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How Did They Get There?
Wild horses were first recorded in the Kaimanawa Ranges in the 1870s. By 1979 only 179 horses remained. 

A protected area was established for the wild herd in 1981, and horse numbers rapidly increased. They began to put 
pressure on both their environment and the health of their population. Some small musters were undertaken in the 
early 1990s to relieve pressure on high population density and ecologically sensitive areas, but it was abundantly clear 
that more drastic measures were required to ensure the longevity of both. Extensive research was undertaken by the 
Department of Conservation (DoC) to establish exactly what impact the horses were having on their environment 
and what the consequences might be for the horses. The researchers studied herd dynamics and behaviour in an effort 
to understand the best way to manage the horses with the least disturbance to their natural state. 

1997 was the year that 1100 wild horses were mustered from a population of 1700. 

Public outcry at the removal of such large numbers prompted DoC to run a series of public auctions for pre-approved 
buyers in an effort to appease those who wanted horses rehomed rather than sent directly to slaughter. These auctions 
were very successful, so DoC agreed to make horses available for purchase from future musters. 



The ‘Kaimanawa Wild Horse Management Plan’ is the document by which the wild horses are managed. 

The Department of Conservation manages the horses, but with significant input from the Kaimanawa Wild Horse 
Advisory Group (KWHAG). The KWHAG is made up of parties who have a vested interest in either the horses or 
their environment. It includes the NZ Army, RNZSPCA, local Council, KHH, Local Iwi, a DoC appointed veter-
inarian, Forest & Bird, and neighbouring land owners. Every 5 years, the management plan is reviewed, and public 
submissions sought before formulating the plan for the following 5 years. The KWHAG meet 2-3 times a year.

Why Muster?
In the 1990s horse numbers had escalated to more than 1700, and it became evident that there was a large problem. 
Not only were horses putting significant stress on their environment with overcrowding and over grazing, they were 
also over breeding, inbreeding, and were generally a very sick, weak group of animals. DoC were under pressure from 
environmental groups to remove horses from ecologically sensitive areas, and from animal welfare groups to improve 
the health of the herd.

The most immediate solution was to muster the horses and remove a significant number. They decided to reduce 
the herd to 500 horses, and monitor the impact on both the horses and their environment. Improvements to both 
were realised, but it also became apparent that this was not enough. Further reductions would be needed to have any 
significant impact on the recovery of the landscape and further improvement to the health of the wild horses. Since 
1997, the wild horse population has had a further reduction to 300 horses. This number is the lowest by which ge-
netic diversity can be maintained. Initially, horse welfare groups were opposed to such severe reductions in numbers. 
It was feared that an outbreak of an equine disease within such a small population could effectively wipe it out. While 
this concern still remains, there is no doubting the positive effects that these reductions have had. The horses’ body 
condition has noticeably improved, they are living longer, and foal mortality rates have dropped significantly. Parasite 
burdens are also in decline. 

Having removed horses from the most ecologically sensitive areas, they are no longer a threat to rare native plants, 
and the grazing land in which they are now contained is able to sustain the numbers throughout the year and 
through any exceptional weather events. The biggest downside to reducing the wild population to 300 is increased 
breeding rates. Healthier horses mean more animals of breeding age and capability, less mortality giving birth, and 
more foals surviving through to adulthood. Where breeding rates were once around 20% per annum, they’re now 
creeping up to around 26% per annum, so the herd is effectively doubling in size every 3—4 of years. In order to 
maintain the status quo, excess horses still need to be removed on a regular basis until some other means of popula-
tion control can be employed. 

What are the Alternatives to Musters?
The management and maintenance of wild horse herds around the world is varied and controversial. No one seems 
to have a solution that isn’t without some compromise. The Australians shoot their brumbys from helicopters. The 
Americans have a ‘no kill’ policy and thousands of acres of yards where mustered wild horses languish at huge expense 
to tax payers for the rest of their lives. Immuno-contraception has been used successfully to control several wild 
animal species and has been trialled for many years with horses. Unfortunately, it doesn’t work as well as hoped in 
equid populations and is still undergoing further trials and development. KHH has invested a lot of time and effort 
into exploring all possible options for immuno-contraception use in Kaimanawa horses, but it is still a long way from 
being a viable option of control at this point. Unfortunately, mustering and rehoming excess horses is still the most 
satisfactory option right now, but we haven’t given up on immuno-contraception and are constantly investigating and 
evaluating all alternatives.
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How Many Are Mustered?
Now that a limit on the horse population has been established through the management plan, and even though 
average breeding rates are known, a physical census of the horses is undertaken around April every year. A helicop-
ter flies a series of grids by GPS with trained observers on-board who count and record every horse they sight. The 
land area in which the horses reside is mapped out into different zones and the numbers of horses in each zone is 
calculated, including breaking numbers down into adults and juveniles. This allows DoC to establish which areas 
have the highest density of horses, and to target these areas for the muster. The results of the census are tabled at a 
KWHAG meeting for discussion and agreement on final numbers for the following muster. Any horses found to be 
in ‘no go’ zones (where rare plants could be threatened) are also targeted for removal. 

