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Ranching at Point Reyes: 
Two Centuries of History and Challenges 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
In May 2014, the National Park Service initiated a “Ranch Comprehensive Management 
Plan/Environmental Assessment” (Ranch CMP) to address a variety of issues impacting the 
future of historic grazing and dairy operations inside Point Reyes National Seashore.  Citing in 
part Secretary of Interior Ken Salazar’s 2012 memorandum directing the Park Service “to pursue 
extending permits to the ranchers within those pastoral lands up to 20-year terms,” the scoping 
document for the EA purports to seek management guidance on a variety of issues including 
articulation of a “clear vision for ranching” at PRNS, streamlining regulatory review processes, 
and finally, addressing tule elk impacts on existing ranching operations. 
 
It is this last item, the rather clear-cut goal of addressing tule elk impacts, that belies the true 
gravity of a rapidly deteriorating situation that threatens not just two centuries of historic cattle 
and dairy operations at Point Reyes, but with it the larger agricultural fiber of Marin County. 
 The presence of tule elk at Point Reyes is the result of a series of impulsive and politically 
motivated management decisions beginning in the 1960s and carrying through to today.  Time 
and again best management practices, existing leases and assurances to seashore ranchers, and 
even the original intent of Congress, have been ignored in the face of outside political pressure 
and a desire to create what can only be described as a “Disneyland” version of Point Reyes.    
 
The pastoral landscape on display at Point Reyes National Seashore isn’t simply an anomaly on 
the heavily developed California coastline. It is the physical embodiment of centuries of 
agricultural history and culture dating all the way back to the earliest native inhabitants, who 
utilized controlled burns to improve grazing conditions - thus starting a tradition of responsible 
range management carried on to this day by the seashore ranchers at PRNS.  It represents the 
hard work of generations of cattlemen and women to cultivate and maintain one of the most 
unique and productive grazing environments in the country.  It is with this history of hard work 
in mind that one must examine the current agricultural and management conditions at Point 
Reyes National Seashore.   
 
Inevitably, the result is a series of questions: 
• What has been successful over the past two centuries? 
• Perhaps more importantly, what hasn’t been successful? (Overgrazing, poor management of 
“native” plants and animals, introduction of new plants and animals without proper study) 
• What was the original intent of elk introduction? 
• How closely do today’s conditions mirror that intent? 
• What can the range conditions at the Pierce Point Ranch and Limantour tell us about additional 
incursions of elk into the Pastoral Zone?  
• Where have previous elk management attempts failed and who is responsible? 
• Given the events to date, is the Park Service equipped to manage agricultural landscapes like 
Point Reyes?  
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EARLY HISTORY OF POINT REYES 
 
The first agricultural activity at Point Reyes came by way of the Coast Miwok Indians, who inhabited the 
area as early as 5000 years ago.  They existed for millennia on the bountiful harvest afforded them at 
Point Reyes.  Fish, shellfish, deer and elk, and wild growing vegetation like roots, berries, and acorns all 
contributed to the Miwok diet.  Over the centuries, the Miwoks learned to enhance this harvest through 
brush control and what historians believe to have been a sort of rudimentary form of range management.   
 
The Miwoks first contact with Europeans most likely came with Sir Francis Drake’s exploration of the 
area in 1579.  He is believed to have made landfall at modern day Drakes Estero and, according to John 
Hart’s recent book An Island In Time, promptly interrupted a rite honoring the dead.  By all accounts, 
these early interactions were peaceful, with the Miwoks existing as they had for two more centuries 
before all but disappearing with the founding of Spanish missions in the area around 1776 and the 
Miwoks’ subsequent integration into mission, and later ranch life. 
 
Early Owners, Evolution of the Alphabet 
Ranches, and the Beginning of Ranching 
at Point Reyes 
 
The first American settlers arrived with US 
annexation of California via the Mexican 
Cession in 1848 and the Gold Rush that 
immediately followed.  In order to keep up 
with demand for dairy in booming San 
Francisco, a prominent San Franciscan 
named Randall set about consolidating land 
on the Point Reyes Peninsula in 1852, 
quickly introducing hundreds of head of 
cattle, sheep, and goats, as well as 
managing thousands of feral cattle left over 
from the Spanish missionaries of the 
preceding decades.  This rapid expansion 
proved to be Randall’s undoing, as he lost 
the ranch to foreclosure and was shot by 
one of his creditors in 1856. 
 
Curiously, the ensuing legal wrangling over 
the Peninsula resulted not with ownership 
by Randall’s creditors, but rather the 
partners in one of their law firms - Shafter, 
Shafter, Park & Heydenfeldt. Over several 
years, the firm assembled more than 50,000 
acres, including most of the Inverness 
Ridge, Coastal Plain, and the area known 
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today as the Pastoral Zone.  By the late 1850s, Oscar and James Shafter, joined by son-in-law Charles 
Howard,  began organizing the ongoing ranching and dairy operations at Point Reyes into 30 ranches that 
could be leased to individual operators.  
 
Many of the existing dairy ranches signed leases with the new owners to continue operations on the 
Peninsula.  Beyond these leases, the Shafters also sold a large parcel at Tomales Point to Solomon Pierce, 
who proceeded to build a diary operation that reportedly rivaled the Shafters own in terms of both quality 
and output. 
 
Over the next decade the new owners subdivided their holdings several times, eventual settling on 33 
individual ranches divided amongst 6 larger tracts, each owned by one of the partners.  Twenty-six of 
these individual ranches were named for letters of the alphabet, starting with “A” closest to the Point and 
working down the alphabet to “Z”. 
 
The ranches flourished in this configuration through the rest of the 19th Century.  The advent of 
refrigeration, new diary operations with better road access in other parts of the region, damage from the 
1906 earthquake, overgrazing, and the spread of several non-native plant species across working 
grassland all contributed to a precipitous drop in profitability by the onset of the Great Depression in the 
late 1920s. 
 
Following a period of turnover fueled by real estate investors and speculators beginning in 1919, 
ownership of the individual ranches eventually landed with the contemporary tenants-turned owners-
turned tenants again by the 1930s.  Many of these families, the Mendozas, Grossis, McClures, and others, 
continue to ranch the Point Reyes peninsula today.     
 
