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Minutes of the regular meeting of the Gerlach/Empire Citizens Advisory Board held on December 11, 2025, at 6:00 P.M. 
at Gerlach Community Center, 410 Cottonwood, Gerlach, NV 89412 


1. CALL TO ORDER/ DETERMINATION OF QUORUM – 
Present – Russell Bierle, Christy Evans, Schatzi Gambrell, Brandy Wilbur, Luis Garcia (online)
Absent -  

2. PLEDGE OF ALLEGIANCE
The pledge of allegiance was recited.

3. GENERAL PUBLIC COMMENT –	

Brian Wadsworth introduced himself as a member of the Pyramid Lake Paiute Tribe and announced his candidacy for Washoe County Commissioner, District 5. Born and raised in Northern Nevada, he spoke about growing up on the Pyramid Lake Reservation and now living in Nixon, giving him firsthand experience with the challenges facing rural communities. He highlighted issues such as limited access to reliable broadband and the past loss of emergency services in Gerlach as key motivations for running, emphasizing that no rural community should be overlooked or left without essential services. Wadsworth also thanked the Gerlach community for hosting him through the Washoe County Leadership Academy and invited residents to speak with him after the meeting to share ideas and concerns.

Veronica Cortes introduced herself as a lifelong Sun Valley resident and member of the Sun Valley Citizens Advisory Board, sharing her deep family roots in Washoe County and background in multigenerational ranching and small business ownership. She highlighted her community involvement, including her work in school nutrition, operating a local pizza business that supports children and unhoused residents, and receiving a Community Service Award for her extensive volunteer efforts. Cortes described her engagement with CABs, mentorship with Commissioner Jeannie Herman, and advocacy for school nutrition at the state and federal levels. She announced her intention to run for Washoe County Commissioner, District 5, stating that she wants to expand her community service, address infrastructure and first-responder concerns, and ensure rural and unincorporated communities are heard.

4. APPROVAL OF THE MINUTES FOR THE MEETING OF November 13, 2025
Schatzi Gambrell motioned to approve the minutes of the November 13, 2025, CAB meeting. Kristy Evans seconded the motion, and the minutes were approved unanimously. 
5. PUBLIC SAFETY UPDATES – 
Washoe County Sheriff’s Office	
Deputy Jackson Crews addressed recent concerns about prolonged train blockages that prevented access in and out of Gerlach, noting that the Sheriff’s Office contacted Union Pacific to raise community and emergency access concerns. While Union Pacific initially said the issue was unavoidable due to long trains and limited yard space, the problem has not recurred, suggesting improved responsiveness. Crews also clarified how residents should request service, explaining that deputies are often away from the substation and posted phone numbers may not be reliable. For non-emergency issues, he emphasized that residents should call the Washoe County Sheriff’s Office non-emergency dispatch line (785-WCSO), which immediately notifies him in the field and allows him to respond more quickly and efficiently.

Royal Ambulance	
JohnRey Hassan of Royal Ambulance provided an update on emergency medical services in Gerlach, reporting 62 total incidents to date, with four calls since the last CAB meeting, including one transport to Reno. He noted that Royal Ambulance has maintained 100% service coverage with no staffing issues and praised the dedication of local EMTs and paramedics. Hassan announced a free American Heart Association BLS CPR class for the community on Dec. 19–20. He also addressed a temporary equipment issue involving a backup ambulance breakdown, explaining that a replacement Royal Ambulance unit was immediately dispatched from the Bay Area and would arrive within hours. Overall, he reported a recent decrease in call volume and said he does not anticipate service issues moving forward.

Russell Bierle asked for confirmation on whether recent action by the Board of County Commissioners would allow full Advanced Life Support (ALS) services to continue through the winter. In response, it was confirmed that the Board approved a slight funding increase, always ensuring 24/7 ALS coverage in Gerlach with one paramedic and one EMT on duty, year-round. Bierle expressed appreciation for the update and thanked staff for the continued service.	

Kristy Evans thanked emergency services staff for their efforts to maintain reliable service in Gerlach, acknowledging that equipment issues can arise and expressing appreciation for the extra steps taken including bringing equipment from out of state to ensure the community has what it needs.

Brandy Wilbur asked for clarification about the limited availability of the free CPR classes, noting that the email indicated only six slots per day. In response, Hassan confirmed that there are six participants per time slot, but additional classes can be added if more people sign up, with the caveat that emergency calls could potentially interrupt or delay a class.	
6. COUNTY MANAGER KATE THOMAS MEET & GREET	
County Manager Kate Thomas introduced herself, shared her professional background, and outlined her priorities as a Washoe County leader. She described nearly three decades in public service, including roles in local government, the City of Reno, the Nevada Secretary of State’s Office, and the past eight and a half years with Washoe County, most recently as assistant county manager overseeing human services and related functions. Thomas emphasized her appreciation for Gerlach and rural Nevada, noting multiple visits and long-standing engagement with the community. Looking ahead, she said her primary focus is strengthening the County internally, improving organizational culture, recruitment, retention, and employee engagement, so the County can deliver better services to residents. She stressed the importance of relationships, data-driven decision-making, and supporting elected officials with clear analysis. On the budget outlook, Thomas said Washoe County faces tighter revenues but remains relatively stable due to its reliance on property taxes. The County does not anticipate adding staff, instead holding the line on spending while encouraging innovation, particularly through technology and one-time investments. She concluded by inviting community feedback, questions, and input on local needs, reaffirming that County staff are there to listen and serve.

