Americans are using a lot
less water

By Story Hinckley, Christian Science Monitor

The average American is using a lot less water on a daily
basis. Six gallons less, to be exact.

The US Geological Survey’s National Water Use Science Project
has estimated water use in the United States every five years
since 1950. In its most recent estimate published this fall,
the USGS found that American daily water use per capita went
from 88 gallons in 2010 to 82 gallons per capita in 2015.

Conservation of fresh water is important because it 1is a
limited resource: Less than 1 percent of all the water on
Earth can by used by humans. With growing populations and
changing climates, fresh water 1is becoming increasingly
valuable, says Edward Osann, a senior policy analyst and water
efficiency project director at the National Resources Defense
Council.

Read the whole story

Record number in Nev. enroll
in health insurance exchange

By Jessie Bekker, Las Vegas Review-Journal

President Trump predicted the Affordable Care Act would
“implode,” but a record number of Nevadans signed up for
health insurance this year through the state’s exchange during
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a shortened enrollment period.

Nearly 91,000 Nevadans enrolled in coverage for 2018 through
the state’s Silver State Health Insurance Exchange, data
released by the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services
show.

That exceeded the state’s enrollment numbers for last year by
about 1,900.

Read the whole story

Building a 4-lane highway
across the Sierra
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A 1938 postcard of the two-lane U.S. 40 over
Donner Summit. Photo/Nevada Photo Service/James
R. Herz Collection/UNR Library

By Alicia Barber, KUNR
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Anyone who frequently drives along Interstate 80 across the
Sierra has probably experienced travel delays due to heavy
traffic or snow.

Before the construction of the modern interstate, driving over
the Sierra between Reno and Sacramento meant dealing with U.S.
40, a winding highway with just one lane heading in each
direction. Even modest amounts of snow could make the narrow
roadway impassable for days, and one record-breaking storm in
1952 closed the highway for an entire month.

Every winter, Reno’s casinos went through a seasonal slump as
nervous drivers kept their distance.

Read the whole story

UNR team studies climate
change and animals

By Mike Wolterbeek

A team of researchers at UNR has been studying the effects of
climate change on the range movements of species, using a
woodrat hybrid zone as a model system.

The team, including Professor Marjorie Matocq, Assistant
Professor Kevin Shoemaker, and postdoctoral researcher
Elizabeth Hunter, published a research paper, “Differential
Effects of Climate on Survival Rates Drive Hybrid Zone
Movement,” in the scientific journal Current Biology.

“This, at its very basis, is a long-term study to understand
what factors influence the persistence of populations at their
range edges and how they respond to changing conditions,”
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Matocqg, in the Department of Natural Resources and
Environmental Sciences, said.

The findings of this study have allowed for a unique look into
the mechanisms’ underlying range movements of species and the
complex relationship between climate and inter-species
competition in determining range limits. A range limit 1is a
species geographic boundary beyond which it does not occur.

The question of how animals will respond to climate change 1is
a major area of research in ecology, with clear implications
for biodiversity conservation.

“When conditions change, one way that species may respond is
by shifting their ranges to follow more favorable conditions,”
Matocq said. “For example, if it’'s getting too hot or dry,
species might move higher in elevation, or further north, but
we understand very little about that process.”

The interactions that animals have with other species at their
range margins may strongly influence species distributions,
but such interactions are difficult to study and therefore
present a major barrier to understanding how species respond
to climate change.

Matocq’'s woodrat data provided a unique opportunity to study
the demography of two species at their range margins and how
their populations responded to factors related to both climate
and competition.

Strikingly, the researchers in the College of Agriculture,
Biotechnology and Natural Resources uncovered a complex
mechanism by which competition and climate worked together to
favor one woodrat species over another, resulting in intrusion
of the favored species into territory previously dominated by
the other species.

“This research is a really novel contribution, as it documents
a response to climate change that is mediated by species



interactions, illustrating something many ecologists have long
suspected: species interactions are a really important part of
the equation,” Matocq said.

“Our woodrat study is very good for this question because the
two species hybridize,” Hunter said. “So, when we're
interested 1in studying species interactions, hybridizing
species are very good for that because they are potentially
the most competitively interacting species you can find.”

There are many different ways that animals can interact with
each other, such as competing with one another for food or
territories, but in the case of this research, they can also
share their genetic information.

Matocq began working on this study in 2008, but has been
working with and collecting data on the woodrat species since
1996. Hunter and Shoemaker are population modelers, and
started collaborating with Matocqg in 2016.

“This was a nice collaboration to use the data that Marjorie
had collected and our expertise in building models to predict
how these different factors can affect population survival
probabilities, and how interactions cause species ranges to
shift,” Hunter said.