This ownership shakeup was just in time for the opening of the Golden Gate Bridge in 1937 and with it 
the expansion of real estate development from booming San Francisco into Marin County.     
 
As a response to that development, and also spurred by a 1935 National Park Service report assessing 
potential park sites on the Pacific Coast, serious efforts were underway to protect the unique pastoral 
landscape on the Point Reyes Peninsula by the late 1930s and following World War II.  That report, Study 
of a National Seashore Recreation Area, Point Reyes Peninsula, California, advocated for a 
comprehensive preservation effort in the form of a 56,000 acre park, roughly along the boundaries set 
forth in the eventual Congressional authorization in 1962. 
 
According to An Island In Time, the first conservationists at Point Reyes were the ranchers themselves, 
beginning with the donation of Drakes Beach by a group including Joe Mendoza in 1938 and the sale of 
modern day McClure’s Beach to Marin County for $1 four years later. 
 
Next came the dedication of Tomales Bay State Park in 1952, following seven years of fundraising and 
arm-twisting by the Marin Conservation League, together with matching funds from the county Board of 
Supervisors. 
 
Thus began a decade-long struggle to create the Point Reyes National Seashore.  The original 1935 report 
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was updated in the form of a new survey titled Pacific Coast Seashore Survey Preliminary Report, Point 
Reyes Peninsula, California, Seashore Area in 1957.  This report, commissioned by NPS Director Conrad 
Wirth (who, incidentally, was the author of the original 1935 report), called for a much smaller footprint 
at Point Reyes, focusing on Tomales Point and the southern portions of the park, but largely excluding the 
existing ranching operations on the peninsula.  Even this limited proposal was poorly received by the 
locals and ranchers who feared the inevitable result, a gradual elimination of agriculture on the Point 
Reyes Peninsula either by legislation, outsider encroachment, or both. 
 
CREATION OF POINT REYES NATIONAL SEASHORE 
 
Point Reyes National Seashore was created by authorization of Congress in 1962. The legislative 
wrangling that preceded it at every level is a story unto itself.  Following US Representative Clair Engle’s 
1958 resolution calling for a report on the proposed Point Reyes National Seashore Recreation Area, 
Clem Miller, the Congressman representing California’s 1st District (at that time spanning the coast of 
California from San Francisco north to the Oregon border) introduced legislation in 1959 to create a 
national seashore at Point Reyes.  Concurrently, then Senator Clair Engle introduced an identical 
companion bill in the Senate (H.R. 8358 and S. 2428, respectively).  The original legislation was general 
in nature, proposing a seashore between 28,000 and 35,000 acres but not specifying any boundaries. 
 
Lacking local public support for the proposal, particularly from seashore ranchers and others opposed to 
Federal condemnation of active grazing land, Miller and Engle put their bills on the back-burner and set 
about building local support through a variety of methods,  including the creation of “grassroots” groups 
like the Point Reyes National Seashore Foundation.  According to Managing a Land in Motion: An 
Administrative History of Point Reyes National Seashore, a report prepared for the NPS in 2007, Miller 
was quoted at the time as saying: 

   
“It is necessary that we begin to take some steps in our office to push this 
matter if the local people are unable to or unwilling to do it.  At the same 
time, I want to retain the concept of local autonomy particularly West 
Marin local autonomy.  We want to give the impression that everything is 
emanating from there.  I am afraid, however, that McCarthy [attorney for 
the ranchers] sees through this.”   

 
Also standing in opposition to the creation of a National Seashore at Point Reyes was the Marin County 
Board of Supervisors, who voiced their disapproval repeatedly through both votes and letters to Clem 
Miller; and the West Marin Property Owners Association.  The latter was formed in 1958 by thirty-five 
West Marin ranchers in response to the perceived threat to their livelihoods from annexation into the 
proposed park. 
 
The onset of the 87th Congress in 1961 brought revised bills from Miller in the House of Representatives 
and Engle, now joined by Republican Senator Kuchel, also of California.  These updated but still identical 
bills (H.R. 2775 and S. 476) contained some important additions.  The size of the proposed park had been 
expanded to 53,000 acres (based on the recommendations of the National Park Service), and provisions 
had been added to address the concerns of local land owners and ranchers. 
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Among these provisions was the creation of a “pastoral zone” of at least 20,000 acres which would allow 
continuation of historic ranching and dairy operations within the constructs of the larger park plan.  This 
pastoral zone, along with “right of use and occupancy” language guaranteeing continued possession of 
seashore ranches by existing ranch families (as long as they continued their current grazing and dairy 
activities), and a land exchange structure allowing owners a way to exchange their property for something 
of equal value in elsewhere, all served to persuade local land owners and the Marin County Board of 
Supervisors to drop their opposition by early 1962. 
 
This paved the way for final passage in the House and Senate in the summer of 1962, with President 
Kennedy signing the Point Reyes National Seashore Authorization Act on September 13, 1962.  The final 
act authorized the Department of the Interior to spend up to $14 million to establish Point Reyes National 
Seashore.      
 
The four page authorization signed by President Kennedy - Public Law 87-657 - outlined the general 
boundaries of the intended seashore and pastoral areas, contained extensive language dealing with any 
acquisitions of property from owners wishing to sell to the Department of Interior, and specifically 
granted the Secretary authority to permit hunting and fishing, in keeping with the recreational intent as 
well as to allow ranchers to maintain their historic way of life at Point Reyes. 

 
It wasn’t until 8 years later, in 1970, that the authorization for PRNS was expanded to include the 
seashore ranches and the original spending cap for land acquisition raised from $14 million to $57 million 
using money from the relatively new Land and Water Conservation Fund.     
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The intervening years between the original authorization in 1962 and the first amendment in 1970 saw an 
agency unsure as to just what they had created at Point Reyes.  In fact, the National Park Service at this 
time was struggling nationwide to define their role in managing some of the newly created seashores, 
lakeshores, and parkways within the NPS system.  An Administrative History of Point Reyes describes the 
creation of sundry committees, commissions, bureaus, and boards charged with resolving these issues and 
charting a path forward.  Among them: 

 
- The Outdoor Recreation Resources Review Commission (ORRRC) created by President 

Eisenhower in 1958.  ORRRC produced a report in 1962 entitled Outdoor Recreation in 
America.  In it, the ORRRC called for the creation of:  

 
- The Bureau of Outdoor Recreation (BOR), an offspring of the ORRRC which 

subsequently competed with the Park Service within the Department of Interior for 
control of DOI property and budget. 

