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Since the 1980 eruption of Mount St. Helens, the Spirit Lake - Toutle/Cowlitz River system has faced on-
going and long-term challenges associated with chronic sediment deposition and flooding, economic 
disruption, and impacts to other resources throughout the system. Over the past year, Federal, State, 
Tribal and Local Governments have come together to form the Spirit Lake-Toutle/Cowlitz River System 
(SLTCRS) Collaborative.  The intent of this collaborative is to provide a consortium of agencies to share 
information and identify opportunities to address sediment management, natural resources, and risks 
associated with catastrophic flooding in the Spirit Lake and Toutle/Cowlitz River system. The SLTCRC have 
formalized their commitment with the development of a Declaration of Cooperation.  SLTCRC members 
acknowledge actions associated with the group will follow each agency’s authorities and mandates.  
 
The SLTCRC recognizes the need for administration and facilitation of this effort. Beginning this May, the 
Cowlitz-Wahkiakum Council of Governments (CWCOG) will serve as the administrative entity for the 
collaborative. An immediate need of the SLTCRC is to secure funding for a facilitator to support the 
collaborative’s work to improve coordination and management efforts across the system. Several ideas 
have been identified as potential funding sources including grant opportunities, and Federal, State, Tribal 
and Local Governments. The cost of facilitation is estimated to be $90,000 per year. 
 
Background 
 
The SLTCRC is in Southwestern Washington and geographically will focus on the Spirit Lake and Toutle and 
Cowlitz River Drainages, including where the Cowlitz River meets and impacts the Columbia River. 
 
The creation of a Spirit Lake-Toutle/Cowlitz River Collaborative was inspired by the recommendations in 
the 2018 National Academies of Science, Engineering and Medicine (NASEM) report, and the 2018 
Situation Assessment completed by the William D. Ruckelshaus Center. These efforts were commissioned 
by the U.S. Forest Service (USFS) after the U.S. Congressional delegation requested the USFS, U.S. 
Geological Survey, and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers generate long-term Spirit Lake water level 
management solutions, and recommended agencies and entities with management responsibilities 
“engage in system-wide thinking when making decision about management objectives, approaches, and 
alternatives for the Spirit Lake and Toutle River system.” The William D. Ruckelshaus Center has provided 
facilitation for the group over the past year which has been funded by the USFS with in-kind match from 
local agencies.  
 
The system is complex, with multiple entities managing various parts of the system. The NASEM report 
specified two types of long-term and system-wide risks needing to be considered in the Spirit Lake and 
Toutle/Cowlitz River system:  

o the risks associated with chronic flooding along the Toutle and Cowlitz Rivers, which cause social 
and economic disruption in populated and commercial areas and are mostly the result of channel 
infill from the movement of sediment out of the Toutle River and into the Cowlitz River; and  

o the potential for life loss and community destruction caused by catastrophic flooding and 
mudflows into populated areas along the Toutle River and the Lower Cowlitz River. 

 

 


