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It we can find a way to recharge the basalt aquifer that's more of a long-term fix’

— Rich Pullen, Umadtilla County commissioner challenger
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Taxation Department into
the digital age, a move he
claimed doubled employee
efficiency.

As he took credit for the
technological progress, he
never mentioned the name
of the department, nor the
involvement of the county’s
computer and internet tech-
nology personnel. He also
skipped the fact the change
is ongoing. Assessment and
Taxation staff is using digi-
tal and paper this year. The
department also did not get
key software for the transi-
tion until February, a couple
of months after Pullen quit
his job.

Economic development
and housing came up a few
times. Murdock said the
county helps communities
in several ways, such as the
recent economic develop-
ment grants to Stanfield or
providing technology ser-
vices to Ukiah. The county
also is contributing about
$2 million to help Hermis-
ton with the major housing
development on the town’s
north end,

Pullen said the county
should be “shepherding”
communities — working
with and providing them
resources and support they
might lack. He said the
board of commissioners
made a mistake in recent

Staff photos by E.J. Harris
Left: Umatilla County commissioner challenger Rich Pullen, left, gestures while raising a question to the audi-
ence as commissioner George Murdock looks on Wednesday at BIVICC in Hermiston.

Right: Umatilla County Commissioner George Murdock, right, addresses the moderator while talking about his
role in instigating the county charter review committee during the Hermiston Chamber of Commerce candidate
forum as challenger Rick Pullen looks on Wednesday at BIMICC in Hermiston.

years by taking on eco-
nomic development itself,
only to realize the need to
hire someone for the job.

When  the  position
became vacant about four
years ago, Commissioner
Bill Elfering and then-plan-
ning director Tamra Mab-
bott split much of the eco-
nomic development role,
which led to the creation
of a grant process for proj-
ects with tangible benefits,
such as job creation. Mab-
bott left last year, and the
county board in February
brought on a new economic
development and tourism
coordinator.

Pullen also stressed the
link between water and

economic growth, saying
Hermiston’s  construction
of a I-million-gallon water
tank isn’t enough.

“If we can find a way to
recharge the basalt aquifer
that’s more of a long-term
fix than building a water
tank,” Pullen said.

They also differed on
what the state should do
to help the county address
mental health needs.

Murdock said he is part
of the group that meets each
week to find a way to fund
a $1.1 million expansion at
the county jail to accommo-
date offenders with mental
health problems. He said the
group has identified possible
matching funds for the proj-

ect. He reiterated the notion
that the state should create a
mental health program akin
to the Community Justice
Reinvestment Act, which
allocates funds to the local
level to help keep offenders
out of prison.

Pullen said getting state
money would be an uphill
battle. Oregon State Police
is building its new crime
lab in town, he said, and the
state may not want to put
more money into to another
law enforcement project in
the county. He advocated
for a mental health crisis
center that could distribute
medication, but he said that
would be expensive.

They found the most

common ground on a ques-
tion about what changes
they would like to see to the
county charter. The county
formed a committee this
year to review the charter,
and it will present findings
in 2019. Pullen said holding
primary and general elec-
tion for the board of com-
missioners is confusing, and
with a county this size one
election would suffice.
Murdock said as com-
missioner he should not
comment on the commit-
tee’s work, but would sup-
port its recommendations.
However, he questioned
why a commissioner can-
didate who wins outright
in the May primary — as

John Shafer did this year —
should have to wait seven
months to take office.

Murdock  said  the
county is complex, and he
can implement in his sec-
ond term all he learned in
his first. He also said he
can provide stability to the
board with Shafer replacing
Commissioner Larry Giv-
ens in January and Com-
missioner Bill Elfering not
seeking another term in two
years. Of note, Givens has a
write-in campaign to keep
his job.

Pullen said his decade as
a county manager gives him
the experience to handle the
job from day one, while the
public has been paying for
Murdock’s four years of
training.

Murdock ignored the dart
and said he has been respon-
sible for the management of
the county on a daily basis.
His predecessor was Bill
Hansell of Athena, now
state senator, who held the
position for 32 years. Mur-
dock, 76, said he does not
intend to stay that long, but
he would like a second term.

At one point he claimed
to have served as chair of
the county board for three
years, but Givens held that
role in 2017.

Ballots for the election
will be mailed out Oct. 17
and must be returned by
Nov. 6.
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“It is exciting to see
these goals become a real-
ity,” she said.

Gomolski, however,
said he has been knock-
ing on doors to campaign
and no one seems to know
who Davis is despite her
two terms on the council.
He said the public needs
leadership from its council-
ors, “not just someone who
shows up to meetings.”

He also accused the city
council, including Davis, of
already having their minds
made up before meetings,
and of making decisions
“in  executive  sessions
behind closed doors.”

According to state law,
councils can meet in a pri-
vate executive session to
discuss certain sensitive
matters, such as litigation
filed against them, but “No
executive session may be
held for the purpose of tak-
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ing any final action or mak-
ing any final decision.”

Mayor David Drotz-
mann told the East Orego-
nian he was disappointed
to hear Gomolski’s accu-
sations and that he “abso-
lutely disagrees” that the
council is illegally mak-
ing decisions outside of
open meetings. He said if
someone only shows up
to a meeting once every
six months then it might
seem like a vote was “fore-
ordained,” but big deci-
sions have usually been
discussed in depth at prior
meetings and work ses-
sions open to the public
before the night they come
up for a vote.

Both candidates were
asked the same set of ques-
tions on Wednesday at the
Blue Mountain Community
College campus in Hermis-
ton, ranging from what the
city’s biggest challenge
is to what the city’s role

should be in hosting events.

Davis answered most
questions by listing past
projects the city has com-
pleted to improve livabil-
ity, including the Eastern
Oregon Trade and Event
Center, the downtown fes-
tival street and new trails
around town. She said the
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Challenger Mark Gomolski, left, listens as Hermiston
City Councilor Lori Davis speaks during the Hermiston
Chamber of Commerce candidate forum on Wednes-
day at BMCC in Hermiston.

city is working on a man-
agement plan for EOTEC
now and will be looking
next week at the results of
a public survey about the
venue. She said she would
like to see the old Carnegie
the library on Gladys Ave-
nue turned into a museum,
and supports the city’s
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goal of coming up with the
funding to build and man-
age a recreation center with
indoor pool.

She also touted the
city’s financial stability
and praised staff for work-
ing hard and “watching the
bottom dollar.”

“Hermiston is in a good
financial position and will
remain that way,” she said.

Gomolski criticized
some of the projects Davis
listed, stating that the city
should have had a plan in
place for EOTEC a long
time ago. He said the festi-
val street was a “showboat”
and the $1.5 million could
have been better spent on
updates to Main Street.

He said the city needs
to do more to reach out to
groups such as the His-
panic community and the
disabled, and to repair its
relationship with the cham-
ber of commerce.
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Both candidates were asked the same set of questions at BMCC

challenge, he said, was a
lack of workforce in fields
like electrical and plumb-
ing work, which slows
down development of
housing and other proj-
ects. Gomolski is currently
a member of the Herm-
iston School Board, and
said the city needed to do
what it could to encourage
more students to go into
the trades and to help the
school district build new
schools or expand them.

“I would like to see the
schools better helped with
bond issues,” he said.

He has lived in Hermis-
ton for the past five years,
and said he loves the city
and believes he will pro-
vide leadership beyond
showing up at meetings to
vote on what the city man-
ager wants.

Contact Jade McDowell
at  jmcdowell@eastorego-
nian.com or 541-564-4536.
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