 
- The Recreation Advisory Council, another ORRRC suggestion created by President 

Kennedy in 1963 that produced “Policy Circular No. 1” later that year.  That document 
advocated greater accessibility of national recreation sites like NPS seashores for “all-
purpose recreational use”.  

 
- A special committee of the NPS Advisory Board on National Parks, Monuments, and Historic 

Sites that was directed to address calls to “reorganize” the Park Service “to make very clear the 
distinction between the traditional functions of the Service and the newer and often very 
different ones that are primarily recreation related.”   

 
The unifying characteristic of all these initiatives is that they fell by the wayside within a decade - their 
conclusions and recommendations mostly forgotten by the greater public lands community.  At places 
like Point Reyes, however, the aftereffects of this unfocused management are still being felt today. 
 
The recommendations of the special committee of the NPS Advisory Board eventually led in 1964 to a 
directive breaking park unit management into three distinct categories - natural, historic, and recreational.  
Additionally, each new category now had its own operating guidelines ostensibly tailored to the primary 
objectives of the category.  PRNS fell under the recreational area category in this new arrangement, with 
policy direction coming from the Compilation of the Administrative Policies for the National Recreation 
Areas, National Seashores, National Lakeshores, National Parkways, National Scenic Riverways 
(Recreation Area Category) of the National Park System - one of three manuals governing operation of 
the newly created categories. 
 
Of the new categories, Secretary of Interior Stewart Udall wrote:  
 

“In looking back at the legislative enactments that have shaped the National 
Park System, it is clear that the Congress has included within the growing 
System three different categories of areas—natural, historical, and 
recreational. 
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“Natural areas are the oldest category, reaching back to the establishment of 
Yellowstone National Park almost a century ago. A little later historical 
areas began to be authorized culminating in the broad charter for historical 
preservation set forth in the Historic Sites Act of 1935. In recent decades, 
with exploding population and diminishing open space, the urgent need for 
National Recreation Areas is receiving new emphasis and attention. 
 
“…a single, broad management concept encompassing these three categories 
of areas within the System is inadequate either for their proper preservation 
or for realization of their full potential for public use as embodied in the 
expressions of Congressional policy. Each of these categories requires a 
separate management concept and a separate set of management principles 
coordinated to form one organic management plan for the entire System.” 

  
The most obvious flaw in this new management plan was the issue of Congressional intent.  The 
authorizations for many of the newly created units contained language that directly contradicted 
recreational priorities envisioned by the Advisory Board.  In particular, the enabling legislation for Point 
Reyes outlines preservation, recreation, and deference to ongoing ranching activities as priorities in 
different parts of the law - a study in contradictions unto itself. 
 
These contradictions were so frustrating to park staff that, according to multiple accounts, the new 
manuals were largely ignored by the early 1970s, aided by the General Authorities Act of 1970 which 
reestablished the idea of a common thread running through all units of the National Park Service, 
regardless of their disparate original intent.  In other words, NPS quickly decided that it was easier to 
tailor units to fit a common theme that it was to operate unique areas like Point Reyes in a site-specific 
manner. 
 
On a National level, the Park Service would revise it’s management policies several more times during 
the 1970s, each time wrestling with the question of how to manage resources that didn't fit into the 
traditional idea of a “national park”.  This identity crisis was particularly detrimental to PRNS since it 
coincided with the seashore’s formative years.  Much of the park service’s original management and 
master planning took place in an environment where national park management policy was changing 
year-to-year. 
 
SHIFTING PRIORITIES 
 
By 1975, Point Reyes National Seashore, benefiting from an increased Congressional authorization (from 
the original $14 million in 1962 to $57 million in 1970) had acquired all 17 of the outstanding seashore 
ranches and were hard at work on a general management plan for the unit (the first iteration of which was 
published in 1972 although the current version wasn’t published until 1980).  Around this same time, the 
recreational-area approach to management of PRNS and the subsequent heavy public use it spurred led to 
calls from the environmental community for better protection of the seashore’s natural resources. 
 
A multitude of environmental and conservation organizations either formed or increased their 
involvement during this period.  These included the Sierra Club, Audubon, the Marin Conservation 
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League (which had been involved in the creation of the original state park that preceded PRNS), the 
Environmental Action Committee of West Marin, and the Save Our Seashore” campaign. 
 
Almost immediately, these environmental groups opposed the hunting and fishing activities promised by 
Congress in creating PRNS.  They argued that hunting in the seashore would be dangerous and 
detrimental to the visitor experience, despite Clem Miller’s explanation a decade earlier that “The 
national seashores are not national parks - a wider range of outdoor recreational activities will be 
permitted…”.   Miller and others maintained that irrespective of this intent, the locals in greater Marin 
County were generally opposed to hunting at the new seashore.  This opposition did not extend to the 
ranchers, who had incorporated hunting as a way of life for generations at Point Reyes. 
 
Even as PRNS instituted a total ban on hunting at the behest of local environmental groups in 1971, 
Superintendent John Sansing indicated his intent to study the need to retain hunting as an option for 
control of some wildlife populations, particularly deer.   
 
This ban represented one of the early breaches of trust between the seashore ranchers and park service 
management.  Critical to their inducement to sell (under threat of condemnation) long-held ranches to the 
Department of the Interior was the promise that the ranchers would maintain the right of “use and 
occupancy” under their new lease agreements.  Sansing acknowledged as much by granting temporary 
exceptions to the hunting ban in multiple cases following the decision.  Regardless, the foreshadowing 
was unmistakable that historic ranching at Point Reyes would have to be defended at every turn if it were 
to survive.  
 
