


teaches electricians how to install modern electrical systems such as solar photovoltaics,
batteries, and transfer switches, as well as efficient methods for 100A-to-200A residential service
upgrades for electrification.® Electricians in Mono County would have to make a long trip for
this type of training.

Resort town challenges. The Town operates some complex facilities that would benefit from
big-city know-how. A key example is the Community Recreation Center, known locally as the
Ice Rink, an indoor NHL-sized ice rink with a separate curling sheet, completed in late 2023.
The mechanical systems for the enclosed structure include heat-recovery ventilation units,
several hundred kilowatts of refrigeration for the ice sheets, and a 12,000-cfm dehumidification
air handler with 30 tons of electric refrigeration (separate from the ice chiller), as well as four-
stage propane-fired regeneration.

These systems are complicated enough, but disputes between the Town and the general
contractor unfortunately deteriorated to a point where the two parties separated prior to building
completion. A proper commissioning of the systems was never completed, and the building’s
sophisticated monitoring system is inoperative. This is exactly the kind of facility that would
significantly benefit from retro-commissioning efforts. HSEF is working to facilitate the
commissioning process and control systems through SoCalREN. The Town’s Facilities and
Asset Manager is eager to ensure this expensive and energy-intensive facility is running properly
and will serve the town for years to come.”

Propane dependency. Another significant issue for the Town is heating fuel. Remote areas are
seldom connected to the fossil gas grid and must rely on propane for heating buildings, DHW,
snowmelt systems, swimming pools, and various process loads. Propane is a costly fuel delivered
mostly by truck that is unregulated other than for safety. Customers technically have a choice
between companies, but the choices can be quite limited as companies get sold and bought
leaving fewer options, less competition, and higher prices Franchise agreements can last for
decades and lock in punitive pricing. Deliveries by truck tend to occur erratically, making it
difficult to track usage with any precision. Invoices from the propane company may include
deliveries to several facilities, further complicating the effort to measure usage. A major hurdle
for rural is the lack of incentives regarding fuel switching -- or switching from propane to
electricity-- which is not eligible for incentives, further hindering conversion. At the town’s
swimming pool—which is outdoors and only operates during summer—a low-efficiency propane
boiler heats the main pool. When the authors asked about propane consumption, the response
was, “Well, the propane truck has to come twice a week,” indicating extremely high costs.

Icy innovation at a cost. Another energy-gobbling installation at TOML is one that could
scarcely be imagined in LA or the Bay Area: a heated street section at a dangerous intersection,
where a steep downhill leads into a heavily-traveled main road.® After dealing with multiple
crashes at this location, the Town repaved the downhill section with in-slab snowmelt tubing fed
by a two million btu-per-hour propane boiler. The electrical loads for pumping antifreeze

6 Personal visit by author Houghton, November 15, 2016.

7 The TOML CRC does have some interesting energy features such as an all-electric Zamboni ice surfacing
machine. The concrete trough where excess ice is dumped to be melted and drained is served by a pair of high-
efficiency condensing tankless water heaters which-burn propane.

8 One of the authors—we’1l not say which—actually crashed at this location.
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through the piping are relatively modest, but the propane burn and cost is substantial. A key
measure for snowmelt systems is control, which can be tricky to optimize. Some snowmelt
systems end up heating the pavement when it’s not snowing, and may even run all summer long.
Fortunately, the Mammoth area has technicians that know their way around snowmelt systems,
as they exist at many locations such as hotel entrances and steep private driveways.

Partnerships that Reach Farther: Hyper-Rural Participation

In 2025, HSEF and SoCalREN worked with the Hilton Creek CSD, a small sewer district
in the Mono County community of Crowley Lake to complete a blower upgrade at their
wastewater treatment plant (WWTP). See Figure 6 for one of the most beautiful backdrops of
any WWTP in the country. With fewer than 400 connections in the CSD, the project was small
in terms of dollars and scope but was impactful to the district providing them with an anticipated
828,120 kWh in lifetime savings. To achieve this upgrade, Hilton Creek CSD leveraged
SoCalREN’s project management and technical assistance services, assistance with procurement,
$25,725 in incentives, and $58,842 for bridge financing. The project had a short return on

Figure 6. Clockwise from left: Hilton Creek CSD WWTP; Board of Director’s presentation; General Manager with
new equipment.

