
EXPLORE ACT IMPLICATIONS FOR NEW MEXICO OUTFITTERS 
 

The federal EXPLORE Act (Expanding Public Lands Outdoor Recreation  
Experiences Act) was signed into law by President Biden on January 4, 2025. It  
consolidated several bills to streamline permitting, improve accessibility, and upgrade 
infrastructure on federal lands across the United States. The Act has the expressed  
intent to “cut the administrative red tape” that makes operating on federal lands  
difficult. While the Act was signed in early 2025, here we are in May 2026, and we’re 
just beginning to hear about potential district level FS and BLM changes.  
 

This Act still needs to go to “rule making” before it applies to the district level. But  
unless changed are made between now and January 2027, the below bullet points will 
be coming soon to all federal land management agency land use permits. 
 

Expected Changes as a result of the EXPLORE Act 
• One Permit for Multiple Agencies: If a guided trip crosses boundaries between  

different federal lands (e.g., from Bureau of Land Management (BLM) land into U.S. 
Forest Service land), outfitters can now obtain a single joint permit rather than   
managing two separate ones. 

• Outfitters can perform agreed-upon trail maintenance to offset the cost of their   
annual land use fees  

• Streamlined Review Process: The Act directs agencies to eliminate duplicative      
processes and reduce the time it takes to review permit applications. 

• The act requires the BLM and Forest Service to maintain at least one public target 
shooting range in each National Forest and BLM district.  

• Will prohibit agencies from charging you fees for services provided off federal land 
(like pre-hunt lodging or transportation provided on private property).  

• Reduced Financial Burden: Eliminates certain "cost recovery" fees, making permits 
more affordable for solo guides and small outfitting shops. 

• Modernization of infrastructure and digital mapping (via the MAPLand Act) will make 
it easier for guides to identify public vs. private boundaries and access points.  

• Flexibility for Similar Activities: Guides no longer need a separate permit to add a 
similar activity to their existing offerings (e.g., adding stand-up paddleboarding to a 
kayak fishing trip).  

• The Act creates a program that allows outfitters to return "visitor-use days" they 
don’t use, making those days available for other guides to pick up so that recreation 
opportunities aren't wasted. 

• Liability Protections: It allows outfitters to use standard liability release forms with 
their clients, which can help lower their insurance costs. 

• Outfitters will no longer be penalized for under-utilizing their "use days" during bad 
seasons or due to tag availability. Long-term permit status will be protected even if 
clients don't show up.  

• Automatic Extensions: If an agency is slow to process a renewal, the existing permit 
can be extended for up to five years to ensure the outfitter can keep working while 
the paperwork clears.  

• Public Access: It codifies the "open unless closed" standard, ensuring that BLM, FS, & 
National Parks lands remain open for hunting and fishing by default. 
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GAME COMMISSION MEETING 

  May 28, 2026 - Socorro, NM 
 Approval of Turkey & Javelina Rule 

 
SAVE THE DATE!! 

2026 NMCOG SUMMER MEETING 
 Holiday Inn Express Midtown - Albuquerque, NM 
  June 19, 2026 — 9am-4pm 

GAME COMMISSION MEETING 
  June 25, 2026 - Portales, NM 

Subsequent discussion Deer, Elk, & Pronghorn 
Approval of the Exotics Rule 

 
GAME COMMISSION MEETING 

  August 21, 2026 - Las Vegas, NM 
Approval of the Bighorn & Pronghorn Rule 

 

Deer & Elk expected to be approved at November Meeting    vvvv 

DIRECTOR’S COLUMN 

     I’m a little behind in producing this “1st 
Quarter” newsletter. I try to publish these as 
close to the end of each quarter as possible 
but obviously I’m way off this time. The  
reason is, information has been changing very 
rapidly in our industry lately. On both the  
federal side and at the state level.  
     For example a previous draft of this  
newsletter had an entire article on federal 
legislation to change the Endangered Species 
Act and how that would impact the Mexican 
Wolf. Literally the next day, that bill was 
pulled from the House Floor unlikely to ever 
be seen again. Making my update of the  
legislation completely moot.  
     Same for the EXPLORE Act implications. 
Just last week the USFS decided there are  
issues in the law and they need to run  
legislative fixes prior to the Act’s required  
implementation which is January 2027. Most 
of the Act is still relevant so I decided to  
include the update. 
     At the state level, changes to the Big Game 
Rules are moving equally as fast. On the inside 
2 pages of this newsletter you will find a  
detailed explanation of the Dept.’s proposed 
changes to each of the Big Game Rules. These 
were updated as of 5/6/26. The changes (if/
when approved by the Game Commission) will 
apply to the next 4-year cycle of NM hunting 
seasons (2027-2030).   
     Please review the Rule changes carefully 
and provide public comment. Email your  
comments to each individual public comment 
portal address (in each rule header) but ALSO 
include the below Commissioner email  
addresses in your public comment. Direct to 
Commission emails are always more effective! 
 