A NEW DIRECTION AND NEW SPECIES 
 

“Although the final land purchases and formal National Park Service 
establishment of Point Reyes National Seashore in 1972 had “completed” the 
park by defining its geographic boundaries, the process of redefining the 
function and meaning of the peninsula’s natural, cultural, and human 
resources continued over the next three decades of PRNS history.” 

  
- Managing a Land in Motion: An Administrative History of Point Reyes National 
Seashore (Paul Sadin, Historical Research Associates, Inc. 2007) 

 
Spurred on by the successful derailing of an ill-conceived development scheme within the seashore, left 
with an extensive local network of activists and organizations, and blessed with inconsistent and scattered 
NPS management, the environmental community in Marin County set about remaking Point Reyes 
National Seashore in its own image during the mid-1970s. 
 
Contributing to this leadership vacuum, 1974 brought yet another failed management concept to Point 
Reyes.  In an effort to more effectively deal with the competing resources and interests of the agency in 
the San Francisco Bay area, NPS attempted to reorganized Golden Gate National Recreation Area 
(GGNRA), Muir Woods, PRNS, and other areas into a single administrative unit.  This arrangement 
proved wholly unsuccessful and was abandoned within a few years of its implementation.   
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It was during this period that the idea of reintroducing historically native tule elk first surfaced.  As 
impossible as it sounds, on-going general management planning discussions simultaneously entertained 
both the need to control overpopulated deer and the desire to introduce the long-absent elk species into 
the already crowded and conflicted recreation area/seashore/historical site. 
 
This lack of a cohesive approach to resource management led to the 1976 publication of a Natural 
Resources Management Plan and Environmental Assessment to deal with a variety of pressing issues 
inside the seashore.  Among them grassland management, control of exotic plants, fire management, 
maintenance of exotic deer populations, control of dogs and cats, stocking of fish, dam removal, 
backcountry use, and reintroduction of tule elk.  It is important to keep in mind that at this time, PRNS 
staff was still mid-way through formulation of a comprehensive general management plan (GMP) for the 
seashore, which would not be completed and published until 1980. 
 
As with many aspects of the Point Reyes story, the formulation of the 1980 GMP is a story unto itself.  
With the onset of NEPA (the National Environmental Policy Act) in 1969, Point Reyes became an early 
test case of the public participation requirements built into the new law.  Environmental groups, 
emboldened by their recent successes, took the opportunity to submit their own complete general 
management plans, rather than simply contributing or commenting on the park service’s efforts.   
 
One of their chief objectives was the establishment of a “wilderness” designation (as defined in the 1964 
Wilderness Act) over the majority of land inside PRNS.  This push resulted in Public Law 94-544 in 1976 
designating some 25,000 acres of PRNS as wilderness and an additional 8,000 as “potential” wilderness - 
and helping to cast the organization of PRNS as it exists to this day.  It should be noted that this 
wilderness was pushed through prior to the completion of the 1980 General Management Plan, 
effectively circumventing the new public participation requirements of NEPA.  Instead, the wilderness 
was simply part of PRNS by the time the GMP was published four years later.     
 
TULE ELK INTRODUCTION 
 
The establishment of the Phillip Burton Wilderness Area, as it was named in 1984, paved the way for one 
of the key items on the environmentalists agenda at Point Reyes to come to fruition - the reintroduction of 
tule elk.   
 
One of the last ranch acquisitions completed at PRNS was the Pierce Point Ranch on Tomales Point in 
1973.  In the eyes of the Park Service and wilderness advocates, Tomales Point, with its expansive vistas 
and commanding views of the Pacific featured prominently in the new proposed wilderness area.  The 
fact that it was being actively grazed as part of the Congressionally established Pastoral Zone was of little 
concern, and following its purchase, PRNS immediately embarked on the eviction of the resident rancher, 
Merv McDonald, who’s family had been ranching at Point Reyes since the 1880s and at Pierce Point 
since 1966. 
 
Evidence of this intent comes in the form of a 1974 letter addressed to Superintendent Sansing from the 
California Department of Fish and Game.  The letter discusses a previously executed Memorandum of 
Understanding between NPS and CDFG regarding the elk, and goes on to discuss the specifics of erecting 
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a fence across Tomales Point to create a proper enclosure to “prevent them from spreading to adjoining 
areas where they could cause depredation problems.”  It should be noted that this letter, as well as the 
MOU that it references, come a full two years before the 1976 congressional directive to use federal lands 
to protect tule elk in California.  
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In the five years following the purchase of the Pierce Point Ranch the Park Service made ranching 
operations at Pierce Point increasingly difficult for McDonald, their efforts made much easier with the 
inclusion of Pierce Point Ranch and all of Tomales Point in the 1975 wilderness designation.  Clearing 
that legislative hurdle allowed PRNS to restrict the use of motorized vehicles, terminate electrical service 
to essential water pumps, prevent routine road grading, and hamper essential fence repair.  The McDonald 
family fought the eviction until 1978, operating under a series of two year special use permits while 
attempting to work with the Park Service to find a suitable and affordable place to relocate outside the 
seashore.  Amazingly, that search took the McDonalds as far away as Australia, to no avail. 
 
The family was permanently evicted in 1979, but not before suffering the final indignity of watching the 
new tenants of Pierce Point, 10 tule elk from an existing herd on the San Luis National Wildlife Refuge in 
Southern California, released into a temporary enclosure on the ranch.  In fact, Merv McDonald states 
that he was asked to help care for the new arrivals in his last months there and recalls one particular 
female that was sick with diarrhea (a telltale symptom of Johne’s Disease) that subsequently died in the 
enclosure, one of several to die from illness in the years immediately following introduction. 
 
HISTORY OF TULE ELK IN CALIFORNIA 
 
In 1998, the NPS completed an Environmental Assessment (EA) of elk management activities at PRNS 
(which will be discussed later in this report) following the guidelines of the National Environmental 
Policy Act (NEPA).  That EA describes Tule Elk thusly: 
 

Tule elk females, or cows, give birth in the late spring and early summer 
from April through June usually to a single calf, and rarely twins. Weighing 
around 30 pounds at birth, the newborn calf was conceived some eight months 
earlier during the last summer's rutting season. The ratio of male to female 
calves at birth is 50:50, but this changes over their adult life, usually with 
females living longer than males.  

