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TAHOE’S ENVIRONMENTAL RESEARCH CENTER FINDS A HOME


For decades, researchers at Tahoe worked under less than ideal conditions while turning out first class research.  UC-Davis scientists worked in cramped quarters in the historic and picturesque, but leaky, Lake Forest fish hatchery.  It’s been described as a third-world facility.


Researchers from University of Nevada-Reno (UNR) and Desert Research Institute (DRI) travel long distances to work in the Tahoe basin, because they have no facilities here.  A few years ago, UNR tried to establish a lab and offices at the Thunderbird Lodge.  But that idea was quashed because it wasn’t considered compatible with the historic site.  Actually, Captain George Whittell, the original owner, might’ve approved.  He dabbled in research with technical instruments of the day.


Several years ago, UC-Davis Professor Charles Goldman, godfather of Tahoe research, launched a campaign to raise funds for a modern, spacious research facility for his Tahoe Research Group.  Scientists from other institutions also were to be accommodated.  And a public science education center was to be established.


The site selected was the old fish hatchery and surrounding land belonging to the State of California.  The idea was to convert the hatchery building into a public science education center and build a lab next door.  The plan included restoring a large part of the former marshland along the lakeshore.


The campaign raised an astounding $13 million.  The David and Lucille Packard foundation donated $2.6 million and the Thomas J. Long foundation donated $2 million.  The Long Foundation donation was earmarked for the science education center.  Yet, most of the donations were by private citizens from around the world.


Alas, though money was in hand, the science center was opposed by regulatory agencies and environmental groups, because part of the development would’ve been on wetland that had been filled-in once upon a time.  Then, UC-Davis thought they had a deal with California’s state parks to share a building in Lake Forest.  But, that idea upset neighbors of the selected parcel, including a state senator.  It wasn’t looking good.  UC-Davis had the money, but no place to go.


Meanwhile, the Sierra Nevada College (SNC) was building its beautiful new mountain campus in Incline Village.  One of its specialties is environmental study.  Some wise heads got together and decided that the SNC campus could be the ideal location for a Tahoe Center for Environmental Sciences.


And on Thursday, August 5, the new center was “launched” – symbolically.  A group of VIPs, including Professor Goldman, SNC President Benjamin Solomon, UC-Davis Chancellor Larry Vanderhoef, and Nevada’s Senator Harry Reid, poured lake water on one of the Tahoe Research Group’s research boats, the R/V Franz (named after a former Nevada wildlife official who had many friends in the basin).


The 45,000 square foot environmental science building will house labs and offices for several research organizations – UC-Davis Tahoe Research Group, University of Nevada-Reno, Desert Research Center, RAND Corporation, Scripps Institute of Oceanography and Carnegie Mellon University.  One floor will be used for the Thomas J. Long Foundation Education Center, another floor will house classrooms and labs for SNC students.  Labs and offices for Tahoe researchers will take up still another floor.  Conference space for 150 people will be included.


Senator Reid, with support from California Senator Dianne Feinstein, brought $750,000 of federal funds to the table.  Sierra Pacific Power Company contributed $200,000 and the Carnegie Mellon University contributed $150,000 toward the environmentally friendly design of the building.  UC-Davis and Sierra Nevada College will share most of the rest of the $24 million cost.  Part of the funds that had been raised by UC-Davis will be used to remodel the fish hatchery into a field station.  The environmental science building, now being designed, is expected to qualify for a Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design Silver Rating from the U.S. Green Building Council.  Ground will be broken next year, and completion of the project is expected in 2006.


Besides providing modern facilities for Tahoe’s hard working scientists, the new center will allow SNC students the chance to work with leading researchers.  But, probably the biggest benefit will come from the fact that scientists from different organizations will be working near each other, perhaps drinking coffee and having lunch together.  Lively exchanges of opinions and sharing of research findings can accelerate the pace of learning about Tahoe’s natural processes and how to preserve the lake.  The value of such opportunities for cross-fertilization of ideas can’t be over emphasized.


UC-Davis also announced the selection of a director for the Tahoe Environmental Research Center.  Professor Geoffrey Schladow, the new director, has been leading the development of a very important model describing Lake Tahoe’s processes.  According to UC-Davis, “in addition to overseeing the development of world-class research facilities at Lake Tahoe, Schladow will be responsible for increasing the involvement of faculty, students and visiting scholars in Lake Tahoe research.”  We’ll learn more about Professor Schladow and his plans for the center in a future column.


Basin Watch is taking another month off – back in October.


Comments?  Send them to basinwatch@sbcglobal.net
