
CHANGE IN DEFINITION OF A LEGAL MUZZLE-LOADER  
(updated: 5/23/2022) 
 
PURPOSE 
Maintain a diverse range of hunting opportunities for big game in New Mexico.  
 
BACKGROUND 
The New Mexico Department of Game & Fish (Department) initiated specific muzzle-loader 
licenses as a unique hunting opportunity with a weapon type that had moderate success rates. 
When initially established, muzzle-loader hunts were set in more desirable seasons and more 
licenses were able to be offered because the success rate was lower than that of rifles. This lower 
success was largely a function of the inability of muzzle-loaders to shoot long-ranges. As 
technology has improved and success rates of muzzle-loader hunts sometimes rivals that of rifle 
hunts, the Department must consider whether to decrease the number of muzzle-loader licenses, 
or change the legal definition of muzzle-loading firearms.  
 
From 1988-2000 the success rates for muzzle-loader elk hunts was 17 percentage points (range: 
7-25 percentage points) lower than rifle hunts. From 2017-2021, that difference was only 2 
percentage points (range: 0-7 percentage points: see Table 1 below). 
 
PROPOSED CHANGES TO LEGAL DEFINITION OF A MUZZLE-LOADER 
Success rates of muzzle-loaders have increased considerably, and are approaching success of 
rifle hunts (Table 1). The Department is faced with a situation where some herds cannot 
biologically sustain continued harvest at these elevated rates for muzzle-loader hunts. 
To address this, the Department is proposing to change the legal definition of a muzzle-loader to 
include only those muzzle-loading firearms that do not have a scope (for all big game species) in 
order to ensure that harvest of big game species remains sustainable. This change would likely 
decrease the success rates of muzzle-loader hunts, but could ultimately mean offering sustained 
or more licenses through the draw. For example, if the target harvest in a Game Management 
Unit (GMU) is 100 elk, rifle success is 40% and muzzle-loader success without scopes is 25%, 
the Department would recommend offering 250 rifle tags or 400 muzzle-loader tags to achieve a 
harvest of 100.  
Additionally, the Department is currently recommending decreasing some licenses in order to 
ensure sustainable harvest, if this proposal moves forward, the decrease in licenses may not be as 
drastic.  
 
PUBLIC INVOLVEMENT 
If you would like to comment on this proposal, please send an email to: DGF-Elk-
Rule@state.nm.us, DGF-Deer-Rule@state.nm.us, DGF-Exotics-Rule@state.nm.us, or DGF-
Pronghorn-Rule@state.nm.us  
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Table 1: Summary of the difference in success rates by weapon type for elk hunts in New 
Mexico. The difference is calculated as: rifle success - muzzle-loader success = % difference in 
success rates. 
 

RECENT HARVEST SUCCESS  

Year 
% greater success rate of rifle 
vs. muzzle-loader hunts 

2017 +4% 
2018 +3% 
2019 0% 
2020 +2% 
2021 +1% 

    
PRIOR HARVEST SUCCESS  

Year 
% greater success rate of rifle 
vs. muzzle-loader hunts 

1988 +18% 
1989 +16% 
1990 +23% 
1991 +7% 
1992 +18% 
1993 +20% 
1994 +25% 
1995 +13% 
1996 +12% 
1997 +21% 
1998 +21% 
1999 +14% 
2000 +14% 

    
SUMMARIZED RECENT VS. PRIOR HARVEST SUCCESS 

Combined years 
% greater success rate of rifle 
vs. muzzle-loader hunts 

2017-2021 2% 
1988-2000 17% 

 