Tule elk young grow rapidly, reach sexual maturity at 18 months of age, 
and eventually grow to some 300-500 pounds, with males being 50-100 pounds 
heavier on average than females.  

Males at 1.5 years of age develop short (about one foot), straight antlers 
and are known as "spike bulls." As they age, the antlers rapidly become larger 
with four or five points that may weight up to 40 pounds. The antlers begin 
growing in the late winter shortly after being cast off. Covered with tissue or 
''velvet'' during the growth period, the velvet covering dries out and is shed to 
reveal the completed antler. This nutritionally demanding annual 
accomplishment compounds the biological cost of reproduction for the male.  

Tule elk breed in a polygamous mating system where males compete 
during the rut or breeding season for dominance. The result is that the dominant 
bull mates with many females, accomplished through forming harems. Thus, only 
15-25% of males breed compared with 90% of females. At Point Reyes the 
rutting season is usually in the late summer in July through September. Bulls 
establish a dominance hierarchy through rutting behavior that includes 
vocalizations such as "bugling," various body postures and threats, and the 
dramatic fights that can result from head butting and antler charging. While 
most of these behaviors result in no harm to competing males, injuries can 
sometimes occur. Most dominant bulls are in the range of 4-8 years old, but this 



14 

 

varies' a great deal depending upon the age structure of the herd. The dominant 
bulls herd and defend females, which form a reproductive herd or "harem." The 
lead bull will go a month with little food to keep out competitors and breed with 
the females when they enter reproductive readiness or "estrus."  

Tule elk are considered mixed grazers and browsers, meaning they feed 
on both ground-level herbs and grasses and on woody shrubs and trees. At Point 
Reyes elk eat a wide variety of plants including various grasses, coyote bush, 
willow, bush lupine, plantain, and miner's lettuce. As ruminants, their multi-
chambered stomach is ideal for breaking down plant cellulose through bacterial 
action. Each animal consumes some 2 to 3 pounds of vegetation per 100 pounds 
body weight each day depending on nutritional content of the food.  Thus, a 450-
pound bull might eat 10 to 15 pounds of forage daily. Tule elk require 3-10 acres 
of habitat per animal, but this figure is very inexact due to the differences in 
productivity of different soils, climates, vegetation, communities, and numerous 
other factors.  

Tule elk have few remaining predators at Point Reyes at this time. 
originally black and grizzly bears, mountain lions, and coyotes would have taken 
their toll, especially on the newborn and young, along with the older infirm 
animals. Today, coyotes occur on the Tomales Point elk range and mountain 
lions have occasionally been spotted a few miles away. Should tule elk be 
allowed to expand their range in the Seashore, they will likely come into regular 
contact with these predators.  

Life expectancy for tule elk is generally considered to be 8-12 years once 
they reach adulthood, but individuals can live much older than this. In 1998 one 
of the original animals, introduced in 1978, mown locally as "old cow," died at 
an age of at least 21 years.  

 
Once abundant in California, tule elk populations dwindled in the 1800s, dropping from 500,000 head in 
1850 to a low-point of around 30 animals by 1874, primarily due to over-hunting and conversion of 
habitat to agricultural land.  Decades of effort to restore the population resulted in a herd numbering 
several hundred by the 1940s.   
 
In the 1970s, both the State of California (1971) and the Federal government (1976) passed legislation 
dealing with tule elk recovery.  Both set 2000 animals as a sustainable state-wide population goal.  The 
Congressional resolution went so far as to direct Federal agencies to make land available for species 
preservation.  In the wake of these two bills an interagency task force was established to determine the 
best place to establish new herds in California.  The task force was made up of representatives from the 
National Park Service, BLM, Department of Defense, California Fish and Game as well as Parks and 
Recreation, and the US Forest Service.   
 
Beyond Point Reyes, the findings of that task force led to the establishment of herds on military 
reservations, federal, and state lands around California.  That action led to a 1986 tule elk population in 
California numbering more than 2000 individuals in 22 herds throughout the state, thus achieving the goal 
originally put in place by the task force. 
 
It should be pointed out that, despite the tremendous management instability and shifting priorities at 
PRNS during the 1970s, an Operations Evaluation in 1972 labeled tule elk reintroduction as a “pressing 
issue.”  This is astonishing considering the circumstances, and speaks to the larger historical management 
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issues at PRNS, particularly with regard to prioritization and best management practices. 
 
GROWTH AND EXPANSION OF THE POINT REYES HERD 
 
Following the eviction of the McDonald family and the introduction of 10 tule elk to Tomales Point in 
1979, a permanent enclosure was erected in the form of a 3-mile long fence between Tomales Bay and the 
Pacific Ocean creating a 2600 acre area for the elk to roam without interfering with ongoing ranching 
operations.   

 
The optimal carrying capacity for the Tomales Point enclosure was identified in a 1986 study by Pete 
Gogan at UC Berkley as 140 animals.  This number and Gogan’s study are referenced in the historical 
portion of the 1998 Elk Management Plan as well.  In his study, Gogan estimated that “once the elk 
reached that level, the population would naturally stabilize.” 
 
In reality, the opposite occurred.  After struggling for the first several years in the enclosure, primarily 
due to persistent drought conditions and disease issues, elk numbers exploded through the 1980s and 
1990s.  A 1994 elk census counted 254 individuals at Tomales Point, and another in 1996 pegged the 
population at 380 individuals - 240 more than the estimated carrying capacity of 140 outlined in 1986 and 
30 more than a subsequent study conducted by a panel of scientists in the early 1990s that concluded there 
was enough feed at Tomales Point to carry 350 individuals.  Regardless of the estimate used, it is clear 
that by the mid-1990s the elk herd at Point Reyes had outgrown its 2600 acre enclosure and was not 
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stabilizing as predicted.   
 
The first attempt at a public process 
to deal with the growing elk issue 
was a 1992 Environmental 
Assessment titled Control of Tule Elk 
Population at Point Reyes National 
Seashore.  This EA identified five 
alternatives including removal of the 
Tomales Point fence, creation of 
additional fenced areas, relocation 
outside the seashore, and managed 
hunting of excess population. 
 
