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Slow and steady can win the tsunami race

oth desirable and dangerous,
Bcoastlines are a front-row seat for

the splendors, rewards and haz-
ards of the living, crashing ocean. A new
analysis of tsunami risks published last
week shouldn’t cause sleepless nights,
but should change future calculations
about how to live along the Pacific’s
interface with the land.

“New Washington state tsunami
maps show ‘shocking’ flooding,” was
the headline for the Northwest News
Network’s summary of a state agen-
cy’s latest thoughts on how Pacific and
Grays Harbor counties will be impacted
someday by a near-shore tsunami. It’s
been determined neighboring Clatsop
County confronts a similar threat.

Based on a better understanding of
how such tsunamis behave — partly
thanks to lessons from Japan’s deadly
2011 disaster — experts have for sev-
eral years been ramping up estimates of
wave heights and land slippage after a
major Cascadia Subduction Zone earth-
quake. So although “shocking” may be
an exaggeration, the report certainly is
sobering.

As an initial matter, it’s import-
ant to note something the Northwest
News Network’s report did not: That
the situation outlined in the new mod-
eling is one that’s only expected to hap-
pen about every 2,500 years. In such a
worst-case scenario, from 20 to 60 feet
of seawater will flood places like Ocean
Shores and low-elevation portions of
the Long Beach Peninsula, with about
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Police search for the remains of those who went missing in the March 11, 2011 tsunami
on the coastline in Ishinomaki, Miyagi Prefecture, northern Japan.

10 feet surging onto the eastern shores
of Willapa Bay and Grays Harbor. This
flooding would result from a 9.0 quake
and around 90 feet of pent-up slip-
page between two of earth’s massive
crustal plates, which intersect roughly
150 miles west of the mouth of the
Columbia River.

Less dire — but still serious —
coastal flooding happens somewhat
more often than 2,500 years. Most
research about past subduction zone
quakes and tsunamis has found an aver-
age interval of 500 to 530 years in this
area, but more often in the vicinity of
Coos Bay and Northern California.

The most recent local tsunami in

January 1700 was close to a worst-case
scenario, according to a 2003 study. The
triggering earthquake is believed to have
been 9.0 in strength — with a possible
range between 8.7 and 9.2. It caused 62
feet in fault slippage and involved 684
miles of the Cascadia fault zone.

All this science is still relatively new.
There are many uncertainties and vari-
ables. It is tempting to speculate that if
the 1700 event was about as bad as it
can get, perhaps coast-dwellers will be
relatively lucky with the next one. And
if estimated average intervals are close
to accurate, we might still be a couple
hundred years from the next event, of
whatever size. Considering predicted
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sea-level rise, coastal communities
may have gradually relocated to higher
ground before the next tsunami.

We can’t rely on optimistic thinking,
however. The coastal communities of
Washington and Oregon clearly should
all be planning to move schools, hos-
pitals and other critical infrastructure
out of harm’s way. Considering the life
expectancy of such physical assets, a
reasonable target date to complete such
relocations might be 2040 or so. New
housing subdivisions should only be
allowed at safe elevations. Future assets
like downtown parking structures in
beach towns should be built to survive
powerful quakes and serve as vertical
evacuation options for residents and vis-
itors. Well-engineered pedestrian path-
ways should be constructed to provide
rapid evacuation options away from the
shoreline. Food, medical supplies, tents
and other vital supplies should be pre-
staged at safe elevations.

All of this takes money and political
muscle. But slow and deliberate steps
can achieve much. We should be pro-
foundly grateful that scientists learned
of this danger and are giving us action-
able information to mitigate the risks.
Studies like the one released last month
give us a head start in winning the race
to safety.

ON THE WEB
+ Download the Washington
Department of Natural Resources study
and maps: bit.ly/new-tsunami-maps

Rec district a tough sell in Gearhart, Cannon Beach

earhart is out of the district;
G Surf Pines is in, as is Cullaby

Lake and anything north of
the Highlands in the Seaside School
District. Boundaries include residents

near the U.S. Highway 26 and U.S.

Highway 101 junction and extend past
the Oregon Route 53 junction near
Saddle Mountain Road. Cannon Beach
is out. Hamlet is in. Users come from as
far as Astoria and Nehalem, which are
out of the district.

The logic of the Sunset Empire Park
and Recreation District is a little mys-
tifying, even to those in the know. The
independent taxing district provides
fitness and commu-
nity events in its Sea-
side locations, but not
all residents enjoy their
benefits. With a rela-
tively small population
and few public recre-
ation facilities, it might
make sense to bring the
community together.