richard.stump@dgf.nm.gov 
Fernando.Clemente@dgf.nm.gov 

Gregg.Fulfer@dgf.nm.gov 
kyle.harwood@dgf.nm.gov  
Tirzio.Lopez@dgf.nm.gov 

christopher.witt@dgf.nm.gov  
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2026 NMCOG HUNT & FISH RAFFLE 

The New Mexico Council of Outfitters and Guides is hosting our 8th  

annual Hunt & Fish Raffle. This raffle is NMCOG's primary annual  

fundraiser and we do it without having to ask for any donations from our 

outfitter members.  

 

This raffle operates as a typical 50/50 raffle. Each ticket costs $100 and we 

only sell a total of 300 tickets. Your odds in this raffle are arguably higher 

than any hunt in the NM Big Game Draw.  

 

We draw the winner during our annual NMCOG Summer Meeting. The 

winner of this raffle will receive a $15,000 cash value prize that must be 

used to purchase an outfitted hunting and/or fishing trip with any NMCOG 

member outfitter.  

 

This is a great way to support NMCOG's advocacy of the NM outfitting  

industry AND outfitters; if your client wins, they will get their trip paid for 

100% by NMCOG.  



 

PROPOSED CHANGES TO THE JAVELINA RULE - Send comments to DGF-Javelina-Rule@dgf.nm.gov 
 

• Increase licenses in OTC areas (any-legal weapon; from 1,200 to 1,300 licenses) 

• GMUs 19, 23, 24, 25, 26, 27 (bootheel) javelina licenses to include OTC areas (excluding GMU 28), making these “statewide” licenses.  

• Eliminate GMU 28 hunt of 10 licenses (only 30% of hunters show up and its logistically challenging for the military to implement)  

• Require the purchase of a license at least one day prior to hunting. 
 
PROPOSED CHANGES TO THE TURKEY RULE - Send comments to DGF-Turkey-Rule@dgf.nm.gov 
 

• Adjust hunt dates based on calendar dates  

• Increase up-to permit number from 5 to 15 for Gould’s once-in-a-lifetime hunt in GMU 26-27  

• In GMU 8, increase permits from 15 to 20 

• Require the purchase of a license at least one day prior to hunting. 
 
PROPOSED CHANGES TO THE MIGRATORY RULE - Send comments to DGF-Waterfowl@dgf.nm.gov 
 

• Changes to regular waterfowl season dates based on public comments and calendar dates  

• Increase sandhill crane permits in SW draw hunts by 18 total, to be distributed among existing hunts 

• Change Estancia Valley sandhill crane hunt from November to mid-December 
 
PROPOSED CHANGES TO THE EXOTICS RULE - Send comments to DGF-Exotics-Rule@dgf.nm.gov 
 

IBEX 

• Like bighorn sheep, shift license numbers to be “up to,” allowing the Department to adjust draw licenses annually  

• For archery, up to 40 licenses (over 2 hunt periods) 

• For F-IM, up to 40 (with 2 hunt periods)  

• For muzzleloader, up to 15  

• For youth-only, up to 5  

• Adjust season dates where necessary to maintain hunts beginning on Saturday 
 

ORYX 

• Increase the number of off-range licenses by 5% 

• For youth hunts 24 to 25 licenses  

• For regular licenses 96 to 101 licenses  

• Require a ranch registration process for OTC private land oryx licenses 

• Adjust season dates where necessary. Make hunt dates on military ranges consistent with military missions (Fort Bliss and WSMR) 

• Shift the 70 years and older hunt to allow hunters of any age to apply 

• Clarify the definition of a broken-horned oryx to ensure hunters know they can take an oryx with no horns.   
 

BARBARY SHEEP 

• In collaboration with McGregor Range (Fort Bliss) several changes are recommended:  

• Increase the 2 ES hunts (1 military and 1 civilian hunt) from 10 to 20 licenses.  

• Increase F-IM hunts by 20 (from 130 to 150) and spreading the licenses out over 1-month hunt windows.  

• Require a ranch registration process for purchase of private land Barbary sheep license.  

• Adjust season dates where necessary. Make hunt dates on military ranges consistent with military missions (Ft. Bliss, WSMR) 

• Shift start dates to maintain hunts beginning on Saturday  

• Split draw hunts in GMUs 29 & 30, maintaining the same number of total licenses 

• For hunts of 200 licenses, the split would be 75 licenses in GMU 29 and 125 in GMU 30  

• For hunts with 75 licenses, the split would be 25 licenses in GMU 29 and 50 in GMU 30 
 

PROPOSED CHANGES TO THE PRONGHORN RULE - Send comments to DGF-Pronghorn-Rule@dgf.nm.gov 
 

• Require the purchase of a license at least one day prior to hunting for hunts where published season dates are less than 6 days. 