Another hyper-rural project currently in the evaluation phase is supporting Inyo County
with their efforts in Tecopa. As previously stated, Tecopa is in the far southeastern portion of
Inyo County just outside the Death Valley National Park boundaries and has a very small
population. In 2025, the community experienced a five-day electrical outage during 90—100-
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degree Fahrenheit temperatures after which the County Board of Supervisors prioritized finding
a solution. Inyo County identified the existing albeit dated facility, the Tecopa Community
Center, as a building to transform into a resilient cooling center. The HSEF and SoCalREN
teams have evaluated the facility for solar and storage and are undergoing an Energy Resilience
Action Planning process to gather input on community needs and to assist with outside funding
applications.

On the Horizon

All projects take time to come to fruition, but they may take even longer in rural
communities where public agency staff is under-resourced. Additionally, reputation and
credibility carry significant weight in small towns. Moving at the speed of building trust often
means investing time before a project is agreed upon and being patient throughout the process.

Thanks in part to this approach, the HSEF-SoCalREN partnership is supporting three
additional projects besides the one with Inyo County and Tecopa. The Bishop Paiute Tribe
currently has two projects in the evaluation phase. The first project is participation in
SoCalREN’s Tribal Community Resilience Program which solicits a tribal community-designed
proposal that identifies tribal energy efficiency goals and aims to fill identified gaps. The second
project is evaluating a casino for thermal storage technology that could reduce the building’s
energy usage and consequent bills. Another project currently in evaluation is with a local Fire
Protection District assessing and supporting their desired retrofits to their workforce housing.
Like the Hilton CSD WWTP project, most of these projects are comparatively small in size and
scope to projects in urban areas, but they have potential for considerable impact on the respective
agencies. HSEF believes, like Medina, that the greatest long-term potential is reaching
underserved communities.

For Rural, By Rural

The movement to reach rural communities expanded with the most recent CPUC-
approved RENSs: the Northern Rural Energy Network (NREN) and the Central California Rural
REN (CCR REN). Both RENs’ program offerings were designed with specific consideration for
the unique needs of rural communities. The CCR REN formed to serve the geographically hard-
to-reach, underserved, and disadvantaged communities in the Central Coast, San Joaquin Valley,
and Eastern Sierra regions. Comprised of local governments and nonprofit organizations (one of
which is HSEF), it is administered by the County of San Luis Obispo (SLO). Under Director of
Planning and Building Trevor Kieth’s leadership, SLO County has a long history in energy
program participation; that experience lends itself to CCR REN’s residential, commercial,
workforce development, and codes and standards offerings to the 14 counties in the REN’s
territory.

An example of a tailored program is the CCR REN’s Commercial Energy Improvement
Program. It brings services to the region’s small businesses through a turnkey direct install
offering. A core element of the program is recruiting and training locally based Clean Energy
Advisors (CEA) who conduct direct, in-person outreach and guide participants through projects.
CEAs, many of whom begin with little to no prior energy-related experience, receive classroom
education and obtain certifications, hands-on field experience, and mentorship from experienced
industry professionals for several months before interacting directly with customers. CEAs then
serve as trusted local contacts helping customers understand opportunities, confirm eligibility,
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and coordinate next steps. Much like SoCalREN’s Regional Partner Model, community
associations—such as people playing in the local hockey league or simply shopping at local
businesses—ease outreach efforts and promote a level of trust in the program.

Another way to serve rural is through the CCR REN’s Codes and Standards program.
The Energy Code Coach program provides energy code support for free to local Authorities
Having Jurisdiction (AHJs) in an effort to increase code compliance. Trainings, both virtually
and in-person, have been offered on topics such as Title 24 energy code, heat pumps, advanced
insulation installation. Regionally relevant topics like education on heat pumps for cold climates
and home hardening for wildfire preparedness and smoke safety are offered to benefit design and
construction professionals, as well as and interested residents.

Energy Wrangler: Connecting Services and Communities

In rural spaces, there is no shortage of opportunity to raise awareness and provide
education and opportunities around energy efficiency. As such, the HSEF is always on the
lookout to bring programs to the rural region. In 2024, HSEF realized only 37% of Mono
County’s and 64% of Inyo County’s’ eligible, income-qualified residents were enrolled in
Southern California Edison’s (SCE) California Alternative Rates for Energy (CARE) program
and that most of those residents would qualify for SCE’s Energy Savings Assistance (ESA)
program. Naturally, HSEF decided to respond to SCE’s ESA Marketing and Outreach RFP.

