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Straw bales make up the walls of this home, but don’t worry,
it won’t blow down. See story p. 2
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LEASING OPTIONS
Why aren’t you going solar?
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MCWD and MUSD have partnered on a sprinkler head replacement project.
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THE PRESSURE IS ON

Mammoth Water, School districts create pilot water saving program
By Geisel

W

ith a population that
varies wildly from off
season to on season,
water is a crucial resource in
Mammoth, and the Mammoth
Community Water District
(MCWD) has been diligently
working on new programs to
conserve as much of it as possible, especially after last winter’s
lackluster precipitation.
“All the surface water is depleted and we are now tapping
groundwater,” MCWD’s Betty
Hylton noted. One of those
programs involves working
with some of the town’s biggest
water consumers to upgrade
outdated irrigation systems
and bring water use in line with

more stringent standards.
Mammoth Unified School
District (MUSD), which this
year is piloting a new sprinkler
head replacement program at
Mammoth Middle School, is
one of MCWD’s top 10 water
users. Hylton estimates that
the Middle School could save
upwards of $8,000 per irrigation
season, which she indicated
equates to roughly 2 million
gallons a year. “I believe this is a
realistic target and the savings
could be larger,” she said.
The Rain Bird sprinkler company is helping facilitate the
program by providing consultation and donating products.
MCWD is covering the cost of

the rest of the materials.
“It wasn’t overwatering,”
MUSD Maintenance/Operations Director Robin Davis
pointed out. “It was an older,
inefficient system colliding with
new, more exacting regulations.” MCWD contacted the
School District in August 2011.
“We were looking for a location
to use as an example,” Hylton
related. With its large fields and
irrigation needs, the Middle
School was running 100% over
its normal water allotment.
“We [community-wide] go
from 1 million gallons per day
in winter to more than 3 million

see PRESSURE page 6

By Kirkner

f you still think installing
photovoltaic solar panels on
your home is far out of your
financial reach, you haven’t
been doing your homework.
Not only have prices come
down to own a PV solar system
for your home, but other options to get in on the solar action without spending a dime,
are now presenting themselves.
You can now lease a solar array
without any up front costs.
“A comprehensive lease package takes the risk out of solar,”
said Peter Chapman of South
Face Contracting, the local prefered installer for Sungevity solar
electric company.
What Chapman and his
partner Jeremiah Eanes help
provide for Eastern Sierra locals
is a way to go solar without any
money down.
The solar array is installed
at no cost and the customer
enters into a 20-year lease. Your
monthly bill becomes a combination of your lease payment
and the remainder of your
electric bill. Since the electric
bill is reduced due to the solar
energy you are now using, your
payment should be the same,
if not less than what you were
previously paying for your electric bill alone.
The lease option makes the
most sense for people who are
in Tiers 3-5 and have electric
bills of $150 or higher, Chapman explained.
By installing a solar array,
customers can safeguard them-

selves against spikes in the cost
of electricity, which continue
jumping higher at an alarming
rate.
“It’s a way to hedge yourself
against utility increases,” Chapman said.
In addition to a locked in
lease rate, customers who
choose this path also receive
several other benefits.
“You receive a production
guarantee,” Chapman said.
“Which means if your array
doesn’t meet that guarantee, the
company pays you.”
Also included: maintenance
coverage, a 25-year warranty,
and insurance on the panels,
which means you aren’t on the
hook for upping your homeowner’s insurance.
Plus, you still receive the federal and state solar incentives
that people who choose to purchase their solar array receive,
only you receive the benefits
right away rather than having to
wait for the government.
“The incentives flow to you
through your lease rate,” Chapman explained. “The lease rate
becomes based on our costs after the incentives are applied.”
So for example, if you entered
into a lease for a solar array on
your home that was $20,000,
the tax breaks and incentives
that would apply could lower
that cost down somewhere
around $13,000 instead. This
would be the number used to

