg	105.	6	Assessment	at	3.	7	Rutberg	Allen,	Grams	Kayla,	Turner	John	W.,	Hopkins	Heidi	(2017)	
Contraceptive	efficacy	of	priming	and	boosting	doses	of	controlled-release	PZP	in	wild	horses.	Wildlife	Research	44,	174-
181.	8Killian,	G.,	Thain,	D.,	Diehl,	N.	K.,	Rhyan,	J.,	and	Miller,	L.	(2008).	Four-year	contraception	rates	of	mares	treated	with	
single-injection	porcine	zona	pellucida	and	GnRH	vaccines	and	intrauterine	devices.	Wildlife	Research	35,	531–539.		

Sincerely,  

 

Neda DeMayo,  

President, Return to Freedom 
Wild Horse Conservation 
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