“We had genetic data for all individuals, and we also had
information for estimating demographic parameters over time,
so we had a unique opportunity to link the genetics to
demographic rates like survival,” Shoemaker said. “It is a
very unique opportunity.”

The team expressed the importance of understanding the effects
of climate change on biodiversity.

“Take the example of polar bears, where it’s very easy to see
how climate could affect their populations, but we need to
think beyond how hotter temperatures will affect polar bears
directly,” Hunter said. “They also interact with their prey



species, and we need to understand how both of those
populations are interacting in order to really know what 1is
going to happen to polar bears.”

The team is on the leading edge of coming up with ways to look
at such interactions in order to make better predictions.

“It illustrates the importance of long-term data sets for
addressing these major questions, and there are few examples
of data sets that can do what we were able to do with this
paper,” Shoemaker said. “One of the things that we address in
our paper is the need for more data sets that can examine how
species respond to climate change at a deeper level.”

Mike Wolterbeek works at UNR.

S. Lake Tahoe ending retiree
health care benefits

By Kathryn Reed

Retirees are no longer going to be a drain on the taxpayers of
South Lake Tahoe — at least when it comes to their health
benefits.

The obligation of retiree health care benefits goes away a
year from New Year’s Day.

This is the outcome of a protracted effort by City Manager
Nancy Kerry to rein in debt, the City Council’s desire to stop
paying for benefits to retirees and their dependents for
decades past their service, and the retirees agreeing to
settle a lawsuit from December 2015.
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Joe Rose, attorney with Rose Law in Sacramento who had
represented the retirees, was not available for comment.

The deal affects more than 140 retirees.

For years South Lake Tahoe has been the only public entity in
the Lake Tahoe Basin to offer retirees medical coverage.

South Lake Tahoe has always been self-insured, which means it
pays all the medical bills incurred by those covered in the
plan. About $4 million is spent on health care by the city
each year.

“So this year we will look for medical insurance because (the
retirees) won’'t be on there. So, the city could get out of the
business of paying medical bills,” City Manager Nancy Kerry
told Lake Tahoe News. “We took 50 years of obligation off the
locals.”

Several years ago the city created an OPEB — other post-
employment benefits — account to help deal with the rising
unfunded debt obligations. Kerry a handful of years ago
offered to split the nearly $7 million pot of cash among all
the retirees in exchange for them to forfeit future health
care benefits. Some took it, others sued.

The deal reached this month, which the (City Council 1is
expected to sign off on in January, calls for the remainder of
that pot of cash to be split equitably. In addition, those
younger than 65 will get $12,000 and those 65 and older will
get $6,000 each in 2019 and 2020. This money equals what the
city had allocated for retiree medical care. They remain on
the plan for 2018.

“Everyone gets a varied piece of the pie related to years of
service and years to Medicare,” Kerry explained.

Retirees haven’t always had health benefits. Decades ago one
got sick, needing some help. The city let him on the plan.



This set the precedent and the flood gates were opened.

Through the years it became common practice that the retirees
would get whatever health plan the employees agreed to.

It got to the point that retirees and their dependents
outnumbered actual staff on the health plan. The people paying
that bill were taxpayers. For that contribution locals got
fewer services, including roads not being repaired, hours cut
at the recreation center and fewer employees to help them.
About a decade ago city staff was slashed by one-third. There
were a lot of contributing factors, with millions of dollars
in retiree medical benefits being one component.

At one point South Lake Tahoe'’'s unfunded liability for health
care was $55 million.

A broker works with the city to decide what is in the health
plan. For 20 years, costs were cut by deciding what would no
longer be covered.

In 2007, the first substantive change was made under City
Manager Dave Jinkens’ watch. Anyone hired after Jan. 1, 2008,
would not be given health benefits when they retired. But this
made it so two people doing the same job were compensated in
different ways.

In 2014, the council approved Kerry’s plan to radically change
health care. The main outcome was that all the employee groups
agreed to give up their retiree health care effective Oct. 1,
2014.

These changes brought the unfunded liability to about $20
million.

This change put all employees on a level playing field.

Another hurdle for the city is to deal with CalPERS - the
retiree pension system that has a noose around municipalities,
with the Legislature holding the rope.



Opinion: In fighting for the
‘Dreamers,’ Sandoval shines

Publisher’s note: This editorial is from the Dec.25, 2017, Las
Vegas Sun.

By joining a bipartisan group of governors advocating for
“Dreamers,” Nevada Gov. Brian Sandoval has once again reminded
us how humane, pragmatic and fair the Republican Party used to
be.

