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LivingWise student surveyors want to find out what you 
know about water. See p. 8. 

SNARL CLASSES TO GO GREEN
Aquatic Research Lab has a new, net-zero classroom and lecture hall in the works

On April 8, the Mono 
County Board of Super-
visors passed a resolu-

tion implementing the Home 
Energy Renovation Opportunity 
(HERO) program on residential 
and commerical properities in 
the county’s unincorporated 
areas.  

The Board heard a presenta-
tion about HERO by Barbara 
Spoonhour, Director of Energy 
and Environmental Programs 
at Western Riverside Council 
of Governments (WRCOG), on 
March 18. WRCOG oversees the 
implementation of HERO, and 
is a third party administrator for 
Property Assessed Clean Energy 
(PACE) Programs. 

Despite all of the acronyms, 
there were few questions and 
instead plenty of enthusiastic 
comments after Spoonhour’s 
presentation. 

PACE programs allow HERO 
to finance improvements in 
energy efficiency on private 
property for homeowners who 
might not be able to finance it 
themselves. The homeowners 
then pay the improvements off 
through an increase in their 
property tax assessments. PACE 
programs were introduced 
in 2008, and 31 states have 
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MONO 
COUNTY 
ADOPTS 
HEROThe popular Sierra Ne-

vada Aquatic Research 
Laboratory (SNARL) 

summer lecture series will 
find a new and improved 
home in 2015, when SNARL 
completes its new classroom 
and lecture hall at the cur-
rent SNARL facility off Mt. 
Morrison Road. 

The new, net-zero energy 
consumption classroom has 
been a dream in the mak-
ing since 1987, said SNARL 
Director Dan Dawson. 

see HERO page 9
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SUBMITTED IMAGEFinal design for the new Sierra Nevada Aquatic Research Laboratory classroom and lecture hall, slated to open in 2015.

“We had identified the 
need for a classroom build-
ing to host lectures and 
classes back then,” he said, 
and when the Green Church 
at the corner of Highway 395 
and Benton Crossing Road 
came onto the market that 
year, SNARL snatched it up. 

However, the Green 
Church, while iconic, has 
always suffered from draw-
backs like highway noise and 
proximity to the Mammoth-
Yosemite Airport.

In 2002, the Town of Mam-
moth Lakes proposed an 
expansion of the Airport that 
would require increasing the 
size of the runway protec-
tion zone. Because public as-
sembly would not be permit-
ted within that zone, such 
an expansion would have 
forced SNARL to discontinue 
the use of the Green Church 
for its lecture series and 
classes.

Although the Airport 
expansion project’s Environ-

mental Impact Statement 
was eventually overturned 
in court, given the Town’s 
continued interest in such 
an expansion, “It became 
obvious at that time that 
our days were numbered,” 
Dawson said.

Two years ago, SNARL applied 
for a grant through the Califor-
nia Wildlife Conservation Board 
and received $1 million in fund-
ing for the classroom project. 
SNARL also received substantial 
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ROBINETTE continued from page 2

The question is, what looms ahead 
for Robinette and SCP? 

The answer: Likely more of the same 
“I’m still challenged growing and 

operating the business,” said Robinette. 
“I don’t feel stuck or stale.”

He does acknowledge that the busi-
ness is hamstrung by certain geographi-
cal limitations. Lone Pine to Lee Vining 
is the logical service range, he says. 

SCP has been serving Inyo County 
since 2007, offering residential service to 
about 400 customers in Bishop and Big 
Pine. SCP also serves the Forest Service 
in Inyo County, and schools in both Inyo 
and Mono Counties. 

Oddly, while SCP serves Mammoth 
Hospital, Northern Inyo Hospital is not a 
client (hmmm).

Residential service rates in Mammoth 
are $15/month for twice-monthly curb-
side pickup. The beginning commercial 

rate for home-office type businesses 
starts at $24/month. 

What Robinette is most pleased about 
these days is the recent $107,000 grant 
he just received from CalRecycle. The 
grant will fund an SCP/Town of Mam-
moth Lakes partnership to upgrade all 
bars/restaurants in town so they have 
bear-proof containers. 

There will also be upgrades to parks 
containers as well as those in the Lakes 
Basin. 

The containers, says Robinette, cost 
about $2,000 apiece, and he feels fortu-
nate to have gotten the grant as it’s his 
impression that state funding is running 
a little dry. “That might be the last we get 
for awhile,” he said. 

Sheet: What are you most thankful for? 
Robinette: Great employees who’ve 

stuck with me long-term, the long-term 
partnerships with the Town and Mam-
moth Disposal, and most important, my 
wife of five-and-a-half years, Chris (who 
works in I.T. at MMSA). 

Sheet: And the biggest challenge? 
Robinette: Capital investment and 

making a return on that investment.
Sure sounds like a small business 

owner who’s been around the block a 
few times. 

private donations, bringing the total 
budget to $1.5 million.

Dawson said the building will 
be named for two local residents, 
Kate and Paul Page, who were the 
project’s most generous supporters. 
“They provided a large gift toward 
this project and a bequest in their 
estate plan as well,” he said. “The 
bequest is aimed at keeping the 
technology in the building modern 
and up-to-date in the future.”

A year ago, SNARL hired Thomp-
son Naylor Architects, a boutique 
architecture firm based in Santa 
Barbara, to design the classroom. 
Dawson said the firm recently com-
pleted its final design.

