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Introduction 
The Forest Service would like to offer a unique opportunity to provide services on the Mount St. Helens 
National Volcanic Monument.  This Request for Expressed Interest (RFEI) invites submission of concepts 
that would re-imagine the Coldwater Visitor Center and surrounding area on the Mount St. Helens 
National Volcanic Monument (Monument), part of the Gifford Pinchot National Forest (GPNF).  The 
forest seeks proposals from individuals, governmental, and quasi-governmental agencies, and non-profit 
or for-profit organizations and educational institutions.  Creative responses to this request may 
accommodate a single management entity or multiple entities.   

This document is not intended as a formal offering for the award of a contract or for participation in 
future solicitation.  The forest reserves the right, at its sole discretion to: withdraw the RFEI and/or not 
issue any related or other Request for proposals; use the ideas or proposals submitted in any manner 
deemed to be in the best interest of the Forest Service, including, but not limited to, the undertaking of 
the prescribed work in a manner other than that which is set forth herein.  The forest likewise reserves 
the right at any time to change any components, concepts, or approaches of the RFEI.  All costs 
associated with responding to the RFEI are the sole responsibility of the respondent and any such costs 
shall not be reimbursed by the Forest Service.   

Coldwater Area 
Coldwater Visitor Center is located on State Highway 504, approximately 45 miles from Interstate 5.  
Coldwater Lake is just below the visitor center.  At Coldwater Lake, there is a developed recreation 
picnic and boat launch site, restrooms, and accessible trails.  Kayaking and fishing are popular activities 
on the lake.  Combustion engines are prohibited on the lake, but anglers reach trout by electric motors 
or rowing.  Fishing is open year-round with a one-fish limit greater than 16 inches.  Artificial bait, single, 
barbless hooks are required.  The Hummocks Trail, a very popular hiking trail, is located just across the 
road from Coldwater Lake. 

Mount St. Helens National Volcanic Monument  
The 1980 eruption of Mount St. Helens created a recreation resource of international significance.  In 
August 1982, Congress created the 110,330-acre Monument from the GPNF and other lands.  The 
purpose of Monument designation is to protect geologic, ecologic, and cultural resources for scientific 
study and research, while providing for compatible recreation and interpretation.  The Monument 
provides a variety of recreation opportunities, including developed facilities such as major visitor 
centers, interpretive sites and viewpoints, and maintained trails; as well as dispersed activities such as 
fishing, horseback riding, mountain climbing, hiking, backpacking, cross-country skiing, snowboarding, 
and snowmobiling. 

Forest Description  
The GPNF straddles the western slopes of the Cascade Mountains from the Columbia River on the south 
to Mt. Rainier National Park on the north.  Included among the 1.37 million-acre forest is the 
Monument.  Developed facilities in the GPNF include visitor centers, a historic training center, 
campgrounds, horse camps, picnic grounds, interpretive and observation sites, boating sites, and 
numerous trailheads.  A network of trails aims to meet the needs of different user types such as hikers, 
equestrians, mountain and trail bikers, and includes a portion of the Pacific Crest National Scenic Trail.  
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Winter parking areas are also available for snowshoeing, cross country skiing, snowmobiling, and other 
winter sports.   

 

Forest Niche 
The GPNF developed a recreation niche statement in 2008 and revised it in 2017 to improve alignment 
with the forest’s Sustainable Recreation Strategy.  The niche statement envisions the unique 
characteristics, opportunities, settings, and activities of the forest’s recreation program, and recognizes 
the unique opportunities offered by Mount St. Helens National Volcanic Monument.  Public 
opportunities should align with the niche statement. The statement is:  

Dynamic Landscape at the Heart of the Cascades 
Nestled among several nearby urban population centers, the Gifford Pinchot is a traditional working 
forest and popular destination for quality outdoor recreation opportunities. The Forest is internationally 
recognized for the Mount St. Helens National Volcanic Monument, which provides visitors a unique 
opportunity to explore and learn about volcanoes and volcanic landscapes in a living laboratory setting.  
Outdoor recreation opportunities range from highly developed recreation sites in frontcountry settings to 
remote hiking, camping and wildlife viewing.  The combination of easily accessed day use opportunities 
in proximity to urban population centers and expansive backcountry landscapes allows the Forest to 
connect with millions of visitors annually, while supporting tourism and quality of life for local residents.   

Visitation  
This information is included so that interested parties have the basic visitation information that may be 
desired when considering a business opportunity.  Data is largely taken from National Visitor Use 
Monitoring findings, undertaken every five years across the GPNF. 

Visitor Trends 
The number of visitors to the forest has increased in the past 10 years to approximately 1.3 million with 
a corresponding increase in the number of site visits.  Visitors are largely recreating at day use 
developed sites and staying at each site for a little more than an hour (the duration of the visit has been 
steady for the past 10 years).  Visitors coming from other countries account for about 5% of total forest 
visits in 2016 and 2011, while a 2011 study at Monument day use sites indicated almost 12% of 
Monument visitors were from other countries.  In 2016, visitation to the Monument was 659,917– 
about 51% of the visitation the forest experiences.  