Once the number of horses to be removed has been agreed upon, and the areas for removal established, a muster 
can take place. These are conducted around the end of May or the beginning of June. While it might seem easier to 
muster in summer when the weather is more cooperative, and potential homes have an abundance of grass, it is not 
the best time for the horses. Mares generally foal between September and December so it is important to muster at 
a time when pregnancies are least vulnerable, and the previous year’s foals are of a suitable weaning age.

Whole family bands are removed from the selected areas. 
No horses are released from the muster yards.  

Those that are brought in, leave on trucks; either to a new home or the abattoir. 

The muster is conducted by DoC with the cooperation of the NZ Army. The muster team consists of 2 – 3 small 
helicopters, a ground team (just men on foot — no horses, motorbikes or dogs) and the presiding vet. There are 
also observers present from the RNZSPCA who ensure that appropriate animal welfare standards are maintained 
throughout the process, and a KHH representative is on hand to assist the vet with any queries they may have with 
regards to horses for home placements. A small number of media are also allowed in under Army escort for a brief 
time to film, photograph, and observe for public interest. 

Horse welfare is a key concern outlined in the Management Plan. All possible steps are undertaken to minimise 
physical and behavioural stress to the horses. Here are some examples:

• When mustering horses from long distances (20 – 30kms), helicopters allow groups of horses to rest several 
times throughout the journey while they round up others.

• The muster yards are lined with thick rubber matting to prevent injury.
• Additional visual barriers (scrim) are added to fences to prevent fence injuries and to shield horses from exces-

sive stimulation from the muster environment.
• The muster team consists of the same people who conducted the original musters in the 1990s, so they are very 

experienced and cohesive in the way they work.
• Only those directly involved in the muster process (helicopter pilots, ground team, drafters, and the vet) are 

allowed around the yards when horses are coming in. Media and observers are restricted to a ‘blind’ on the hill 
overlooking the yards where they are not in the horses’ view.

• The vet calls the shots. They control the whole muster process, and have the ultimate say on every aspect.

Page 4



What Happens At The Muster?
Mornings start with breakfast at around 6am and then a briefing with the muster team at the yards. The helicopter 
pilots check the weather and confirm the areas they are mustering before taking to the air to find the first bands of 
horses. The ground team prepare for the arrival of horses by ensuring that all people are out of sight, and the horses 
have a clear path to the yards.

The helicopters round up just a few family bands at a time, and herd them as quietly as possible all the way to the 
yards. By bringing in only a few bands at a time, it is easier to keep control of the horses and minimise stress. 

As each group comes into the yards, the ground team take over from the helicopters and push the horses into the 
drafting race. The stallions are removed and yarded first so they are less inclined to fight with each other. The foals 
are then drafted off, and then the mares are drafted and yarded too. This process carries on as long as the weather 
permits, until late afternoon. While the helicopters are away gathering horses, the veterinarian begins the arduous 
process of selecting the horses that are being rehomed and checking the overall health of the horses. Any horses who 
are very old, sick, or suffering severe injuries (rarely incurred in the muster process) are drafted out to leave on the 
abattoir truck. 

The muster usually takes two days to complete. As horses are brought in, sorted, and orders for homes fulfilled, the 
stock trucks begin arriving to take horses to KHH satellite yards around the North Island. As the DoC muster team 
wind down, the KHH muster teams kicks into action at our yards. 

What Happens At The KHH Yards?
The yards are first prepared with full water buckets and fresh hay. As each truck arrives, we establish what horses 
they are carrying (age and size), and set the drench gun at the appropriate dose rate. Each horse is then given a 
pour-on drench as they exit the truck. The horses are surprisingly relaxed and immediately begin eating their hay 
and drinking water as soon as they arrive. We try to keep drafting to a minimum at this stage as the horses have 
already had a long and stressful couple of days. The horses are left overnight to rest and recuperate while one of the 
KHH team sleeps on-site and checks the horses throughout the night. The following morning drafting begins. We 
compare our orders for horses with the horses selected by the vet and get them into the right order to load onto 
trucks. 
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Why Stock Trucks? 
There are very strict protocols that must be followed for the safe transportation of wild horses. Firstly, the type of 
stock truck used is critical. Most modern stock trucks have a metal gangway in the middle running down the full 
length of the truck. This is far too dangerous for horses as they can get trapped under the gangway, lose their footing, 
and end up trampled on the floor. Getting the right trucks is only the first challenge.