Last week, Sandoval and 10 other governors sent a letter to
congressional leaders urging them to take quick action to
protect the 750,000 children eligible for the Deferred Action
for Childhood Arrivals Program — otherwise known as
“Dreamers.”

Those children were brought to the U.S. by immigrant parents
who were without documentation. As the governors wrote 1in
their letter, the “Dreamers” “played no role in the decision
to come here and they have known no other home but the United
States.”

Read the whole story

Things to know before feeding
pets marijuana

By Chris Kudialis, Las Vegas Sun
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The latest trend for treating Fido’'s pain comes in a package
not found at a run-of-the-mill veterinarian’s office.

The marijuana boom across the United States and now in Nevada
hasn’t just been about people. As much as 5 percent of the
country’s estimated 165 million dogs and cats owned as pets
are involved in using some form of the plant, according to
estimates by the American Veterinary Medical Association and
Los Angeles-based veterinarian Jeff Werber.

And while the psychoactive ingredient THC isn’t legal for
pets, nor is it recommended by vets, cannabidiol (CBD) hemp
supplements help animals deal with pain.

Read the whole story

8 VHR renters, owners hit
with $1,000 fines

Eight $1,000 fines were issued within the first four days of
the South Lake Tahoe’'s stricter vacation home rental
ordinance.

The new rules took effect Dec. 22.

Four citations were issued for parking, two for exceeding
occupancy, one for parking and noise combination, and one for
being an unpermitted VHR.

Depending on the violation, either the renter or the owner 1is
cited.

No longer are warnings given to people.
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Owners can lose their VHR permit after three citations in 24
month period.

— Lake Tahoe News staff report

Burning Man releases details
for 2018

By KRXI-TV

Burning Man has released its schedule and price points for
tickets to the upcoming 2018 gathering at Black Rock City.

The main sale for tickets priced at $425 begins March 28, with
registration open from March 21 through March 23, according to
the organization’s website.

Pre-sale registration runs from Jan. 24-26, for the 5,000
tickets priced at $990 and $1,200. The ‘pre-sale’ sales will
begin on Jan. 31.

Read the whole story

EDC taxpayers pay twice for
same roadwork
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Tahoma roads disintegrated from a bad chip
seal project. Photo/El Dorado County

By Kathryn Reed

The botched roadwork in Tahoma in 2015 ended up costing E1l
Dorado County thousands of dollars.

Normally government agencies deny claims when they are
submitted. Not so with this case.

“These are unique claims in which the allegation of negligent
application of emulsion and chips by county forces created an
exposure to liability. While the county denies such
negligence, there has not been a satisfactory answer to the
question of what went wrong with the chip seal,” Carla Hass,
spokeswoman for ELl Dorado County, told Lake Tahoe News. “There
is no ‘general rule’ rather, all claims are evaluated on their
own merits according to the facts and the law.”

Payment on the claims involving this case were at least in
part all paid. That is unusual.

Based on numbers supplied by the county, from Nov. 1, 2011, to
Oct. 31, 2017, there were 23 road surface condition claims
throughout the county. Of those, 23.5 percent were paid; an
average of less than three per year. These were road surface
condition claims.



As for the Tahoma case, “13 claims have been filed. No claims
have been denied; $41,860.05 in claims have been filed,
$19,285.84 have been paid,” Hass said. She did not explain the
discrepancy between the amount requested and the amount paid.

Western Emulsions was contracted to use a chip seal on about
21 miles of roadway on the West Shore. The following winter it
started to deteriorate, especially with snow removal. The
sticky oil surfaced. That is what caused much of the damage to
personal vehicles and why the claims started being submitted.

Lake Tahoe News nearly two months ago requested all written
communications between the county and the emulsion company.
The county has refused to provide those documents.

“There 1s no evidence that the failure of the project
performed in August 2015 was the result of negligence on the
part of the county or its employees,” Hass said. However,
taxpayers were still left with part of the bill from the
subpar work.

Western Emulsions, per the settlement agreement with the
county, was to pay $8,977.60 for the residents’ claims - so,
not even half.

The settlement agreement said to fix the mess it would cost
$383,900. Of that amount, Western Emulsion was liable for
$271,920. So, the county ended up in part paying twice for the
same job and then for part of the claims to appease vehicle
owners even though the county spokeswoman says the county was
not negligent.

In the end, it meant less money for road repairs in other
parts of the county.

The settlements states, “This agreement or any payment made
pursuant to it, is not and may not be construed as an
admission of liability, fault or responsibility by the
parties.” Parties refers to the county and the contractor.



