RICHARD M. HANSEN

Highlight: Seasonal foods of free-roaming wild horses were deter-
mined in southern New Mexico by microhistological analyses of fecal
samples. The most important forages consumed annualily by wild horses
were Russianthistle (29%). dropseed (21%), mesquite (16%), and
Junegrass (12%). Seasonal differences in the percentages of the diets
were found for mesquite, Junegrass, and saitbush.

The number of free-roaming horses has been increasing in
the West in recent years (Cook, 1975). Wherever there is a
mandage horses on National Resource Lands it is
necessary to determine their food habits to prevent the
destruction of plant cover and to maintain maximum herbage
production.

The objective of this paper was to report the seasonal foods
of a group of free-roamine horses which lived on the W
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Sands M1ssﬂe Range in southern New Mexico.
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Methods

Collections of feral horse fecal samples were made con-

Whlte Sands M1ss1le Range in southern New Me xico. A
minimum of 50 different subsamples was collected from fresh
moist dung each month from June 1973 through May 1974.
Subsamples were composited on an equal dry weight basis into
a monthly sample. The percentages of the classified fragments
of plants in the sample were quantlfled by microhistological
procedure (Sparks and Malechek, 1968). Twenty microscope
slides were made per composited fecal sample and 20 fieids
total of 400 fields ver sample. The

total fields per sample. The
percentage of forage categories may nearly approximate the
percentage dry weights in the diet (Dearden et al., 1975; Todd
and Hansen, 1973).

A vegetalluu survey was not made. Horse
in the northeast part of the White Sands Missile Ran
Salt Creek drainage, the only permanent source of water. The
vegetation type is typical desert grassliand.

The monthly diets were averaged to obtain seasonai food
habits (summer = fall = October,
November, December; winter = January, February, March;
spring = April, May, June). Scientific names and common
names of food are used in the table.
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Results and Observations

There were 20 different genera of plants and a few
unidentified plants found in the diets of feral horses (Table 1).
Russianthistie (29%), dropseed (21%), mesquite (16%), June-

(12%), spangletop (6%), and saltbush (5%) were the

staple and most important foods. Wheatgrass and grama were
important foods only in the spring and summer. Saltbush was
eaten from fall through spring. Mesquite pods and leaves made
up 53% of the diet in September and oniy 2% (leaves) in
March Clpndprnno and Paulsen (1955) renorted that horses
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were fond of velvet mesquite beans on most southern Arizona
ranges. They believed horses may contribute to the spreading
and establishment of mesquite by eliminating seeds in their
droppings.

The horse diets in this study contained a lowe
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ses in Southern New Mexico
Table 1. Seasonal percentages of foods in diets of free-roaming horses,
White Sands Missile Range, southern New Mexico.'

Principal foods Summer Fall Winter  Spring
Russianthistle (Salsola kali) 13 31 42 28
Dropseed (Sporobolus spp.) 27 23 13 20
Mesquite (Prosopis juiifiora) 28 22 ii 4
Junegrass (Koeleria cristata) 5 6 18 19
Spangletop (Leptochloa dubia) 7 5 4 9
Saltbush (Atriplex spp.) 6 10 5
Wheatgrass (Agropyron spp.) S <1 <1 [
Grama (Bouteloua spp.) S 1 <1 3
Muhly (Muhlenbergia spp.) 6 <1 <1
Bristlegrass (Setaria macrostachya) 3 <1 1
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! Gther geéiicra oOcC ng in diets were: r1iaria,
Lycurus, Oryzopsis, Panicum, Artemisia, Lesquerella, Oenotheria,
Sphaeralcea, and a few unidentified forbs.
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horse diets from Mon tana, Idaho, Nevadﬂ Utah Wvomlng

until more information is published, the food

horses cannot be predicted for different range types.
The wild horse population on the White Sands Missile
Range was estimated to have been 150 to 200 during the
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to have originated from feral ranch horses, some still wearing
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brands. Small herds of 5 to 10 animals moved widely during
wet periods when water was available to drink in roadside
ditches and shailow depressions. During dry periods the wiid

horses concentrated near the onlv available water source an
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alkaline stream flowing from springs. The only large animals
(except humans) which occurred on the areas used by wild
horses were the coyote and the exotic Gemsboks. During the
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they appeared to ignore each other except for occasional
glances (Saiz and Decker, 1975).

Mesquite, grasses, and Russianthistle are the major foods of

both the Gemsboks and wild horses on the study area. The
wild horses did not appear t to be dncfrr\ynﬂn the range p}uuts or

causing range deterioration (Richard Saiz, personal communi-
cation). If watering places were developed, the wild horse
populatlon mlght become more w1despredd and without a
managed herd size, the wild hoises cot become Serious
competitors with Gemsbok for forage. Most of the mature
mares had colts and there was a wide range in body sizes
between the wild horses. The herd was apparently healthy and
increasing in numbers at a rapid rate.
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