
 

Elk History and Restoration 
 

Background 
Elk were found throughout Missouri prior to European settlement.  Historical accounts indicate elk were 

likely extirpated from the state by 1865.  Prompted by citizen requests, the Department conducted an elk 

reintroduction feasibility study in 2000.  Results of the study indicated that elk restoration in Missouri was 

biologically feasible in portions of the Ozarks, and statewide the public supported the restoration of elk.  

However, several considerations complicated the restoration of elk at the time.  Due to disease and habitat 

concerns, the Commission suspended the Departmentôs consideration of an elk restoration in 2001, and 

directed staff to facilitate additional discussions to determine if concerns regarding elk restoration could be 

addressed to the satisfaction of citizens. 

   

Renewed Interest 
A recent letter from the Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation, continued citizen interest in elk restoration and  

questions from Commissioners have stimulated the following update on biological and social issues 

associated with elk restoration in Missouri.  Recent elk restoration successes in Arkansas, Kentucky, 

Tennessee, Wisconsin, and Pennsylvania are also encouraging.  The following recommendations are 

proposed to address previous concerns and may be modified according to Commission guidance if a 

restoration effort moves forward.  

 

Elk Restoration Goals 
¶ Reestablish a native species 

¶ Gather citizen input in the potential elk restoration zone around Peck Ranch Conservation Area 

¶ Define an elk restoration zone that is large enough to support a viable elk population, provides 

suitable elk habitat, includes a high percentage of land in public ownership, and has minimal 

agricultural activity and a low road density 

¶ Provide suitable elk habitat on public land    

¶ Address animal health concerns by implementing a thorough pre-restoration disease testing protocol 

and developing a disease management contingency plan 

¶ Develop a contingency plan to address issues associated with wandering elk 

¶ Achieve and maintain a desirable target population within the elk restoration zone 

¶ Enhance tourism and economic benefits 

¶ Monitor the population to ensure target densities are maintained  

¶ Manage the elk population through hunting 

 

Elk Restoration Zone 
A defined geography around Peck Ranch Conservation Area was identified in the 2000 elk reintroduction 

feasibility study as a potential restoration site.  The restoration zone covered parts of Carter, Shannon and 

Reynolds counties.  This landscape was chosen because of: 1) suitable habitat conditions, 2) high public land 

ownership, 3) low public road density, and 4) low density of row crops and livestock.  The attached map 

outlines the area proposed in the 2000 elk reintroduction feasibility study.  This range could be modified as a 

result of input from stakeholders and field staff if the department moved forward with a restoration. 

 

Landscape characteristics of the 365-square mile (233,600 acres) Peck Ranch Elk Restoration Zone: 

¶ Forestland: 219,584 acres (94%) 

¶ Cropland: <300 acres (0.1%) 

¶ Open land: 9,344 acres (4%) 

¶ Public land: (60%) 

¶ L.A.D property: 62,332 acres (27%) 

¶ Improved public roads: 76 miles inside the 

focus area 



 

Stakeholder Involvement 
Successful management of Missouriôs natural resources involves a partnership with citizens, organizations, 

and agencies.  The following protocol is suggested to provide information to the public and gather citizen 

input prior to a restoration effort being implemented: 

¶ Host informational meetings at 3 locations in and around the restoration zone utilizing the open house 

format. 

¶ Provide restoration information on the MDC website which includes the opportunity for public 

comment.  

¶ Produce written information in a Missouri Conservationist article and a brochure to inform citizens. 

¶ Engage state and federal agencies and conservation and agriculture organizations interested in elk 

restoration. 

 

Restoration Protocol and Policies 
Disease Testing: Strict restoration health protocols have insured that no cases of disease transmission to 

livestock or other wildlife have occurred in any state where elk restoration has occurred.  All elk brought into 

Missouri would originate from herds with a history of health surveillance and no evidence of health issues 

and would go through extensive disease testing prior to release.  Other states with successful elk restoration 

projects have followed health protocols for the source herd by testing for chronic wasting disease, 

brucellosis, bovine tuberculosis, Johneôs disease, anaplasmosis, vesicular stomatitis, epizootic hemorrhagic 

disease, and blue tongue.  Since 2000 there has been significant progress made in our understanding of 

chronic wasting disease, including a live-animal test for elk.   

 

Release Protocol: A ñsoft releaseò in which the elk are confined for 5 to 6 weeks at the site prior to release 

to evaluate the health of the animals, to minimize their movement and to fit them with radio telemetry collars 

holds many benefits over a ñhard release.ò  A temporary holding facility could be constructed at Peck Ranch 

Conservation Area.  

 

Herd Management and Monitoring: The intent of the Department would be to confine the herd to a 

defined restoration zone.  The Department would develop ï and strictly enforce ï policies and procedures to 

remove any collared elk that strayed from the designated elk restoration zone.  If elk moved onto private land 

within the proposed elk restoration zone where they were not welcome by the landowner, the Department 

would follow a nuisance elk protocol to resolve the problem.  Survival and reproductive rates and population 

growth would be monitored and, once elk were established, hunting would be used to maintain numbers at 

desired levels. 

 

Economic benefits:  Experience from other states such as Pennsylvania and Kentucky (Lord et al. 1999, 

Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation 2007) indicate that considerable economic benefits can be generated from 

elk ecotourism and hunting.  A pamphlet highlighting the potential economic impacts of an elk restoration 

would be provided to local chambers of commerce.  Potential contacts with individuals or groups (e.g., 

chambers of commerce, economic development councils) in states with elk restorations also would be 

provided.    
   

Funding: The Department would seek outside funding to help pay for a restoration program.  The Rocky 

Mountain Elk Foundation has provided financial support for restoration programs in other states and has 

recently expressed interest in contributing to elk restoration in Missouri.   

 

Habitat Management: The Department would work ï providing technical and financial assistance ï with 

landowners wanting to improve habitat conditions for elk on their property.  Conservation Areas in the elk 

restoration zone would be managed in ways (e.g., green browse production, timber harvest, woodland and 

glade restoration) that encourage the elk to remain on those lands.  



 

Figure 1.   Map of the Peck Ranch Elk Restoration Zone proposed in 2000.   

 

 