Local visitation appears to have decreased in the past 10 years with only 5% of survey respondents 
indicating they traveled less than 25 miles to their recreation destination, down from 11% in 2011; 
however, there is a significant number of respondents who did not give a valid zip code (15.5% in 2016).    

Viewing natural features is the top activity visitors report participating in during their visit to GPNF with 
hiking/walking second.  While 24% of visitors indicated they participated in visitor center activities in 
2016, only 4% said it was their main activity.  Driving for pleasure was the third main activity in 2016.  

Though visitors are mostly recreating at day use developed sites, nearly half report spending a night 
away from home associated with their visit to the forest.  One-third of those stayed in a campground on 
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the GPNF in 2011 and 2016 and another one-fifth camped at an undeveloped site.  Average trip 
spending per party was $668 in 2016, up from previous years.  

A 2011 study of visitor perceptions on the Monument by West Virginia University focused on visitation 
to day use sites during the summer season (May through August). They noted that more than half of 
visitors were traveling in family groups that averaged three adults and three children.  Of particular 
interest to the current effort, when asked for suggestions for Coldwater Visitor Center, respondents 
often suggested a café (food/drinks) at the site.     

For additional data regarding visitation please visit the National Visitor Use Monitoring website at: 
https://www.fs.fed.us/about-agency/nvum.   

Coldwater Visitor Center 
Coldwater Visitor Center was one of three government operated visitor centers along State Hwy 504, in 
addition to the private center operated by Weyerhaeuser, and one built and formerly operated by 
Cowlitz County (currently in private ownership as a church camp).  Coldwater was closed as a visitor 
center from 2007-2012 to complete significant repairs and maintenance of the building window wall.  In 
recent years the Coldwater Visitor Center has been operated under special use permit by Mount St 
Helen Institute as the Science and Learning Center, providing educational programs for youth, along 
with overnight visits, facility rentals for private events, and some special events for the public.  The 
center has also been open to the general public on winter weekends when Johnston Ridge Observatory 
is seasonally closed.   

The Coldwater Visitor Center building was originally built in 1993 and is approximately 24,603 gross 
square feet.  The main floor is 15,636 sq. ft. and is accessible to wheelchairs.  The basement consists of 
8,967 sq. ft., much of which is dedicated to the inner workings of the facility (i.e. HVAC system and fire 
suppression) and is not currently accessible as the only elevator is a freight elevator.  The building 
currently has an industrial or commercial kitchen, dining room, small theater (no built-in seating), 
restrooms (no showers), offices, gift shop, and general display area.  The atrium and large terrace area 
provide excellent views of Mt St Helen’s crater and surrounding area.  The building has undergone some 
renovations since it opened and could be further renovated by a partner to best meet their needs.     

Due to high maintenance and operation costs the Forest Service is unable to maintain the facility in a 
sustainable manner.  Currently the annual costs for the Forest Service include $109,000 for maintenance 
and $23,000 for operations, with approximately $3,303,000 in deferred maintenance for the facility.   

Opportunity  
The GPNF is inviting public and private entities to submit concepts that would transform the use of the 
Coldwater Visitor Center.  The forest is interested to see what visions there are for the facility, and how 
that vision could be achieved.  The Forest is open to new and innovative ideas.  The ideas brought 
forward need not be limited to the Coldwater Visitor Center, however it should be a prominent 
component.  Responses to this request may identify use of just the Coldwater Visitor Center or 
contemplate the use of adjacent or nearby recreation developments in the Hwy 504 corridor of the 
Monument in addition to the facility.  

The forest would like to engage new as well as repeat visitors to the facilities on the Monument through 
a partnership or permit that provides expanded services in the Hwy 504 corridor.  The Coldwater Visitor 

https://www.fs.fed.us/about-agency/nvum
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Center is in an ideal location to appeal to the many visitors to the area.  Interested parties should 
consider ways to capture the interest of visitor as they travel past or to draw other visitors to the area.  
There are currently no food or beverage services on the monument to entice visitors to stay longer.  
Also there are no adjacent public overnight accommodations available to allow visitors to easily turn an 
afternoon trip into a multi-day stay.  Improved and expanded visitor service need to be consistent with 
Monument legislation protecting its special status.   

Site visit 
A site visit with Forest Service staff will take place on June 25, 2019.  During the site visit, interested 
parties will be able to tour the entire Coldwater Visitor Center, including the basement area that is 
normally closed to the public.  Please RSVP to sm.fs.rfei@usda.gov by June 18, 2019. 

Forest Service Programs and Policies 
Authorities 
The Forest Service works with a variety of partners through agreements and permits.  While agreements 
and permits have very different approaches they can both ultimately result in a partnership between 
the Forest Service and other entities to provide opportunities and services for the public.  The actual 
mechanism used to formalize the expectations and terms of the partnership will vary depending on the 
content and context of the proposal.  A permit is often necessary to cover the use and occupancy of a 
Forest Service facility and lands.  It may be determined that a permit and agreement are necessary, 
which is not uncommon. 

For more information regarding an agreement with the Forest Service, please visit 
https://www.fs.fed.us/working-with-us/partnerships.  For information regarding special use permits 
please visit https://www.fs.fed.us/specialuses.  