The ESA program offers deep energy retrofits and weatherization services to CARE
eligible customers. Weatherization is an important remedy that can provide significant benefits
in the extreme climates of the Eastern Sierra. During the procurement selection period, SCE’s
Technical Purchasing Specialist informed HSEF that their per lead quote was twice that of the
low bidder. Pulling from her local knowledge and outreach tactics, the Executive Director
countered, “Did the low bidder propose taco nights at the mobile home park community centers
in our remote region, and are they going to partner with local food banks to do outreach to reach
potential eligible residents?” The answer was no, and the proposal was awarded to HSEF, which
has diligently engaged with the utility and contractor to ensure—before engaging in outreach—
that the services can be delivered to the community.

To add another layer of complexity to the rural locale, the region’s electricity is co-served
by SCE and the municipally owned Los Angeles Department of Water and Power (LADWP).
For many years, LADWP’s Community Partnership Outreach Grant (CPOG) was only offered in
their southern California territory and not in the Owens Valley (OV). Rick Phelps, HSEF’s
former Executive Director, regularly reached out to their energy efficiency department on this
matter, and the current Executive Director (author Bold) chased down David Jacot, LADWP’s
Director of Energy Solutions, at multiple conferences to advocate for funding to support the local
OV-LADWP connection. This persistent advocacy worked, and HSEF was awarded the grant
2018.

Every year since, HSEF continues to be a CPOG recipient and sets aside a portion of the
annual funding for community projects. Past projects include lighting retrofits at Inyo County
parks, funds for air source heat pumps and water heaters at the new Eastern Sierra Business
Resource Center, and energy engineering services for the City of Bishop to evaluate pool pump

% Annual Report of Southern California Edison Company (U 338-E) on Energy Savings Assistance and California Alternate
Rates for Energy Programs For 2024
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replacements resulting in a more efficient pump for the wading pool. Since MOU- served
buildings are ineligible for the public goods charge funding programs associated with IOUs,
HSEF requested and received approval from LADWP to perform FEIs and energy analysis to
LADWP-served buildings in Inyo County portfolio. It simply didn’t make sense for the agency
to know their energy profiles on only a portion of their building portfolio.

In addition to building rapport with the utility companies serving its region, HSEF has
actively sought and brought various other program offerings to boost its communities. These
include the California Green Business Network, Energy Upgrade California, Power Saver
Rewards Program, the Driving Clean Assistance Program, and CA Department of Food and
Agriculture’s Healthy Stores Refrigeration Program.

True Grit —

Like the common adage states, ‘showing up is half the battle.” In small, rural places,
people see who’s there...and who’s not. Showing up has certainly contributed to HSEF
successfully connecting with its communities. Here are some examples:

e Annual judging of 6" grade science class solar oven cook-offs

Organizing Earth Month Sustainability Series and Tours

Providing energy efficiency lessons at Tribal Environmental Youth Camps

Drive-thru Trick-or-Treating at the Fairgrounds during Covid

Filling hundreds of mini totes with flyers, lightbulbs, and candy, to be distributed

during food drives

e Roping friends into riding bikes or pulling a giant LED light bulb in the 4% of July
parade

e Staffing a booth at the County Fair

e Connecting outlying fire department with the Solar Generation Incentive Program
(SGIP) to receive storage — that ultimately served the remote community for
several after the power was taken out from an avalanche.

e Coordinating hands-on contractor training

e Attending local contractors’ association monthly meetings

e Supporting the local high school’s construction program and instructor
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A CREDIT
ON YOUR

Figure 7. Clockwise from top left: HSEF staff at the Lone Pine Paiute Shoshone Earth Day event, The Village in
Mammoth 4 of July celebration, Bishop’s Christmas Parade, HSEF staff and friends at the Mammoth Lakes 4™ of
July Parade.

Where The Trail Leads Next

Remote and rural living like that in the Easter Sierra requires a broad, savvy, and flexible
skillset. When the nearest major airports are 3.5+ hours away, the big box stores aren’t much
closer, and folks often pay for additional insurance to cover medical flight evacuations, it’s
apparent that getting things done takes a little extra effort. Residents of rural know this and live
it, and they’re often heartier for it. Just because they’re hard-to-reach doesn’t justify being left
behind.

Ensuring rural communities are included in the clean energy transition is ambitious yet
achievable when supported by well-designed programs and sufficient funding and have access to
knowledgeable energy professionals—and are guided by strong, trusted local relationships.
California’s RENs will continue to play a key role in providing these resources and addressing
long-standing inequities. Partnering with local organizations that have deep connections to their
communities is essential to making these efforts successful.
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