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No limit on number of elk in Gearhart

City considers
culling options

By R.J. MARX
The Astorian

GEARHART — From
a herd of about 40 elk a
decade ago, state wildlife
biologist Paul Atwood said
the population jumped to
about 100 elk in Gearhart
just a couple of years ago.

That number is now esti-
mated at about 150 and will
exceed 200 elk in the near
future.

“I would certainly expect
local elk populations to
increase,” Atwood, of the
Oregon Department of Fish
and Wildlife, said. “There’s
not going to be a fast way
to deal with this. With more
elk comes more damage.”

Gov. Kate Brown desig-
nated the Clatsop Plains Elk
Collaborative as an Oregon
Solutions project in April
2019. She appointed War-
renton Mayor Henry Bal-
ensifer and Seaside Mayor
Jay Barber as project
co-conveners.

Oregon Solutions,
housed in the College of
Urban and Public Affairs at
Portland State University,
works across jurisdictional
lines to help solve problems
big and small.

Sticking with the status
quo, things will get worse
year after year, Manuel
Padilla, the project man-
ager, said, given the low
mortality of elk and the
lack of options to reduce the
population.

There are more elk in
Gearhart than any other
city within the project area,
Atwood said, attracted by
access to lawns, fertilized
landscapes and two golf
courses — a recipe for stel-
lar feed.

Local elk are in good
body condition and have
access to feed year-round,
Atwood said.

Healthy elk cows are

Elk grazing near playground equipment.

more likely to carry their
calf to term, he said, and
when delivered, more likely
to be in good body condi-
tion than the average calf.

With a low mortality rate
and few if any predators,
the majority of calves are
recruited into the adult pop-
ulation — meaning more
property damage, more
elk-vehicle collisions and
more unwanted elk-human
interactions.

While these are rare, Sgt.
Joe Warwick, of the Oregon
State Police Fish and Wild-
life Division, said the num-
ber is rising.

“We deal with them on
a case-by-case, individ-
ual basis,” Warwick said.
“My perspective is nothing
can outweigh the safety of
humans.”

Elk management can
also impact local first
responders.

‘I WOULD CERTAINLY
EXPECT LOCAL ELK
POPULATIONS TO INCREASE.
THERE’S NOT GOING TO BE
A FAST WAY TO DEAL WITH
THIS. WITH MORE ELK
COMES MORE DAMAGE.”’

Paul Atwood | state wildlife biologist

On Sept. 25, the Gearhart
Volunteer Fire Department
assisted state and Gear-
hart police removing an elk
stuck in the boulders of Lit-
tle Beach.

The elk had to be put
down as it had already bro-
ken two legs, Gearhart Fire
Capt. Josh Como said. Fire-
fighters assisted in recover-
ing the animal and loading it
into the state police vehicle.
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Few options

Gearhart officials rec-
ognize the need to control
the elk population. The city
banned feeding of wildlife
and has ramped up signage
and outreach to visitors.

The city could review
subdivision ordinances as
they relate to elk, or work
with partners to propose land
use changes that would alle-
viate pressure on elk habitat.
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Elk movement corridors,
highway crossings and ref-
uge areas are nonlethal ways
to provide a safe habitat
and reduce elk and human
interactions.

Trap-and-transfer plans
that would move elk out of
Gearhart to state parks or
reservations have been con-
sidered, but their cost is con-
sidered prohibitive and relo-
cation sites problematic.

Hazing methods,
designed to drive elk off
property in Gearhart, have
been shown to lead to even
more damage and risk, City
Administrator Chad Sweet
said.

Culling the herd
It is illegal to discharge
a firearm in Gearhart with-
out a permit from the police
chief, Sweet said.
But culling may be the
only option to significantly
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reduce the elk population,
the project team said in their
executive summary.

The team does not antic-
ipate their being an immedi-
ate or significant difference
in the current situation with-
out the inclusion of culling
in the project commitments.

Culling has its limita-
tions, they add, and is seen
as one part of a holistic
approach.

Padilla suggested land-
owners in more rural areas
to the north or south might
consider an arrangement to
allow hunters.

The city could also get
a permit to cull the herd
within its limits. A resolu-
tion is required by the local
governing body to formally
request a culling permit.

The Department of Fish
and Wildlife would review
a plan and, if approved,
issue a permit. The state
would then follow up with
a contractor from the U.S.
Department of Agriculture’s
wildlife services to do the
work on behalf of the city.
The contractor would work
as an agent of the city, who
would be the eventual per-
mit holder.

Based on numbers else-
where throughout the state,
as many as 50 elk could be
culled in the area annually,
Atwood said.

“The herd will grow
unless we do something
drastic,” Atwood  said.
“Maybe it’s time to have
a conversation about how
important this is to the com-
munity and what this will
mean and what we will have
to do not to make the herd
grow exponentially.”

The elk meat would go to
local food banks.

Is there a limit on how
many elk could come to
Gearhart?

“Where we’re at now
is not even close to capac-
ity,” Atwood said. “It’s not a
closed population.  wouldn’t
expect anything but the pop-
ulation to increase.”
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