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Wind River Middle School –
Monitoring Project, Environmental Education

This ongoing monitoring effort at the site 
of the Hemlock Dam Removal project is led 
by the Mount Adams Ranger District and 
supported by partners including US Fish and 
Wildlife Service Underwood Conservation 
District, US Army Corps of Engineers and 
Columbia Gorge Ecology Institute. The project 
involves both classroom instruction and field 
work with science students from the Wind 
River Middle School. Classes learn about the 
recent dam removal project then participate in 
monitoring of its effects.

Many of the students in these classes have been 
directly impacted by dam removal because 
they grew up in the community and enjoyed 
recreating in the reservoir formed by the dam. 
These same students often come into the class 
unaware of the importance of Trout Creek to the 
native steelhead run and the dam had negative 
impacts to those fish.

We provide students with background on the 
watershed native fish habitat requirements and 
the Hemlock project site itself. The restoration site 
makes excellent outdoor classroom.  Students come 
to the site in the fall and spring, and collect a range 
of environmental data to help document the results 
of this restoration project.  Classes collect data on 
water quality aquatic insects channel geometry, 
substrate and vegetation. We help them to analyze 
their own data and produce presentations for 
sharing in the classroom or at local watershed council meetings. The project began prior to 
removal of the dam and continues annually.
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Gifford Pinchot National Forest
“Music on the Mountain”

Although Mount St. Helens has a way of making herself 
known, to many people in Southwest Washington she 
remains a bit of an unknown. Prior to a major eruption 
in 1980, Mount St. Helens was a popular recreation 
area for neighboring communities. Families in the 
area, especially from Cowlitz County, vacationed along 
the shores of Spirit Lake, others fished up in the High 
Lakes, and hardy souls climbed the lush mountain. 
In 1980, however, the landscape was dramatically 
altered. What was once a green paradise seemed in a 
flash to become a desert. While a fascinating landscape, many felt it was simply a sad reminder of the people 
and places they lost, and it dropped off their radars.

Thirty two years later and the landscape is again changing dramatically. Wildlife is thriving, alders and willows 
flourish and in spring it glows violet with blooming lupines. Recreational opportunities abound, from mountain 
biking and hiking to climbing and fishing. The Forest 
Service has been making an effort to reintroduce and 
reconnect local communities with this beauty in their 
backyard, while helping raise its profile as a tourist 
destination. In 2012 the Mount St. Helens National 
Volcanic Monument entered into a partnership with 
the Cowlitz County Economic Development Council to 
help meet these goals.

The Cowlitz EDC now works closely with Monument 
staff to find creative ways to connect the community 
with the mountain. According to Alice Dietz, EDC 
Director of Programs, “Cowlitz County has and will 
continue to benefit from our partnership with the 
Forest Service. We are on the cusp of a generation that 
is moving from devastation to growth and acceptance 
of the mountain’s new and evolving landscape.  
”Thinking that it was time to help families build new 
positive memories of Mount St. Helens, the EDC 
and the Monument along with the Mount St. Helens 
Institute, launched a free concert series last summer at 
the Johnston Ridge Observatory the Monument’s most 
visited attraction. With the new outdoor amphitheater 
as the venue, bands played evening concerts with the 
Mount Margaret peaks to their left, the Toutle River Valley to their right, and the gaping crater as 
their backdrop. Quite possibly the most stunning music venue in the northwest!
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The partnership with the EDC made the Music on 
the Mountain series a huge success. Through their 
local business connections they were able to secure 
several sponsorships to cover the costs of the bands 
and sound equipment. And their involvement in 
planning the series gave it an element of credibility in 
Cowlitz County that the concerts weren’t simply for 
the day’s visitors to the mountain, but were meant 
for local families to enjoy as well. The amphitheater 
verged on standing-room-only at each of the three 
concerts, and dancing was not unheard of. Not only 
did the amphitheater prove to be a special place for 
a concert series, the events were also a forum to 
share messages about the mountain and celebrate 
partnership efforts with those in attendance.

The Monument and EDC received lots of praise for the inaugural Music on the Mountain series, from the 
bands, local families tourism advocates, and the media. Plans are in the works for another series for summer 
2013, with expanded volunteer support (thanks to EDC recruitment efforts) and the addition
of food and drink options so families can make an evening of it. Though untraditional, this partnership 
between the Forest Service and EDC has quickly advanced our mutual goals of connecting communities with 
this special place while advancing economic development efforts. And watching families enjoy the music, only 
sweetened by the view, it was not hard not to think that new memories may be taking the place of some of the 
old and that maybe Mount St. Helens is worth getting to know.