The classroom will be 2,696 square 
feet, have a capacity to seat 120 
people, and can also be easily subdi-
vided into smaller meeting spaces. 

The project will be LEED Gold 
Certified, and will use a combination 
of ground source heating and cool-
ing, as well as photovoltaic energy, to 
meet its net-zero energy consump-
tion goal.

Ground source heating isn’t a new 
technology, Dawson explained, 
but hasn’t yet been widely used in 
the west. SNARL has been working 
with Sierra Eco Systems of Genoa, 
Nevada, to design its ground source 
system. The company has already 
installed several such systems in 
Mammoth.

“What [ground source heating] 
does is it makes use of the near con-
stant temperature of the ground,” 
Dawson said. “When you go down 10 
feet, the temperature is equal to the 
average temperature at that location. 
Around here that ranges from about 
58-62 degrees, Fahrenheit. There’s 
a fair bit of energy stored there; the 
question is, how do you extract and 
concentrate it?”

Dawson said the process uses 
conventional heat pumping technol-
ogy similar to that used in refrigera-
tion. “When you have a big thermal 

SUBMITTED PHOTO
The SNARL classroom and lecture hall floor plan from the final set of construction drawings. 
The terrace (deck) has been eliminated in favor of a patio.

reservoir, you can extract, concen-
trate, and deliver heat to a room, 
but you can also extract heat from 
the room and dump it in the earth,” 
cooling the room like a refrigerator, 
he explained.

While the classroom won’t have a 
zero carbon footprint, which would 
require buying expensive energy 
credits to offset construction costs, 
“We’re trying to get a building that, 
after its completion, doesn’t con-
sume any fossil fuel for its opera-
tions,” Dawson said.

Dawson added that the class-
room has also been designed “with 
a forward-looking objective,” not 
just in terms of energy use, but also 
in terms of anticipating changes 
to technology. Considering cut-
ting-edge classrooms were once 
equipped with Ethernet ports and 
now provide cordless wifi, changes 
in technology can be hard to predict, 
and costly to keep up with. Dawson 
said the SNARL classroom will be 
built with the minimum interfacing 
equipment in the walls, and more in 
the lecture podium. This allows for 
quick and inexpensive upgrades.

SNARL’s numerous classes on a 
range of subjects from snow hydrol-
ogy to geology, which currently use 
the living room of the SNARL dormi-
tory, “will also all use the new build-
ing in the future,” Dawson said. “We 
hope to have meetings, small confer-
ences and allow researchers to use it 
for collaboration. Our K-12 program 
may use it as well.”

Project bids for the SNARL class-
room were due April 15. The aim 
is to break ground in May, Dawson 
said. 

“Our lecture series for 2014 will 
still be in the Green Church,” he 
said, “but we’re hoping in 2015 it’ll 
be in this new building.”

SNARL continued from page 1

COULD YOU ACE THIS SURVEY? 

LIVINGWISE

Eight years ago, the High Si-
erra Energy Foundation, with 
funding provided by Southern 

California Edison and the Mammoth 
Community Water District, teamed 
up with 6th grade Earth Science 
classes at Mammoth Middle School 
to initiate the first ever LivingWise® 
program. The program, designed to 
emphasize Water and Energy Con-
servation, is still going strong, and 
new projects, guest speakers, field 
trips, and activities are added every 
year. 

Since we are currently in a 
drought, it is especially important 
to understand the value of water 
conservation. In hopes of passing 
on this valuable water conservation 
knowledge, the students decided 
to organize a community outreach 
activity in the form of a survey spon-
sored by the Mammoth Community 
Water District. 

From April 2nd-8th, students set 
up a survey table at Vons, using 
school district provided iPads to 
conduct their research. 140 volun-
teers filled out the 5-question survey, 
at the same time entering partici-
pants into a raffle to win a low-flow, 
high-efficiency toilet, or a RainBird 
irrigation control system donated 
by the Mammoth Community Water 
District. 

Of the 140 participants, 99 were 
from Mammoth Lakes, 17 from 
Crowley Lake, 6 from other Inyo/

Mono county towns and 16 from “far 
away.” 

38 people had a perfect score on 
the survey, 23 scored 80 percent, and 
65 people scored below 60 percent. 

The most common erroneous 
responses to the quiz were to the 
following questions: “What is the 
name of the agency that delivers 
water to Mammoth Lakes?” and “Do 
you know where Mammoth’s water 
resources come from?” The answers: 
Mammoth Community Water Dis-
trict and Lake Mary, respectively. 

Nearly all of the participants were 
aware that California is in a drought 
and could identify causes of the 
drought. Similarly, all participants 
could identify water saving strate-
gies as well as stating they currently 
implement water saving practices in 
their homes. 

Pamela Stayden of the High Sierra 
Energy Foundation, Gil Campos, 6th 
grade Earth Science teacher, and 
the 6th graders of Mammoth Middle 
school would like to thank everyone 
who took the time to fill out the sur-
vey, Vons, and especially the Mam-
moth Community Water District for 
sponsoring this survey with handout 
prizes. The grand prize raffle win-
ner was John Mueller of Mammoth 
Lakes.

The 6th Graders of Mammoth 
Middle School remind you to always 
save water and energy!