• Require ranch registration process for purchase of private land OTC pronghorn licenses, similar to elk secondary management zones.  

• Consider a cap on private land OTC licenses.  

• Shift GMU 4/50/52 rifle hunt back to muzzleloader hunt (was changed to rifle during last rule cycle)  

• Adjust season dates where necessary. For example, shifting start dates to maintain hunts beginning on Saturday 

• Work with the military on hunts that occur on Department of Defense lands. 

• Adjust license numbers to meet management strategies and reflect changes in pronghorn herd dynamics.  

• Shift season dates in SW later to address a later breeding and fawning period.  

Points highlighted in red, if implemented, will impact each other. For example, SMZ 

private land ranches in select GMUs who now start with rifle on Oct  1st could start 

with youth muzzle loader Oct 9th. SMZ ranches in the primitive weapons units that 

currently use rifle could be restricted to muzzleloader only. If you do not agree with 

these proposals you need to email the Commission! 

 

PROPOSED CHANGES TO THE BIGHORN SHEEP RULE - Send comments to DGF-Bighorn-Rule@dgf.nm.gov  
 

• Establish Rocky Mountain bighorn hunting in GMUs 14 and 18; 

• This change would allow for private land hunting opportunities for license years 2027-2028 through 2030-2031.  

• The Dept is working with the private landowners. 

• 50% of the licenses would be allocated through the public draw and 50% would be provided to the participating landowner.  

• The Department recommends opening GMU 34 for hunting and establish hunt dates.  

• The 2018 reintroduction and subsequent translocations have resulted in older age class rams available for harvest.  

• The Department recommends making adjustments to season dates in some areas. 

• Require the purchase of a license at least one day prior to hunting. 
 
PROPOSED CHANGES TO THE DEER RULE - Send comments to DGF-Deer-Rule@dgf.nm.gov 
 

• Adjust season dates where necessary. 

• Reduce deer licenses in GMU 2B based on input received during current rule cycle  

• Designate GMU 2B as a quality hunt unit which will require significant reduction in licenses.  

• Reduce 2B by 885 deer licenses across public and private land.  

• Create a public muzzleloader deer hunt on Wildlife Management Areas in GMU 4 to coincide with the private land hunt.  

• Create a December rifle hunt for Coues white-tailed deer in GMUs 16 and 22 (20 licenses in each GMU).  

• Structure the January hunt on White Sands Missile Range (GMU 19 WSMR only) as a youth hunt.  

• Consider changing the restricted muzzleloader deer hunts (GMUs 33 and 52) to general muzzleloader deer hunts.  

• Create a separate hunt code for the Silver City Management Area antlerless archery hunt (50 licenses).  

• Require the purchase of a license at least a day prior for hunts where published season dates are less than 6 days 

• Require “ranch registration” process for OTC private-land deer licenses, similar to elk Secondary Management Zones.  

• Evaluate potential caps on private-land licenses.  
 
PROPOSED CHANGES TO THE ELK RULE - Send comments to DGF-Elk-Rule@dgf.nm.gov  
 

• Adjust season dates where necessary 

• Align most primary management zone hunts to have a muzzleloader hunt first, followed by any-legal-weapon hunts.  

• Early October hunts shift to muzzleloader to address increased male susceptibility to harvest.  

• Align hunt season start dates in GMUs containing BOTH Primary Management Zone (PMZ) & Secondary Management Zone (SMZ).  

• Example - rifle hunts on SMZ ranch hunts in GMU 34 & 36 would begin October 9th (rather than Oct. 1st) 

• Weapon type used on SMZ ranch and on public land hunts will also have to match (e.g. muzzleloader first hunt, rifle second) 

• Includes GMU 2B, 6A, 6C, 7, 9, 10, 13, 16E, 17, 21B, 22, 23, 24, 32, 34, 36, 45, 48, 49, 50, 51, & 53  

• Does NOT apply to GMU 4 

• No changes to late season SMZ hunts 

• Adjust some hunts to minimize overlap of weapons used for species hunted 

• Reduce licenses in the following herd units: Greater Gila, Jemez, Valle Vidal. 

• Slight increases in licenses on the San Juan, Northcentral, Sacramento, and Ruidoso herd units 

• Establish elk hunts in GMU 32 to address an increasing elk population in the area.  

• Designate the premium statewide elk hunt (currently ELK-1-700) as a Quality hunt.  

• Require the purchase of a license at least one day prior to hunting 

• Possible adjustment of management zone boundaries 
 
PROPOSED CHANGES TO THE HUNT CODE FORMAT  
 
 