The district, formed in 1969, will cel-
ebrate its 50th anniversary next year,
Executive Director Skyler Archibald
told the Gearhart City Council in March.
The goal was to provide swim and
aquatic education to those living on
the coast and along the county’s many
waterways.

The Sunset Pool opened to fanfare in
1978. Since that time, programming has
expanded to a fitness center, community
center, senior lunch program, preschool
and playing fields, for starters. The dis-
trict employs seven full-time staff, with
an annual budget of $2.8 million.

Gearhart residents may use the pool
and facilities, but must pay out-of-dis-
trict rates.

Annexation rejected

R.J. MARX

Since the pool’s inception, efforts at
bringing Gearhart and Cannon Beach
into the rec district have been beset by
politics, disinterest or a little bit of both.

Not that residents don’t use the dis-
trict; they do. Almost 40 percent of Gear-
hart residents are members or previ-
ous members, Archibald said. About 650
Gearhart residents have signed up for dis-
trict programs since 2013, he said.

“When we do analyze our program
participants, particularly for programs
like swim lessons, preschool, after school
programming, we find that typically
around one-third of the participants are
Gearhart residents,” Archibald said this
week.

In 2009, Mary Blake, the district’s

Sunset Empire Park and Recreation District facility on Broadway.

executive director at the time, brought
an annexation proposal to the city of
Gearhart.

“I think this particular council seems
to recognizes the dynamics of Gearhart
and there are a lot of young families here,
and people who could benefit,” she said
at the time.

Blake suggested Gearhart put the
question on the fall ballot. But after
nearly an hour of discussion, members
decided the time wasn’t right.

In 2011, Blake went to Cannon Beach
with a partnership proposal. Her goal was
to bring new services to Cannon Beach:
trails in the Ecola Creek Forest Reserve,
a community garden, outdoor education
and summer camps.

The effort stalled and the measure
never made it to the ballot, recalled
Nancy McCarthy, the former editor of the
Signal and Gazette and now a member of
the Cannon Beach City Council.

City officials were “pretty noncom-
mittal” at the time, McCarthy said this
month, although the district did provide
some funding for Cannon Beach park
programs.

The Cannon Beach City Council
received a letter from Archibald in 2017
asking the council to consider a partner-
ship with the recreation district, McCa-
rthy added, but the matter has yet to be
discussed.

With board members and Archibald
considering building expansion, this
might seem a likely time to revisit the

notion of growing the rec district’s
boundaries, to expand user base, expand
recreation options and cut costs for indi-
viduals and families.

“For 40 years the district has pro-
vided an amazing facility with the Sun-
set Pool, but we’re under-serving our
need,” Archibald said. He walked Gear-
hart councilors through expansion plans,
including a second floor to the athletic
facility, with a gym and possible remod-
eling to Broadway School for fitness
programs.

Cost for the base plan is estimated at
$15 million to $18 million. Bringing the
middle school into the mix could include
a 4,000-square-foot community room,
kitchen, three preschool rooms, teen
room and outdoor courtyard, at an addi-
tional cost of between $7 million and $9
million.

Taxpayer burnout?

Archibald left Gearhart City Hall
early this month without a decision, but
the city could decide to take up the mat-
ter again.

“There would have to be a request
from (the recreation district) or some of
the councilors to begin having conversa-
tions about what that would look like,”
Gearhart City Administrator Chad Sweet
said after the March meeting. “I think it’s
a wonderful organization, but we’ve got
a lot of big projects too.”

In the meantime, Gearhart voters
are readying to finance a new firehouse,
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which could run into the millions and will
most likely be borne by taxpayer dollars.

In Cannon Beach, the fire district
opted to forgo a vote on adding two pro-
fessional firefighters. Residents are still
feeling the pinch of the 2015 school bond
and an increase in water rates.

Even in Seaside, funding for a rec
center addition faces a tough path: lodg-
ing taxes rose 2 percent to pay for
upgrades to the Seaside Civic and Con-
vention Center and taxpayers are look-
ing ahead to three years of school con-
struction. The county wants a new jail
and upgrades at the airport. The Clatsop
County Health District announced a $3
million tax levy this week, intended for
service and facility upgrades.

When she stepped down as executive
director, Blake said in 2012, the hard-
est thing about her job was dealing with
two cities and communities that are “put-
ting their taxes first and not understand-
ing that those taxes can go to the qual-
ity of life. ... Unfortunately, the people
that live in those out-of-district areas will
continue to find they have to pay more
for our services.”

Meanwhile, Archibald is holding out
hope. “I really want to see if I can help
expand the district in a positive way and
bring our services to those communities
who don’t have them.”

R.J. Marx is The Daily Astorian’s
South County reporter and editor of
the Seaside Signal and Cannon Beach
Gazette.