see LEASE page 4

straw home seduction
By Kirkner

T

he first little pig in the tale of the
Three Little Pigs should have
consulted local Eastern Sierra
photographer John Dittli prior to
building his house of straw. If he had, he
would have easily survived the big bad
wolf, as Dittli has successfully built and
is currently occupying a sturdy straw
bale home in Little Round Valley.
For eco-conscious, artist types like
Dittli and his wife, Leslie a straw bale
home was an obvious choice.
“We like the look,” John said. “The
walls undulate; it’s very organic.”
Straw bale homes aren’t a new
concept. The building material was
used in the late 19th century, according
to Dittli, mostly because straw was one
of the few building materials available.
After dying off for a while the building
technique was rediscovered in the 1980s
and modernized.
Not only is straw a better renewable
resource than lumber, using it for
something rather than just burning it off
is better for our lungs.
“Rice straw used to be burned off after
the rice was harvested, which created
poor air quality,” Dittli said.
At the heart of the matter however, like
many other things in life, is money.
“Straw bale building really came into
vogue because it is inexpensive,” Dittli
said. “It’s kind of a hippie movement,
like rammed earth.”
However, the Dittlis’ 2,000 square foot
home is far from a hovel or a hippie
commune.
“I’m an artist and I knew I’d only
build one house,” John said of the final

product.
John began the project in 1997, before
Mono County had even adopted the
California straw bale building code
established in 1990. Without a formal
code, the County building inspector at
the time told Dittli there was no way his
plans for a straw bale home would be
approved.
So John took it to the Board of
Supervisors and it was Andrea Mead
Lawrence (a conservationist as well as a
supervisor) who championed the code’s
approval.
It took about six months, but today
anyone wanting to build a straw bale
home just needs a regular building
permit to get the job done, and Dittli
believed there have been three or four
more homes built in the county.
For their home, the Dittlis used
organic wheat straw from Yerington,
Nev. Rice straw would have needed to
travel too great a distance to keep the
project’s footprint small.
The project took the couple until 2005
to complete, but the upside of building
during the development boom was
the ability to salvage a bunch of local
materials to enhance the sustainablility
of the home.
“There was a lot of scrap available,”
John said. “Perfectly good windows and
doors were being thrown out when all
they really needed was to be sanded.”
The lumber that the Dittlis did use
was milled locally and the tile was also
used. At their final count, the couple
determined they built their home for
about $.50 per square foot.
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Most of the cost savings had to do with
their scavenging and building most of
it themselves. John said the only things
contracted out were the plaster, which
builds up the walls around the hay, and
the roof.
Take note, however, if you choose to
hire someone to build a straw bale home
for you, your cost-savings won’t be as
great.
So, how does a house built from straw
stand up to the elements?
“Think of a telephone book versus
some crumpled up pieces of paper,”
John explained. “It is very difficult to
truly saturate a telephone book with
water unless you pour water on it
directly from above.”
It’s the same with straw bales.
Moisture is the biggest concern, but
according to Dittli, using waterproof
stucco and building bigger eaves on the
roof easily solves the problem.
“I wouldn’t build a straw bale home in
western Washington, but here it’s fine,”
John said.
The straw provides great insulation
to a home. It keeps the internal
temperature warm in the winter and
cool in the summer. The Dittlis never
have a need for air conditioning and
rarely use their heat in the winter.
The home also uses photovoltaic
solar to generate its electricity. Dittli
estimated that the couple spends $70
per year on their electric bill.
Currently John is also working on
installing a solar hot water system.
The only downfall of the home was
the way the couple had to position it.

Bring on winter, say the Dittlis, whose straw bale home keeps them warmer than most.
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Because it is built on a steep, sandy
hill, the couple had to build facing the
east rather than the south where they
would have gained the maximum sun
exposure.
But overall, the home is fully meeting
their needs.
“Once you live in one it’s hard to go
back,” Dittli said. “The walls are so thick
they absorb sound, and the plaster
stores heat and releases it at night. Sixtyfive degrees in our home feels much
warmer because of the radiant heat
coming from the floors and the walls.”
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THE GEOTHERMAL GROUND SOURCE HEAT PUMP EXPERIMENT
By Kirkner

