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BACKGROUND 

While the Wilderness Act generally prohibits permanent structures in wilderness areas, there is an 

exception for activities that are “necessary to meet the minimum requirements for the 

administration” of wilderness areas.
1
  

 

Water developments for wildlife (guzzlers) may be constructed within wilderness areas in 

accordance with the Wilderness Act. In general, this means that the guzzler should be developed for 

the purpose of maintaining or restoring wildlife populations, and should be the least impactful tool 

to get the job done. Agency regulations affirm the ability to construct guzzlers in wilderness areas, 

in accordance with the Wilderness Act.
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SPECIFIC LEGISLATION 

Several wilderness bills have included provisions 

specifically authorizing the construction of 

guzzlers in wilderness. Section 209 of the 

Lincoln County Conservation, Recreation, and 

Development Act of 2004, for example, requires 

the Secretary of the Interior to authorize wildlife 

water development projects—including 

guzzlers—in wilderness areas if they will 

promote healthy wildlife populations and the 

impacts of the developments can be reasonably 

be minimized.
3
 Similar language has been 

included in other wilderness legislation.
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Other bills have included more general authority 

to construct guzzlers. The California Desert 

Protection Act of 1994, for example, states that “management activities to maintain or restore fish 

and wildlife populations and the habitat to support such populations may be carried out within 

wilderness areas…”
5
 Other bills have included similar language.

6
 Many wilderness bills also 

specifically exclude guzzlers from the list of prohibited water developments in wilderness.
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Small wildlife guzzler in California desert wilderness 
area—one of hundreds of guzzlers authorized in 
wilderness across the west.  



 

Taken together, these bills allow for the development of wildlife guzzlers in millions of acres of 

wilderness across the west.  

 

THE KOFA DECISION 

The decision by the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals regarding an Arizona wildlife refuge has been 

misconstrued. In the case, several organizations challenged the construction of several bighorn 

sheep guzzlers in the Kofa National Wildlife Refuge wilderness.
8
 The court ruled that while 

conservation of bighorn sheep is a legitimate purpose under the Wilderness Act, the Fish and 

Wildlife Service failed to analyze why the construction of guzzlers was chosen over other, 

potentially less impactful alternatives.  

 

The court relied on the agency’s own documents to conclude that other alternatives—like reducing 

mountain lion predation or halting translocation of sheep—could conserve bighorn within the Kofa 

refuge.
9
 Because the agency failed to adequately consider these alternatives, its decision to construct 

the guzzlers was vacated.   

 

In the end, this was a procedural decision. The court did not rule that guzzlers were impermissible 

in wilderness. Instead, it merely found that the agency did not follow the proper procedures for 

approving the guzzlers in question.  

 

GUZZLERS IN WILDERNESS TODAY 

Wilderness areas afford some of the best big game habitat in America, and provide outstanding 

opportunities for hunting and other outdoor recreation. Wildlife managers have constructed and 

maintained hundreds of guzzlers within wilderness areas in accordance with the Wilderness Act. In 

one California field office, for example, the Bureau of Land Management has authorized guzzlers 

within the Chimney Peak, Domeland (2), Kiavah (16), and Owens Peak wilderness areas.
10

 In 

Nevada, a single district of the Bureau of Land Management has authorized 28 guzzlers in three 

different wilderness areas.
11

  

 

CONCLUSION  

The Wilderness Act permits the construction and maintenance of guzzlers in wilderness areas, in 

compliance with the Act and specific wilderness legislation, and federal land managers working 

closely with state wildlife managers continue to authorize the development and maintenance of 

guzzlers in wilderness areas across the west.  

 

 

 

For more information, contact Paul Spitler, paul_spitler@tws.org or 202-360-1912.  
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