Restrictions   
While this is open to many opportunities, there are some restrictions.  Certain facilities and lands 
surrounding the Coldwater Visitor Center are necessary for the day to day operations of the Forest 
Service including employee and volunteer housing, warehouse facilities and communication sites. Use or 
modification of these existing facilities may be negotiable, but on a limited basis.  

Other restrictions include but are not limited to: gambling, adult entertainment, livestock use, federally 
illegal drugs, and associated activities.  

For a full understanding of restrictions please review US Code of Federal Regulations, US 36 § 251.  
https://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-
idx?SID=39e024582d845c5d11b8c3f2dc5c953d&node=pt36.2.251&rgn=div5%23sp36.2.251.b  

Additionally, Forest Orders may close or restrict the use of an area on the forest for safety reasons or to 
protect forest resources.  Current Forest Orders are at: 
https://www.fs.usda.gov/alerts/giffordpinchot/alerts-notices. 

mailto:sm.fs.rfei@usda.gov
https://www.fs.fed.us/working-with-us/partnerships
https://www.fs.fed.us/specialuses/
https://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=39e024582d845c5d11b8c3f2dc5c953d&node=pt36.2.251&rgn=div5%23sp36.2.251.b
https://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/text-idx?SID=39e024582d845c5d11b8c3f2dc5c953d&node=pt36.2.251&rgn=div5%23sp36.2.251.b
https://www.fs.usda.gov/alerts/giffordpinchot/alerts-notices
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RFEI Submissions 
Submission Format  
The Forest Service asks interested parties to provide notice of their interest regarding this opportunity. 
Please provide all information in a letter-size (8.5” X 11“) format using 10, 11, or 12-point font for all text 
with page margins of 1” on all sides.  Expressions of Interest must be submitted in two (2) forms: one 
complete paper copy and one electronic copy on a USB flash (jump) drive.  The electronic copy must be 
in a Microsoft Office program or a PDF file that allows for copying and pasting of text.  Any page with 
proprietary or confidential information must be noted with a disclaimer, however applicants should be 
aware that proposals are broadly subject to public disclosure pursuant to the Freedom of Information 
Act (5 USC § 552). 

Please mail or hand-deliver submissions by July 31, 2019 to: 

Mount St. Helens NVM 
Attn: RFEI 
42218 NE Yale Bridge Rd. 
Amboy, WA 98601 

 
Submission Criteria 
Please provide the following in your expression of interest:  

1. A cover letter expressing your interest including your name, company or organization, and 
contact information (phone, address, email address).  

2. Concept.  Please address:  

a. The type of use proposed.  Explain how this use supports the purpose and mission of the 
Monument and Forest.  

b. A description of planned improvements.  

c. Any additional information or considerations relevant to the proposed concept or 
experience.  

3. Business and Financial Considerations.  Address the nature of any partnerships proposed, 
including the roles and responsibilities of each entity in the proposed use.  Describe the cost of 
planned improvements and your funding source for these improvements.   

a. If a permit is issued, a fee will likely be charged.  The fee can be for items such as: 
covering the administrative costs for administering the permit, function similar to rent 
for utilizing a facility, or fund commensurate share of maintenance.   

Proposals should not be contingent upon the availability of Forest Service funds. 
 
Questions about the RFEI 
Interested respondents may submit questions regarding this RFEI by email to: sm.fs.rfei@usda.gov. 

Questions can be submitted until 4:00pm PDT on July 19, 2019.  Answers to all questions will be 
provided within 5 working days.  All questions and answers will be posted publicly on the Gifford Pinchot 
national Forest website at: www.fs.usda.gov/coldwater    

 

mailto:sm.fs.rfei@usda.gov
http://www.fs.usda.gov/coldwater
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Disclaimer 
This document is not intended as a formal offering for the award of any legal authorization. 

Participants should not assume they will receive any preference in connection with any future 
solicitation should they choose to submit materials in response to this RFEI.  The Forest Service reserves 
the right, at its sole discretion to withdraw or discontinue the RFEI in whole or in part; use the ideas or 
materials submitted in response to this RFEI in any manner deemed to be in the best interests of the 
Forest Service, including, but not limited to, the undertaking of the prescribed work in a manner other 
than that which is set forth herein.  The Forest Service likewise reserves the right, at any time, to change 
any components, concepts or approaches of the RFEI.  All costs associated with responding to the RFEI 
are the sole responsibility of the respondent and any such costs shall not be reimbursed by the Forest 
Service. Forest Service will not return materials submitted in connection with this RFEI.  All materials 
submitted in response to this RFEI shall become the property of Forest Service. The Forest Service shall 
retain use of the ideas or materials submitted in any manner deemed to be in the best interests of the 
Forest Service, including, but not limited to, the undertaking of the prescribed work in any manner.  The 
Forest Service likewise reserves the right, at any time, to change any components, concepts or 
approaches of the RFEI.  All costs associated with responding to the RFEI are the sole responsibility of 
the Applicant and any such costs shall not be reimbursed by the Forest Service. 

Forest Service assumes no liability for the accuracy of the information provided in this RFEI. 
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