L

ocal architect and High Sierra
Energy Foundation Board member,
Robert Creasy is acting as a guinea
pig for his current and future clients. By
installing the first geothermal ground
source heat pump in Mammoth, he
will have first-hand knowledge of the
process to pass on to those interested in
the technology as they build or redesign
their homes.
A ground source heat pump is a
central heating system that pumps heat
from the ground. It can also be used in
reverse to cool a home. The technology
takes advantage of the consistent
temperature beneath the Earth’s surface.
“My interest in the environment is
what took me into architecture,” Creasy
said of his green history.
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Today, living on Tamarack Street in
Mammoth, Creasy realized photovoltaic
solar wasn’t realistic for his shaded
home. Since the ground source heat
pump is a well-proven technology that
has been installed many other places,
Creasy saw it as a good alternative.
“I’ve been aware of this technology
for a long time and I’ve been trying to
implement it with clients,” he said. But
with large up front costs, clients who
might be interested needed further
information, which is why Creasy
decided to go through the process,
himself.
Costs are high because of the drilling
involved. At Creasy’s home, installers
had to drill down 200 feet. Costs for
his 2,500 square foot home were

approximately $35,000, but the energy
savings will be large.
Plus, installing the system allows
Creasy a 30 percent tax credit, so that
$35,000 is more like $24,000, and he
expects an energy savings of about
$3,000 per year.
“It’s going to take about eight years to
pay back the system at my home,” he
said. “The return on investment is about
11 percent. So it’s a good long-term use
of money on your home.”
Creasy worked with a company, Sierra
Ecosystems, that provided an up front
fixed price rather than an estimate,
which is how many other companies
operate, which made budgeting the
project more straightforward.
Creasy’s is a closed-loop system,

meaning he is not taking any water out
of the ground. However, a well permit
was required and local public health and
public works departments have been
involved in the process to ensure that
his well is plugged correctly to avoid any
contamination of groundwater.
The system is operated by a smartthermostat and runs constantly at a low
level rather than kicking off and on like a
furnace. It runs on electricity and heats
everything a typical central heating
system would. Those lucky enough to
live in sunny spots could install PV solar
to provide the electricity for the system
and be carbon neutral.
In the spring issue of the Green Sheet
we’ll revisit Creasy to see how his winter
went with his new heat source.
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FOOD

GROWING FARMERS MARKETS
By Fredericksen

Y

ou’ve probably been to one—a
farmers market the size of a city
block bustling to the rhythm of live
music and jam-packed with vendors
selling colorful produce and artisan
crafts. Its second decade running, the
Eastern Sierra Certified Farmers Market
(ESCFM) doesn’t quite fit that description, but volunteers and farmers are
hoping to continue expanding and improving the market in years to come.
“When people think of a farmers
market, they think of a place like Davis,
which is in the Central Valley, an agricultural mecca,” said Robyn Lee, an ESCFM
manager. “I think a lot of people expect
that sort of scene when they come to the
farmers market. But the reality is we live
in a desert.”
Steve Baldwin, a grower for Bishop
Creek Farms, said the Eastern Sierra’s
dry, windy climate makes it a challenging growing environment. Irrigation is
a daily chore. Yet despite climate constraints, the range of produce local farmers are able to grow is actually a fairly
long list of leafy greens, squashes, and
nightshades.
Casey Boyd, of Boyd Livestock and
Farming, said the short growing season
in the Eastern Sierra also makes it difficult to reap a huge harvest. The unpre-

dictable spring frosts and early fall chill
mean certain crops prematurely perish.
“We’ve had years when we’ve lost our
peaches because in the early spring we
get those nice warm spring days, and all
the trees bloom, and then two or three
weeks later, we get a freeze and there’s
nothing we can do about it,” said Rick
Devore, a grower for Apple Hill Farms.
While nothing can be done to change
the desert climate, some recent political
changes could make it easier for vendors
to sell homemade goods at the market.
On Sept. 21, the governor signed the
California Homemade Food Act, AB
1616, into law. It creates a new category
of food production called a cottage food
operation, which will enable people to
prepare food in their home kitchens to
sell at venues like the ESCFM. Currently,
food must be prepared in a certified
kitchen, which a person can rent.
After the law goes into effect in January 2013, people will be required to pay
an annual fee and to adhere to labeling and permit requirements. Once
certified, vendors can sell an array of
homemade “non-potentially hazardous
foods”—foods that don’t grow harmful
bacteria or other toxic microorganisms
at room temperature—like preserves,
baked goods, dried fruit, granola, coffee,