Despite the pressing need to deal 
with the issue at that time, the 1992 
EA was “withdrawn from the 
approval process” by NPS.  
Interestingly, and foreshadowing the 
Park Service’s disregard for NEPA 
compliance on future issues, 
Appendix B of the 1998 Elk 
Management Plan states that despite 
the abandonment of the process in 
1992, PRNS used the draft 
assessment and public response to 
help formulate policy and direct strategies for tule elk at Point Reyes.   
 
In May of 1997 PRNS explored numerous options for controlling the surging elk population at the 
seashore.  Among them, immuno-contraception, chemical sterilization, relocating “surplus” elk to other 
wilderness areas in the seashore, and the culling of excess population through hunting by park rangers.  
These discussions, along with a “bumper crop” of 100 calves the previous summer, led to PRNS 
undertaking a new Environmental Assessment to formulate an Elk Management Plan, which was 
published in 1998. 
 
The 1998 Elk Management Plan weighed a variety of options for dealing with the exploding elk 
population at Point Reyes.  Conceding a current population of 465 individuals at the time of the report, 
already far in excess of even the most generous estimations of carry capacity at Tomales Point, the EA 
identified only four alternatives this time.  Conspicuously absent was the public hunting alternative 
present in the 1992 report.  No explanation was given as to why this option, which is used in various 
forms throughout the National Park Service and was included only six years prior, was not deemed 
worthy of inclusion in the 1998 EA.  Given the history of administrative decision-making at PRNS, the 
logical conclusion is that political pressure once again took precedence over sound science and best 
management practices.  Regardless, the new more politically palatable Environmental Assessment was 
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published with a Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSI) in July of 1998, meaning that PRNS was now 
free to pursue Alternative A, “Manage Elk using Relocations and Scientific Techniques”.    
 
The specifics of implementing Alternative A are outlined in the report itself, including a summary of 
proposed actions, broken into Interim/Short-term and Long-term action categories. 
 
Interim or short-term actions: 
1.  Maintain elk fence on Tomales 

Point Range. 
2. Continue monitoring tule elk and 

their environment. 
3. Continue PZP 

immunocontraception tests on elk. 
4. Continue research efforts into tule 

elk ecology, including methods to 
alter elk population size where 
necessary. 

5. Set interim management limit for 
Point Reyes tule elk population at 
600-800 animals, with Tomales 
Point set at 350-450 and Limantour 
set at 250-350. 

6. Establish thresholds for tule elk, 
vegetation, and other resource 
indicators to replace interim 
management limits. 

7. Conduct a Risk Assessment 
Analysis to address Johne’s 
Disease transmission. 

8. Establish a free-ranging herd within 
18,000 acres by relocating 35-70 
animals to the Limantour area.  
Work to ensure only Johne’s free 
animals are relocated. 

9. Work to ensure public safety; 
reduce consequences to neighbors 
of free-ranging elk. 

10. Work with other agencies to relocate 35-70 animals elsewhere in the State in the historic tule elk 
range in cooperation with the State of California. 

 
Long-term actions: 
1.  Manage free-ranging herds using minimal intrusion to achieve viable management limits as part of 

dynamic ecosystem processes. 
2. Adaptively manage the herd, revising this plan as necessary to best fit new situation and information. 
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Absent from either this list or the FONSI is any mention of managing threats to ongoing ranching 
operations - a topic addressed repeatedly in other parts of the report.  Specifically in a matrix of 
environmental consequences for Alternative A that lists Cultural Resources and Ranching as potentially 
affected resources.  The matrix cites concerns that large elk herds would “constitute visual intrusion on 
cultural landscape as they would not have been present during ranching period” as well as the enhanced 
risk that “free ranging herds may expand into territory adjacent to agricultural lands and possibly come 
into conflict with cattle.” 
 
No explanation is provided as to why PRNS chose not to provide mitigation options to deal with these 
specific impacts, although the broader prescription for the management of herd, including capture, 
relocation, and culling if necessary, should all logically apply to the seashore ranches in the same manner 
as other impacted resources. 
 
IMPLEMENTATION OF THE ELK MANAGEMENT PLAN 
 
Almost immediately following the publication of the Elk Management Plan and FONSI in July of 1998, 
PRNS staff moved to 
relocate some of the 
overflowing elk population at 
Tomales Point (estimated to 
be 550 individuals by that 
summer) to the Limantour 
area as prescribed in the EA.  
Over the course of the next 
year, 27 elk were relocated 
by helicopter to a temporary 
enclosure in the Limantour 
area and, in June of 1999, 
released from the enclosure 
into the Phillip Burton 
Wilderness. 
 
Also of note during the 
summer of 1999 was the 
termination of ranching 
operations at the “D” Ranch 
following the untimely death 
of the matriarch of the 
Horick family, who’s heirs 
were denied the right to 
continue leasing the ranch by 
PRNS.  As in many other 
irregular management 
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situations at Point Reyes, no explanation was given as to why the Park Service refused to allow the heirs 
to continue the terms of the existing lease or sign a new one.  Like Merv McDonald two decades earlier, 
the Horicks were evicted from the “D” Ranch and the ranch was “decommissioned” despite its location 
squarely in the middle of the Pastoral Zone. 
 
It is around this same time that contemporaneous accounts describe the appearance of a rogue bull on 
several occasions at the “L” Ranch.  Seashore ranchers say that PRNS removed the bull twice before 
finally electing to shoot the animal once it became apparent that it would continue to travel outside the 
designated elk habitat of the Phillip Burton Wilderness.  This action is consistent with other accounts of 
PRNS officials complying with their own management plan during this time, at times relocating herds of 
up to 40 individuals at a time and utilizing fertility control methods to control herd size.   
 
THE ELK LEARN TO SWIM    
 
In the Summer of 2000, seashore ranchers observed two cow elk near Drakes Beach in the Pastoral Zone.  
This was a highly unusual development considering the geographic location of Drakes Beach relative to 
the designated elk range in the Limantour area.  Put simply, the two areas are separated geographically by 
the relatively wide waters of Drakes Estero.  By that Fall two more appeared, this time a bull and a cow, 
and this time each was wearing a GPS tracking collar.  The Park Service contends that the elk must have 
“travelled across Drakes Estero” which in more practical terms means that they swam. 
 