Veronica Cortes raised concerns about the Citizens Advisory Board (CAB) appointment process, referencing earlier discussions about revamping CAB operations. She advocated for allowing existing CAB members to vote on incoming members rather than relying solely on commissioner appointments, arguing this could reduce perceived bias, prevent favoritism, and better reflect community needs. Cortes said CAB members have firsthand knowledge of local issues and can help ensure fair representation, noting that trust in local processes is especially important amid broader skepticism about voting systems. She emphasized collaboration, not opposition, and asked that the County revisit this issue as part of ongoing CAB improvements.	

Luis Garcia thanked Kate Thomas for attending the meeting and expressed support for the direction she outlined. He asked for updated information on the highway improvement grant previously awarded for the Gerlach area, seeking details on the scope of work, how far improvements might extend, and what residents can expect. In response, Kate Thomas explained that the County has pursued this grant for several years due to ongoing safety concerns and the high cost of repeated annual patching on the road. She noted that the roadway is heavily used, can be dangerous, and serves as critical access to public and federal lands. Thomas said the grant-funded project is anticipated around 2029, allowing time for planning and community communication, and emphasized that the primary driver for the project is safety and long-term cost effectiveness. She acknowledged the project would be disruptive but necessary, and thanked Garcia for the question, noting staff would continue to share information as planning progresses. 	

Assistant County Manager Dave Solaro provided additional details on the scope of the highway improvement project discussed earlier. He explained that when planning began, costs were estimated at about $1–1.2 million per mile but have since increased to roughly $3 million per mile. As a result, the project is now expected to cover approximately 8–10 miles outside of Gerlach, extending as far as funding allows. Solaro noted that the work will be carried out by the Federal Highway Administration, with Washoe County contributing limited matching funds, and that improvements are anticipated to begin near the “Y” outside of town. He concluded by saying the County will go as far as possible with the available funding.	

Russell Bierle thanked staff for attending and said he strongly connected with the idea of hiring motivated, engaged people rather than trying to instill commitment after the fact. Drawing on local experience in Gerlach, he noted that it is easier to train people who want to live and invest in the community than to convince others to care. Bierle expressed support for this approach and wished County leadership success in applying it going forward.	

Kristy Evans thanked County leadership for coming to Gerlach and emphasized how meaningful in-person visits are for rural communities with unique challenges. She criticized media narratives around the highway project that frame investments as serving Burning Man rather than local residents and expressed appreciation for the long-term work to secure funding. Evans also praised Brian Beffert for his dedication and encouraged the County to maintain strong staff connections with Gerlach. She noted that presentations from County departments to the Gerlach CAB have been especially helpful and asked how the County Manager’s Office is structured now, specifically whether a second assistant county manager would be hired. In response, Kate Thomas explained that she is currently covering both roles but confirmed the County plans to open recruitment for a second assistant county manager early in the new year. She said the focus will be on finding the right fit aligned with the organization’s direction and values. Thomas also shared plans for an all-CAB meeting and training on open meeting law, board operations, ethics, and onboarding an effort informed by recommendations from the Raftelis organizational assessment. She added that this would help support CAB members and new commissioners. Thomas closed by recognizing staff members Gabrielle Enfield and Brian Beffert for their commitment to Gerlach and noted Enfield will be working on legacy and arts projects in the community.

7. UPDATE TO FIRE & EMERGENCY MEDICAL SERVICES IN GERLACH
Assistant County Manager Dave Solaro provided an update on emergency medical and fire services in Gerlach. He confirmed that the Board of County Commissioners approved an amendment to the Royal Ambulance contract, using contingency funds to ensure a two-person ALS crew is on duty 24/7, year-round, with the current contract in place through the end of 2026. Solaro noted ongoing challenges with ambulance equipment, explaining that the primary ambulance has required significant repairs and may need replacement. Because the existing ambulances were originally purchased with grant funds, there is no built-in replacement funding, and the County is now exploring options and costs for new vehicles. He praised Royal Ambulance for stepping in with backup units to maintain service during equipment issues. He added that the County is beginning early discussions about future service models, including the possibility of Truckee Meadows Fire providing full service in Gerlach, and emphasized that decisions will balance fiscal responsibility with community needs. Solaro also announced progress in revitalizing the volunteer fire program, with two nearly certified firefighters and renewed community involvement. The County is coordinating with Truckee Meadows Fire, Royal Ambulance, and the Sheriff’s Office to assess equipment needs, update protocols, and ensure safe, well-coordinated responses, with plans to inspect and address equipment issues early next year.