honey, and dried pasta.
In addition to raising awareness
about AB 1616, ESCFM managers Lee
and Sarah Green have been soliciting
signatures for a petition seeking to lower
the Temporary Food Facility permit fee.
Currently, the Inyo County Environmental Health Services Department requires
that vendors selling prepared food pay
$58 per event.
Every five years, the Inyo County
Board of Supervisors votes on new permit fees. The next voting period will take
place this fall. The petition proposes several new options for the board to consider: 1) lower the permit fee to $20 per
event, 2) create an annual fee of $200 to
cover all events, 3) lower the community
event organizer fee to $75 for 2-3 food
facilities, $175 for 4-10, and $300 for 10
or more, or 4) waive the permit fee for all
sellers strictly selling at the ESCFM for
the 2013 season.
“Lowering the permit fee is really
important,” Devore said, “because we’re
trying to encourage new vendors to
sell at the market, and [the current fee]
makes it almost prohibitive for them.”
Lee said increasing the number of
vendors might, in turn, attract more
consumers. She said she also hopes to
get more growers selling their produce

at the market. Lee said the ESCFM is
in the preliminary stages of organizing
the Backyard Farmers Co-op. The co-op
would share fees and responsibilities
and would enable the market to showcase a wider selection of produce.
Some goals for the market include
hosting live music, organizing familyoriented activities, attracting more
prepared food vendors, and making the
market a bi-weekly event.
As the ESCFM season winds to a close
in late October, market managers and
farmers hope people will continue to
show their support. Baldwin said the
farmers market is a place where people
can gain a greater sense of community
and learn more about where their food
comes from.
“There’s a big disconnect these days
between eaters and the sources of their
food,” Baldwin said. “We’ve literally had
people ask, ‘Why is there dirt on the
garlic and the carrots?’”
The ESCFM is held every Saturday
(through late October) from 9-11 a.m.
behind City Hall on Church Street. For
more info, email bishopfarmersmarket@
gmail.com. Anyone interested in joining
the Backyard Farmers Co-op can call
Dori Cann at 760-938-9105.

SOLAR

SUN SHINES ON JOSEPH’S BI-RITE
By Geisel

T

he Eastern Sierra boasts more
sunny days per year than most
other places in the U.S., and High
Point Solar owner Scott Smith is looking
to capitalize on all that sunshine.
Smith said he started a commercial solar leasing company last year (see more
on residential solar leasing in this issue’s
cover story), and is working to take advantage of the Los Angeles Department
of Water and Power’s Calif. Solar Initiative rebate program and the federal tax
credit of 30%.
“My goal is to showcase how business can benefit from those rebates and
incentives,” he said. DWP has very strict
criteria, but Smith said he’s learned a
lot by working with them on integrating
solar into on-the-grid environments.
One project approved by DWP is a
solar array being built on the roof of the
Joseph’s Bi-Rite Market in Lone Pine.
“We’ve gone the process and started
construction around Sept. 1,” Smith
enthused.
The system is 149 kilowatts, much
larger than most residential systems,
which are about 4 kilowatts. Dave McCoy owns the largest private array in the
Owens Valley (92 kW), and while there
are larger public sector systems, this one

will surpass McCoy’s by about 1.5 times,
installing about 11,000 square feet of
panel.
Smith said Joseph’s is leasing the
equipment from his business.
“It’s been very exciting, getting what is
by far the largest project I’ve ever done,”
Smith said. “I learned a lot on the business side, putting together the model,
timing the equipment and the installation.” Smith said he used a scaled-up
version of the model he usually applies
to his residential business.
The array has a three-angle configuration, which he said is more efficient as
sub-arrays, as opposed to a single array,
with only one angle to pick up the sun.