It must be mentioned here that seashore ranchers insist that none of them have ever seen elk swim, and 
certainly not across the fairly wide expanse of Drakes Estero.  Further, one of the ranchers recalls seeing 

an unmarked truck and stock 
trailer operating after sundown 
near Drakes Beach immediately 
prior to the appearance of the 
second,  collared pair in the 
Fall of 2000. 
 
The Park Service has no 
explanation for this, adhering 
instead to the idea that on 
multiple occasions elk from the 
Phillip Burton Wilderness Area 
swam across Drakes Estero to 
graze on the recently 
“decommissioned” “D” Ranch.   

 
However the elk made the journey from their designated range into the Pastoral Zone, the Park Service 
chose not to adhere to the recently completed Elk Management Plan or deal with the incursion in any 
way.  Instead, the elk were allowed to remain on the “D” Ranch to graze, multiply, and establish a third 
herd at Point Reyes, in direct conflict with the two year old management plan that clearly stated on page 
46 under the heading “Relocation to Limantour” that “The Seashore will not attempt to establish new 
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herds that require permanently fenced, restricted ranges.”   
 
According to Paul Sadin’s An Administrative History of Point Reyes National Seashore, “By 2001, a herd 
of thirty elk, including six calves born that spring roamed freely, closely monitored by park staff by 
means of radio transmitter collars attached to each animal.  
 
TULE ELK AT POINT REYES TODAY 
 
The current tule elk herd at PRNS exists in three areas of the Seashore.  The largest herd resides within 
the boundaries of the original Pierce Point Ranch at Tomales Point.  This herd was in excess of 500 
animals just a few years ago, but there are reports that 100 or more have died in the past 1-2 years, 
ostensibly from Wastings Disease, although a simple visual examination of the range conditions at 

Tomales Point highlights the inadequate volume of 
feed available to support the herd at its present size.  
Despite pronouncements in the 1998 Elk 
Management Plan and elsewhere that grasslands 
have actually improved with the decades of elk 
grazing, the conditions inside the 2600 acre area 
today stand in stark contrast.  The picture at left was 
taken in March of 2014 and highlights the dramatic 
difference in available feed and scrub brush along 
the 3 mile fence separating Tomales Point from the 
Pastoral Zone. 

 
The second herd, established through transplant of 28 animals from Tomales Point to Limintour, numbers 
around 70 animals.  Experiencing a degradation of conditions an lack of feed similar to the Tomales Point 
herd, the Limantour group makes daily incursions onto the Home Ranch, where dozens of elk, including a 
band of bachelor bulls, can be found routinely routinely grazing on grassland leased for cattle grazing.  
The pictures below were taken during a tour of the Home Ranch in March of 2014.   
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Again, it is hard to ignore the striking 
difference in available feed between the 
managed grazing land and the designated elk 
habitat in the Phillip Burton Wilderness Area 
- beginning just beyond the fence line in the 
pictures shown here.   
 
These daily incursions are more than a simple 
nuisance for affected seashore ranchers.  
Adult tule elk, as described earlier in this 
report, can consume “10 to 15 pounds of 
forage daily” and “require 3-10 acres of 

habitat per animal.”  Dozens of elk consuming feed at that rate can severely impact grazing conditions 
and pasture rotation schedules.     
 
In addition to the challenges at the Home Ranch it is perhaps the unsanctioned herd residing on the former 
“D” Ranch that is the source of greatest consternation to the agricultural community at Point Reyes and in 
Marin County.  Now in excess of 80 animals, Park staff has essentially appropriated the “D” Ranch for 
their care, feeding, and watering, going so far as to drain wetlands adjacent to Drakes Beach to create 
stock water tanks exclusively for their use.   
  
The lessees of the adjacent “C” Ranch have suffered tremendous loss of grassland and damage to pastures 
and fencing due to the unsanctioned elk that PRNS allows to remain in the Pastoral Zone.   
 
The below pictures, taken in the Spring of 2014, partially convey the impact on their operations and 
explain the threat to their continued organic certification.  Once again, the condition of the grassland in 
the grazed areas as compared to those left unmanaged speak volumes about the importance of continued 
beef and dairy operations at the seashore. 
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The fence lines shown here divide pastures on the “C” Ranch from the neighboring “D” Ranch.  In an 
effort to placate the ranchers, PRNS staff have begun “hazing” the elk back onto their makeshift range on 
the “D” Ranch whenever complaints are received.  The result of that “hazing,” an absurd management 
strategy on its own, can be seen in the pictures of trampled fence lines and wide game trails traversing the 
Spalettas' pastures. 
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In all, 11 leased, working ranches at the seashore are currently impacted by free ranging tule elk either 
from the Limantour or the “D” Ranch - including the A, B, C, D, E, H, M, N, and Home ranches.  These 
impacted ranchers have found it virtually impossible to responsibly manage and maintain their pastures in 
the face of routine incursions from dozens of wayward elk.  Further, there is a direct financial impact as 
well.  The more grass eaten by the elk, the more supplemental feed must be purchased and fed to maintain 
a productive dairy or ensure adequate weight gain in beef cattle.  Over the past year, seashore ranchers 
have paid an average of $270 per ton of conventional hay and $390 per ton for organic hay - essential to 
maintaining organic certification.   
 
Ironically, the elk herd’s consumption of leased pasture grass also puts the ranchers at risk of violating 
(through no fault of their own) the PRNS grazing standard of 1200lbs of residual dry matter left on 
pastures prior to the rainy season. 

 
CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
Put simply, the situation at Point Reyes has become critical.  Inconsistent management policies, 
indecision as to the purpose of the unit, and an unwillingness to deploy best management practices in the 
face of outside political pressure have all led to a climate that could mean the end of two centuries of 
historic ranching activity at PRNS. 
 
Corrective action must be taken immediately to ensure preservation of the very cultural and historical 
resources that Congress intended when they created the Seashore in 1962.  To that end, the following 
actions should be taken immediately, and further should require no administrative action on behalf of 
PRNS other than basic adherence to existing policy and precedent. 
 