• Older horses can’t be transported in the same bay as juveniles
• Stallions can’t be transported in the same bay with mares
• Mare/foal combos usually need to be separated for transportation and reunited at their destination
• Horses need to be loaded in the order that they will be delivered to their new homes. 

Each truck has only 2 or 3 separate bays, so getting trucks loaded with all of these things in mind can often prove dif-
ficult, and requires careful planning. A schedule of deliveries is given to each truck driver so he has addresses, contact 
details, and a description of each horse for every location. 

We are very fortunate to have the support of very experienced stock cartage companies who understand our needs 
and those of the horses. Unfortunately, the muster often coincides with the dairy farmers’ “Gypsy Week” when dairy 
herds change hands and are transported all over the country. This challenges the availability of suitable trucks and 
drivers with driving hours in credit. Somehow, these companies always manage to juggle their commitments and fit 
the horses in too. For this we’re eternally grateful.

Can I Come To The Muster?
Sorry, but unless you’re part of the muster team, very few other people are permitted to attend. A limited number of 
media are allowed in and each of them are required to submit a brief, outlining why they wish to attend. KHH are 
allowed one or two representatives on–site for the purpose of liaising with the vet, and clarifying information on the 
horses that are being rehomed. Army personnel are present to supervise the people in the environment, and DoC 
personnel are present to trouble shoot and oversee the whole process.

People Equals Stress for Wild Horses
The less people present, the quieter the horses are, and the less likely they are to suffer injuries. These horses have nev-
er been confined before, so even just standing in yards can be extremely confusing and stressful for them. Combining 
this with helicopters flying overhead bringing more horses in, people walking amongst them, people above drafting 
them, and being separated from their families and put in with strange horses, it is more than a little overwhelming.

It is always a very tight timeframe for musters too, with fitting in with the weather and the schedules of all involved 
parties. By keeping to a small but very efficient team, everything runs smoothly and quickly.

Can I Come To The KHH Satellite Yards Then?
Sorry, but the same still applies. As much as we’d love to be able to utilise your experience and have you involved, 
we have to put the welfare of the horses first. Our KHH yards are generally run by 2—4 people only. These people 
have all undergone training with KHH and know exactly what to do and when to do it. Like the DoC muster team, 
our KHH yard teams have all been working together through many musters, and are able to keep stress levels to a 
minimum for the horses. KHH do recruit new team members from time to time, so keep an eye out in the KHH 
magazine for these opportunities. 



Why Can’t I Choose My Horse? 
Given the constraints of the muster process, it’s impossible to allow everyone in to choose horses. We have done 
our best to allow you to document your specific requirements on the Muster Application Form. Part of the reason 
for home checking is to establish what career you have in mind for your horse, and what type of horse will be most 
suitable. We have been given some extremely detailed wish-lists in the past, and although we can offer no guarantees 
that we can provide you with exactly what you want, we can usually get pretty close. 

Be Realistic
As keen as we are to ensure that people receive horses that are most appropriate for them, please understand that it is 
the vet who is charged with the selection process. This is a very stressful time for her with the wellbeing of up to 200 
horses and a team of people weighing heavily on her shoulders. Her main role is to assess the general health of indi-
vidual horses and the herd as whole. She should really only be deciding which individuals are fit for rehoming and 
which are not. There has been no formal agreement to select horses based on detailed orders, and we are extremely 
fortunate that the vet is so obliging. Nevertheless, it’s impossible to fully assess every individual horse on its way down 
the drafting chute. She can’t always see how straight a horse moves or even what colour its legs are. She doesn’t have 
a measuring stick and she doesn’t look at their teeth to see how old they are. All choices are made based on what she 
sees of them as they come past her in the drafting chute. All horses are drafted more than once so she does get to see 
as much as she can without overstressing the horse with additional handling. 

Why Don’t You Auction Them?
This has also been tried in the past. KHH doesn’t own land where we could house horses and auction them. We 
would need to take ALL the horses (fit to travel and suitable for rehoming) to be able to satisfy everyone’s require-
ments, and then we would be responsible for the ones that did not sell. It would still need to be pre-approved buyers 
only, and those with the biggest budgets would take all the best horses (a common complaint from previous auc-
tions). Above all else, auctions are far too stressful for the horses. Horse welfare is paramount. The current rehoming 
system may seem a bit of a gamble, but no more so than breeding horses. The anticipation and not knowing until the 
horse arrives is all part of the fun.
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www.kaimanawaheritagehorses.org 
www.facebook.com/kaimanawaheritagehorses

muster@kaimanawaheritagehorses.org
 

PO Box 133, Patumahoe 2344
Kaimanawa Heritage Horse Welfare Society Inc.
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