Electric Vehicle Side Project
After recent successes with electric
power conversions of a dirt bike, and
then a Rhino for McCoy, Smith turned
his attention to a 1965 Triumph Herald
sports car. Originally purchased from its
previous owner in Chalfant, Smith said
he’s been using it to drive the 25-mile
stretch between his home in Sunny
Slopes and Bishop four- to five-days per
week.
“We had originally selected a 2002
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Saab,” he explained. But when he looked
at all the major electronic components
in modern cars, such as the ABS braking systems, EFI fuel systems, GPS and
so on, Smith decided that the power
distribution and consumption curve was
too steep to figure out, and looked for a
more basic test case. Enter the Triumph,
which is not only light, but is very simple
when it comes to electrical needs.
Smith charges his electric vehicle with
solar power from his own home’s array.
“It does the job as a commuter car to satisfy most of my day to day range requirements.” A full-to-empty range test hasn’t
been done yet, but Smith estimates it
should get about 100 miles to a charge,
even with climbing the grade to Sunny
Slopes.
The electric motor generates twice the
horsepower the car’s original 1,200 cc
gas-powered motor put out, leading to
increased stress on the transmission and
the main bearing, which were converted
to a direct drive setup instead. “We’re
saving all that energy not going through
the transmission, which just cuts into
your range anyway,” Smith said. He’s
had the car up to 80 miles per hour, but
anticipates capping its top speed with a
governor around 70 mph.
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LEASE continued from page 1
calculate your monthly lease payment.
At the end of 20 years, you have four
options: buy the system at market value;
have the company remove the system
and restore your roof; upgrade to new
equipment and a new lease, or extend
your lease in five-year increments.
And if you really want to make the
lease work for you, Chapman revealed a
little secret.
“If you can afford to prepay the entire
lease, you get all of the benefits, plus
you don’t have a monthly lease payment,” he said.
This option makes a lot of sense for
people who could afford to purchase
their own solar array. By going through
the lease, however, they eliminate any
hassle that may accompany the system.
If you happen to sell your home you
have transfer and buyout options.
“You can transfer the lease to the new
owner, or you can buy out the lease and
use the system as a sales incentive,”
Chapman said, claiming that studies are
showing that a solar array brings an increased value to your home that is much
higher than the installation cost.
So why aren’t more people going solar,
Chapman asked, rhetorically.
“In the 80s solar was a technical problem, in the 90s it was a financial problem, and now I think it’s an educational
problem,” he opined.
People just don’t understand all the
options. And Eastern Sierrans, specifically, may not understand just how
effective solar arrays can be in their

environment.
“Panels that are used in cold climates
that also receive a lot of sun, such as
ours, are more efficient than those that
are used in really hot areas,” Chapman
explained.
He likened it to a car, a car runs more
efficiently when it’s cooler rather overheating. The same goes for computers;
an overheated computer is not going to
run as well as one that is kept cooler.
One example he used was Mammoth
Community Water District’s large solar
array that was installed last year. Chapman helped spearhead this project and
keeps in touch with MCWD to see how
it’s operating.
“Their system is cranking even better

than expected,” he said, a perk he attributes to the cold but sunny Eastern
Sierra.
According to Chapman, solar leasing
makes so much sense that even banks
want to get in on the action.
“They’d be lending you money to buy
something that reduces another one of
your bills, so they know you can afford
it,” he said. “They’re not just helping you
add another bill to your list.”
South Face Contracting offers the
entire seamless package for solar installation, whether you’re looking to buy or
lease.
“If you have the right bill, sun, and
you own your home, why not go solar,?
Chapman challenged.