1) Remove all elk from the Pastoral Zone and return them to their designated range in the Phillip  
 Burton Wilderness Area as prescribed in the existing 1998 Elk Management Plan. 
 
2) Bolster fence lines separating the Wilderness from existing historic ranches to more effectively  
 contain the elk and prevent future incursions.  
 
Responsibly manage herds in the Tomales Point and Limantour Wilderness Areas to ensure that the elk 
do not attempt to leave in search of feed.  Responsible management should include methods routinely 
used throughout the National Park System for controlling game populations, including culling.  An 
examination of methods at other parks reveals the following: 

• At Sleeping Bear Dunes National Lakeshore, NPS uses deer hunting (no bag limit, total of 3551 
deer harvested between 1984-2011) 

“In 1926 four male and five female deer were introduced to the island with the hope that 
they would multiply to a number large enough for hunting. Since then the deer population 
has grown significantly due to lack of predation and artificial winter feeding supported 
for many years by the previous island owners. By 1981 there were an estimated 2,000 
deer on the island. The island vegetation could not sustain such a large herd, so many 
deer starved. The surviving deer over browsed the island, eating all of the Yew and young 
Maple trees. Through reduction of the deer herd by hunting, the vegetation has recovered 
to some extent. Hunts (by permit only) have occurred annually since 1985.” (Source: 
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http://www.nps.gov/slbe/planyourvisit/nmihunting.htm) 

• At Rock Creek Park, Washington, D.C. – NPS uses deer hunting, fencing, and vegetation 
restoration 

“On May 1, 2012, the National Park Service approved the Record of Decision for the 
Rock Creek Park Final White-tailed Deer Management Plan/Final Environmental Impact 
Statement (FEIS).... The Record of Decision formally adopts Alternative D, the preferred 
alternative contained in the FEIS. Under this alternative, the NPS will continue current 
park deer management actions, including monitoring the deer population, protecting 
certain native plants and ornamental landscaping with fencing, and continuing 
educational activities to inform the public about deer ecology and park resource issues. 
The park also will use a combination of certain additional lethal and non-lethal actions 
to reduce the deer population. Since 1991, data gathered from the park's vegetation 
monitoring program clearly show that nearly all tree and shrub seedlings are being 
browsed by deer before they have a chance to grow. Protecting the park's native 
vegetation is a key objective of the FEIS…A variety of conservation tools are being used 
in plan implementation including fencing, vegetation restoration, and culling. Culling is 
the primary conservation tool that is being used for lethal reduction of the herd. In future 
years, the park, using adaptive management principles, could reevaluate opportunities to 
use elk redistribution, wolves, or fertility control as additional tools.” (Source: 
http://www.nps.gov/rocr/naturescience/animals.htm) 

• At Rocky Mountain National Park, Colorado – NPS uses elk hunting, fencing, vegetation 
restoration, and redistribution 

“The EVMP [Elk and Vegetation Management Plan] calls for maintaining an elk 
population of 600 to 800 animals on the winter range within Rocky Mountain National 
Park. To achieve this objective, culling is the primary conservation tool that is being used 
for lethal reduction of the herd in the park. No elk were culled during the winter of 2011-
2012 and a total of 130 female elk and 1 antlerless male elk were removed from the 
population during winters 2008-2009, 2009-2010, and 2010-2011 (33, 48 and 50 elk 
removed, respectively). A total of 52 of these elk were removed as part of park culling 
operations and 79 were removed in support of chronic wasting disease (CWD) and 
fertility control research.”  (Source: 
http://www.nps.gov/romo/parkmgmt/elkveg_fact_sheet.htm) 

• At Grand Teton National Park, Wyoming – NPS uses elk hunting 
“In 1950 when Congress expanded the boundaries of Grand Teton National Park, they 
included a provision to manage the elk population through an annual elk reduction 
program. Elk management is complex. The 2007 Bison and Elk Management Plan calls 
for 5,000 elk to winter on the National Elk and a summer herd segment in Grand Teton 
National Park of 1,600. The Wyoming Game & Fish Department has set a target 
objective of 11,000 elk for the Jackson herd that includes the park herd segment. Hunters 
with a valid Wyoming elk hunting license and a park permit harvest elk during the annual 
elk reduction program.” (Source: http://www.nps.gov/grte/planyourvisit/elkhunt.htm)  

• Gettsyburg National Military Park, Pennsylvania – NPS uses deer hunting 
“Pennsylvania is the home of eastern White-tailed Deer, a species that has flourished in 
the Commonwealth over the past 80 years. Hunted in state game lands and on private 
property outside of park boundaries, deer instinctively made the battlefield a permanent 
home, which resulted in extensive damage to the natural environment as well as crops 
and pastureland. The National Park Service has undertaken an extensive deer control 
program which has reduced the population of white-tailed deer within the park boundary 
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over the past ten years. Though the population of deer has been reduced in the park, 
there are still many of these hearty animals that can still be observed, usually around 
dusk when they come out to graze in meadows and tall grass.” (Source: 
http://www.nps.gov/gett/naturescience/mammals.htm)  
 

Should the National Park Service and the staff at Point Reyes National Seashore fail to comply with these 
already accepted and administratively permitted practices, it will only serve to strengthen the case that 
they are incapable of managing the agricultural resources at the Seashore.  In that event, the logical 
conclusion is that a third party must be involved to ensure proper preservation and administration of the 
Pastoral Zone.   
 
Examples of this type of arrangement exist throughout the National Park System, the closest residing just 
down the road in the Golden Gate National Recreation Area (GGNRA).  In 1996, daily management and 
preservation of the natural, cultural, scenic, and recreational resources of the Presidio were given to a 
congressionally authorized entity called the Presidio Trust, an arrangement which ensures that the unique 
features there are overseen by competent staff well versed in their maintenance and care, while freeing the 
Park Service to oversee the rest of the park unit, which falls into a more appropriate NPS management 
structure. 
 
Regardless of the path chosen at Point Reyes, failure to act swiftly could lead to the loss of this precious 
historic resource, and with it, perhaps the eventual loss of agriculture in Marin County at large.    
 

*   *   *   *   * 
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