Russell Bierle asked whether funding for Advanced Life Support (ALS) services is being built into next year’s budget, noting that recent stopgap contingency funding was needed and expressing concern about a potential service gap when the current contract ends in December 2026. Dave Solaro responded that ensuring continuous, fully funded EMS service is already on the County’s radar and that the intent is to avoid any “service cliff.” He explained that while the current Royal Ambulance contract was intentionally structured as a shorter-term agreement, the County is evaluating longer-term options and that multi-year contracts approved by the Board come with corresponding budget authority. Bierle also asked about the timeline for restoring self-contained breathing apparatus (SCBA) equipment at the fire station, joking about whether he had time to grow his beard back. Solaro replied that equipment inspections and readiness work are targeted for around February, humorously encouraging Bierle to enjoy the beard in the meantime.

Luis Garcia asked for clarification on how recently purchased and retrofitted ambulance equipment in Gerlach would be handled given ongoing vehicle issues, specifically whether that equipment could be repurposed into a new ambulance or if replacement would require additional budget funding. In response, Dave Solaro explained that while the existing ambulance itself is currently out of service, much of the associated equipment remains usable and can be removed and repurposed for a replacement unit. He noted that Royal Ambulance uses its own operational equipment, and the main cost question centers on the ambulance chassis and body. Solaro outlined several options under review, including purchasing a new ambulance, noting current costs and long delivery timelines, or transferring the existing ambulance box onto a new chassis. He emphasized that the County intends to repurpose as much as possible and make fiscally responsible decisions. 

Schatzi Gambrell emphasized the importance of retaining key ambulances and fire equipment in Gerlach, particularly the patient-lift bed that the community fundraised for to protect firefighters from injury. She stressed that this equipment should remain in the community and continue to be used locally. In response, Solaro confirmed that all community-funded and volunteer-supported equipment, including the lift bed, will stay in Gerlach and be repurposed as needed. They acknowledged and thanked the community and volunteers for their fundraising and efforts. Staff also shared that Commissioner Jeanne Herman has committed $25,000 in district funds to support the Volunteer Fire Department for training, personal protective equipment, and other necessary supplies.

Russell Bierle asked for details on what caused the Blue Ambulance to fail earlier in the day. In response, County staff explained that the initial report suggested it may have run out of fuel or had a fuel gauge issue, but that was later ruled out. The ambulance was towed to the shop for a full inspection, and staff said they would know more after mechanics reviewed it. The exchange concluded with a lighthearted acknowledgment of the challenges of aging equipment and appreciation for the community’s patience and support.	

8. NEIGHBORHOOD DEVELOPMENT HUB& OTHER ENGAGEMENT OPPORTUNITIES 	
Casey McDonald provided a brief update on behalf of the Communications Division, noting there are no upcoming development items for Gerlach. He reminded residents about the County’s public input portals for submitting topics or concerns, accessible through the Board of County Commissioners webpage or via QR codes on meeting agendas. McDonald highlighted an open position on the Carson Truckee Water Conservancy District with a four-year term ending in 2028 and encouraged interested residents to apply through the Washoe County BCC website. He also encouraged the community to sign up for district news and updates to stay informed on issues affecting multiple areas. Lastly, he shared information on how to get involved with the volunteer fire department through the Truckee Meadows Fire Protection District website and noted that follow-up discussions on Starry Skies certification are expected to be scheduled for a future meeting.	
9. REPORT ON REQUESTS FOR SERVICE  FROM PREVIOUS CAB MEETINGS	
Russell Bierle reported that County staff were unable to establish meaningful contact with Union Pacific regarding the recent train blockage issue discussed at the previous meeting. He said the CAB had requested help identifying a reliable communication channel with Union Pacific for future incidents that affect access and emergency response, but so far, no such avenue has been identified. Bierle noted there is no additional information or progress to report at this time.	
10. COMMISSIONER AND BOARD MEMBER ITEMS	

Russell Bierle shared a community announcement, reminding residents that the Christmas Craft Fair will be held in the Gerlach Community Center this Saturday. He added that Santa Claus is expected to attend, along with an elf, to add to the holiday festivities.
Schatzi Gambrell shared several community announcements. She noted that on Dec. 16 at 10 a.m., the Washoe County Board of Commissioners will discuss Iverson and employee housing, and a Zoom setup will be available at the Gerlach Community Center for residents who wish to participate. She also invited volunteers to help load donated items for the annual homeless veterans stocking drive following the meeting. Gambrell explained that the Gerlach community raises funds each year to provide stockings filled with warm clothing, toiletries, and treats for homeless veterans, and she welcomed both volunteer help and monetary donations.

Luis Garcia announced an update regarding the Gerlach Post Office, sharing that he has officially stepped down as Gerlach’s postmaster after accepting a promotion to Postmaster of Incline Village and Crystal Bay. He said he will remain actively involved with Gerlach’s postal operations by mentoring Shailene, who is in the process of becoming the town’s new postmistress. Garcia expressed pride in the improvements made to the Gerlach Post Office over the past year and a half, reiterated ongoing safety concerns about helicopter landings near the facility, and shared that this would likely be his last CAB meeting since he no longer lives in Gerlach. He closed by thanking the community for the opportunity to serve and for their continued support of one another.

11. GENERAL PUBLIC COMMENT	

There was no general public comment.
ADJOURNMENT
The meeting was adjourned at  6:56 pm. 	
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