Community Connections
RANGE OF LIGHT GROUP TURNS 20

I

By Wilma Wheeler

t was the summer of 1992. The
“Dream Team” was wowing the
world at the Barcelona Olympics,
Dan Quayle misspelled potato and
the Landers earthquake hit Southern
California. In Mammoth Lakes, a few
Sierra Club members were getting
together to organize a new group.
It all started with a casual July potluck
in a Crowley Lake park to assess interest.
Two weeks later, Bette Goodrich, Owen
Maloy, Cy Walker, Paul Kluth and Shalle
Genevieve held the first official meeting.
They decided to draft bylaws to submit
to the Toiyabe Chapter Executive
Committee, hoping the new “Range
of Light Group” would be authorized.
Membership would be drawn from all of
Inyo and Mono counties and Fish Lake
Valley in Nevada. It took only a month
to complete all the necessary paperwork
and gain formal accreditation.
The founders had some clearly
defined goals: to share and preserve
the Eastern Sierra, increase local
involvement and education, work on
environmental issues and have a lot of
fun hiking and exploring.
In the words of the founding Secretary,
Maloy, “I think we have taken on a
big job here. We are nothing less than
caretakers of the most significant part of
the Range of Light, not to mention Death
Valley, the White and Inyo Mountains,
Mono Lake, Bodie and everything in
between. We have almost every problem

the Club has ever dealt with: grazing,
water resources, resource misuse,
wetlands and endangered species. We
probably cover the largest geographical
extent, with fewer members of any
group in the Club. We need all the help
we can get.”
From the outset, ROLG embarked on
twice-weekly outings, enjoyed monthly
dinner programs, published a newsletter
and engaged in environmental activism.
Under the leadership of its first chair,
Shalle Genevieve, the group immediately
began researching the effects of
excessive groundwater pumping on
underground magma in the area.
Twenty years later, Range of Light
Group is going strong. It’s proud of many
major successes, including helping to
re-water the Lower Owens River and
aiding in the effort to add 400,000 acres
of wilderness in the Eastern Sierra. For
years, the group has volunteered to clean
up U.S. 395 in the Crestview area. The
hikes and potluck meetings continue,
and many of the original founders are
still active. ROLG has now grown to more
than 400 members.
Genevieve thinks the greatest
achievement of the group is the
thousands of environmentally-focused
summer and winter outings that have
been offered over the years, which are
open to everyone. “The outings are a
catalyst to all our other activities” she
said. “That’s how people get attracted to
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ROLG during one of their many outings held over the past 20 years.
participate. It’s a good educational tool,
too.”
There have been some memorable
moments out on the trail. One time a
young hiker lost her shoe in a muddy
lake. The resourceful trip leaders made
a fully-functional hiking boot from duct
tape and a SAM splint so she could make
it back to the trailhead. Many members
recall a notorious trekker who joined
many outings: “Every time the group
went near a lake, this guy stripped off
his clothes and jumped in the water,”
laughed Genevieve.
When asked if today’s ROLG has
become what was originally envisioned,

Genevieve said, “We’ve been much
more successful than we ever
imagined at making an impact on local
environmental issues.” This 20-year
tradition of involvement continues
as the current members work to help
secure permanent protection for the
Bodie Hills and re-water Indian lands
near Big Pine that have been harmed by
DWP groundwater pumping.
If you’d like to get involved, check out
the ROLG outings schedule at
nevada.sierraclub.org or check out the
group’s new Facebook page. Join Range
of Light Group as they hike into the next
20 years.

any water problems, such as line breaks,
leaks and sudden pressure differentials.
“I can turn off water to a particular
head and fix a problem without having
to turn off the entire system,” Davis said,
which he added makes for better use of
time and resources.
One of the big problems for Davis was
dealing not only with the older, inefficient heads, but also multiple manufacturers, all with different water use
configurations. “We had Hunter, Toro
and even some older Rain Bird heads
out there,” he said. “One thing about this
project I really like is the ability to consolidate things into one manufacturer.”
The soccer field behind MMS was
completed in July. More areas have been
added since then, and Davis anticipates
having the entire school done by the
spring of 2013. MMS is, according to
Hylton, the first phase of what is likely
to be a 3-phase project over the next two
years. Plans are being drawn up for all
three schools, and the Gault-McClure
stadium’s football field, though right
now the potential savings are still being
added up, and new water use patterns

are still being evaluated.
Cutting the water consumptions and
associated costs means those savings
can be put into other maintenance projects and upgrades.
“And with the School District watching its budget very carefully, that means
a lot to me and my department,” Davis
summarized.

PRESSURE
continued from page 1

gallons per day in summer, and much
of that increase is directly attributable
to irrigation.”
At about that same time it contacted
MUSD, MCWD had also contacted Rain
Bird, seeking out community educational opportunities on water efficient
irrigation technology. A Rain Bird workshop held last year led to the company’s
offer to provide technical expertise and
assistance to water-challenged municipalities and schools for its outreach
programs.
“Replacing the entire system is too expensive, so that wasn’t an option,” Davis
said. “We had to make use of the current
one. Without MCWD, it wouldn’t have
happened.”
Rain Bird brought in new heads
that use its Pressure Regulating Stem
technology. “High water pressure is a
common problem in communities,”
according to Rain Bird representatives.
“Regulating high or fluctuating pressure
at the head could save up to one gallon
per minute per rotor.”
Hylton said it’s all about pressure. “It’s
one of the most important parts of con-
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servation,” she explained. “With the old
heads, there were lots of volume issues
… higher arcs, smaller droplets that are
easier to get blown around by the wind.
The new heads are lower profile, have
bigger droplets and make a more consistent rain curtain.”
During the 2012 irrigation season,
MCWD staff inspected several of the
largest irrigation customer systems,
and virtually every one was operating
at excessively high pressures due to improperly adjusted, or missing, pressure
regulating valves, causing significantly
decreased efficiency for the irrigation
systems.
The new heads regulate pressure at
several points along the water chain,
including at check stations and even
in each individual stem head. Specific
tailoring and regulating the entire threeschool system from a single computer
controller is being considered. The
controller would allow the computer to
finesse water use on a school-by-school,
sector-by-sector basis, be controlled
remotely via Davis’ smartphone and
alert both MCWD and MUSD if there are
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ENERGY
“A BILLION HERE, A BILLION THERE ...
... Pretty soon, you’re talking real money”
By Rick Phelps

S

enator Everett Dirsken’s (Republican from Illinois 1950-1969, was a
leader in passing the Civil Rights
Act of 1964 and I was honored to see
him debate that bill on the floor of the
United States Senate) words have a lot to
do with energy policy in California. The
Senator probably didn’t think so when
he uttered them long ago on the Tonight
Show, but, after reading a Sept. 20 article
in the Los Angeles Times entitled “Taxpayers, ratepayers will fund California
solar plants,” I couldn’t help but make a
connection.
The article summarized the tens of
billions that taxpayers have poured
into solar projects and noted that many
are reaping outsized returns, including
Warren Buffet’s Berkshire Hathaway Inc.,
General Electric, JP-Morgan Chase & Co.,
Morgan Stanley and Google, Inc.
Much of this development is driven
by the legislation signed last year by
Governor Jerry Brown requiring that
renewable sources provide 33% of the
state’s power by 2020. While laudable as
a goal, one quote from the Times article
was very sobering:
“Stanford University economist Frank
Wolak, an expert in the California electricity market, said the state’s renewable
energy strategy could boost electricity
rates 10% to 20%, depending on a num-

ber of of factors. Potentially, consumer’s
bills could go up by 50%. ‘It’s easily in the
billions of dollars,’ he said.”
Wow! What bothers me is not the
amount or purpose but the fact that
electricity consumers probably don’t
realize what’s going on. And, while consumers generally want “green” power,
they are not willing to pay for it, as
evidenced, by a statistically valid survey
the High Sierra Energy Foundation
conducted in 2006 with a grant from the
California Energy Commission. In that
survey more than 80% of those surveyed
by telephone supported receiving heat
from a renewable geothermal source,
but that percentage fell to under 20%
if the price were not “lower or competitive.” This is significant because we
want to have a sustainable approach to
renewables, both economically and environmentally, not one driven by secretive policies that could foster start-stop
renewable policy development driven by
the politics of unexpected, high utility
bills – think 2001 and the Davis recall.
There is a way out of this trap. That
would be for California to truly embrace
the “all of the above” energy policy
articulated by the President, among others. However, for all of the above to work
we’ll need a way to evaluate and rank
the power provided by renewables, fossil

sources and nuclear. Much of that analytical framework is in place by incorporating “externalities” into the energy
economics, but we also need to look at
opportunity costs and transparency.
Externalities are economic consequences that are not reflected in the
cost or price of a good or service. Energy
produced from carbon sources, such as
oil, natural gas, or coal, also has external
consequences on air and water quality
and an economic “cost” of that impact
on air and water quality has an estimated value. Solar and wind also have
significant externalities in terms of the
extensive land required and the need for
more transmission lines, but assigning
costs to those externalities is less robust.
Opportunity costs relate to the economic costs of not doing something,
and should be considered along with
externalities. Natural gas development
in California is a good example. The
environmental concerns have to be
weighed against the fact that California
will import the gas from somewhere at
more cost and generate fewer California
jobs. I don’t know what the answer is,
but I’d like to see a rational discussion.
Transparency means that we Californians know what our renewable strategy is costing. Regulators, and private
companies, tell us that this has to be

HSEF Executive Director Rick Phelps
secret as it’s competitive information
that could harm the producing companies. Hogwash! If Californians are to be
partners in our renewable strategy, we
have to know what’s going on. Otherwise, we are beholden to Sacramento
to determine our energy future and its
impact on household budgets, which is
not a good thing.
The words in this article will inflame
some and others will nod in agreement.
That is not the purpose in sharing these
thoughts. Rather, the purpose is to get
people thinking about the personal
economic consequences of California’s
energy policy and to ask questions and
get involved.
Rick Phelps is Executive Director of
the High Sierra Energy Foundation. The
views expressed in this column are those
of the author and not necessarily those of
his employer.
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EXPLAINING ORGANIC

D

uring one recent family get
together, I announced that we
were going to be having a ‘natural
organic’ meal. Quickly, it was brought to
my attention that I used two words that
do not mean the same thing … natural
and organic. Admittedly, an easy mistake
that most Americans make because they
are confused by the difference. As I am
sure you can imagine it sparked quite a
debate.
One might think it would be easy to
explain exactly what is and isn’t organic
food. But it’s not that straightforward.
Hundreds of organizations around the
world give certificates to say that products are organic, and each has slightly
different criteria by which it makes its
judgments.
In the U.S, farmers have to meet the
USDA definition of organic through the
National Organic Program. Basically, the
program says that in growing crops and
raising animals the organic way, natural
substances are allowed while synthetic
substances are not.
More specifically, it means:
1. Crops are grown without the use

of most chemically-based pesticides or
petroleum or sewage-based fertilizers.
2. Animals are raised without antibiotics or growth hormones.
3. Genetic engineering and ionizing
radiation aren’t allowed at any stage of
the food creation process.
It’s interesting to compare the types of
ingredients in organically produced food
compared to a nonorganic equivalent
product. For basic principles, our family
chose to compare peanut butter. Some
of our family differs on preference, so we
have both organic and non-organic in
our pantry.
The ingredients were quite different.
The ingredients in the organically produced peanut butter were 100 percent
organically grown peanuts with sea salt,
and the nonorganic peanut butter was a
product of imported and local peanuts,
corn syrup, salt, sugar, and partially
hydrogenated oils.
As I’ve learned from a younger generation the innocent use of words “organic”
and “natural” are not interchangeable.
To be sure, I reached for my trusty reference guide, ‘Green Living’ for Dum-
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mies®, pg. 204, the USDA explains,
“Organic products have been created
(or grown) using natural methods and
ingredients and have not come into
contact with chemicals. A product that
says it’s natural, however, means that it
doesn’t contain artificial ingredients – it
doesn’t mean that the production pro-

cess has been organic.”
From our house to yours, “the more
we know, the more we grow.”
Tammy Hooper is a licensed California
Realtor with Mammoth Village Properties
and has earned the NAR GREEN DESIGNATION. Visit www.RockStarRealEstate.
com
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