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Minutes of the regular meeting of the Gerlach/Empire Citizens Advisory Board held on January 08, 2026, at 6:00 P.M. 
at Gerlach Community Center, 410 Cottonwood, Gerlach, NV 89412 


1. CALL TO ORDER/ DETERMINATION OF QUORUM – 
Present –  Russell Bierle, Kristy Evans, Schatzi Gambrell, Brandy Wilbur, Carl Copek
Absent -  
2. PLEDGE OF ALLEGIANCE
The pledge of allegiance was recited.

3. GENERAL PUBLIC COMMENT –	
Katherine Yriarte, a candidate for Washoe County Commissioner in District 5, shared public health information in recognition of National Radon Action Month. She informed residents that radon is especially prevalent in Nevada and that free radon testing kits are being offered through the University of Nevada, Reno Extension now through Feb. 28. Yriarte noted that radon exposure is the second leading cause of lung cancer in the United States, responsible for an estimated 21,000 deaths annually, and that nearly 26% of Nevada homes have tested at or above the EPA’s action level. She encouraged residents to take advantage of the free testing opportunity and offered to share the link with the board.
Russell Bierle emphasized that Gerlach faces a higher risk of radon exposure due to the presence of nearby granite mountains and naturally occurring uranium in the water, noting that radon is a byproduct of uranium decay. He encouraged residents to take advantage of the available free radon testing kits and asked if there was any additional public comment.
4. APPROVAL OF THE MINUTES FOR THE MEETING OF December 11, 2025
Schatzi Gambrell motioned to approve the minutes of the December 11, 2025, Gerlach CAB meeting. Brandy Wilbur seconded the motion, and the minutes were approved unanimously. 
5. PUBLIC SAFETY UPDATES – 	

Royal Ambulance	
JohnRey Hassan of Royal Ambulance reported a relatively calm month of service in the Gerlach area, with six total incidents, including two patient transports and four patient contacts without transport. He noted there were no staffing issues and that ambulance coverage remained at 100%. Hassan also highlighted two successful CPR classes held last month, which trained five community members in basic life support, and shared that CPR mannequins are now available locally to support future training. He provided an update on ambulance resources, explaining that a Royal Ambulance Type 2 unit was moved from the Bay Area to Gerlach and will remain in service there until a permanent replacement is secured. He said the older “Big Blue” ambulance is less reliable for long transports to Reno, prompting the temporary deployment. Hassan added that Royal Ambulance is working with Washoe County to secure a permanent Type 3 box ambulance for Gerlach through a lease agreement, with plans to brand and place it into service as soon as the agreement is finalized.
Kristy Evans expressed her gratitude for the CPR classes. 
	
6. ARTRAIL UPDATE
An update was unable to be provided, and this item was tabled until the February meeting. 

7. RAIL AUXILIARY TEAM AND WASHOE COUNTY CERT
Richard Gent, team leader for the Washoe County CERT Rail Auxiliary Team, presented information to help Gerlach residents better understand how to report and respond to railroad-related issues, particularly blocked crossings and safety concerns. He clarified that he does not represent Union Pacific Railroad but works to help communities navigate railroad systems and contacts. Gent acknowledged long-standing frustrations in Gerlach with blocked crossings and difficulty reaching the railroad. He provided residents with key reporting tools, including the Union Pacific emergency number, which should be used only for true emergencies such as derailments or malfunctioning crossings, and explained how to use the blue emergency identification signs at crossings to pinpoint locations for dispatchers. He shared multiple non-emergency reporting options, including Union Pacific’s community webpage for reporting blocked crossings, idling trains, vegetation issues and signal problems, as well as the Federal Railroad Administration’s online reporting system. While noting that federal law limits local enforcement authority over blocked crossings, he emphasized that consistent reporting helps document the problem at the federal level and can lead to long-term improvements. Gent also highlighted available railroad safety and hazardous materials training, noting that Union Pacific has offered free hazmat training to local fire departments and that his team can provide railroad safety briefings for law enforcement and the community. He discussed the potential impact of a proposed Union Pacific and Norfolk Southern merger, which could result in increased train traffic through Gerlach. He encouraged residents to act as the “eyes and ears” of the community by reporting unsafe behavior near tracks, open rail containers, and suspicious activity, citing growing concerns about theft and infrastructure security. Gent invited residents to participate in the CERT Rail Auxiliary Team’s free one-hour monthly training and stressed the importance of railroad safety awareness, reminding attendees that trains are quiet, fast and unable to stop quickly.

Russell Bierle thanked Richard Gent for attending and asked for clarification on training requirements, noting that the Rail Academy used to be a one-day program and that participation was previously expected only after completing the full CERT Academy. He explained that attending the multi-day CERT Academy in Reno was difficult for residents in remote areas like Gerlach. Richard Gent responded that the CERT team recognized this challenge and adjusted its approach. He explained that residents can now participate through the local one-hour training sessions without first completing the full CERT Academy. He added that the CERT Academy is also offered online, making it more accessible for rural residents. Bierle encouraged community members, especially those living near rail crossings, to take advantage of the training opportunities.

Kristy Evans thanked the presenter and clarified that there were two separate sign-up sheets available, one specifically for receiving information about the railroad training and another for general sign-ups, to ensure residents understood the difference. She then asked for clarification on who to contact for non-emergency railroad-related concerns, such as an abandoned RV on railroad property that negatively affects the community. In response, Richard Gent confirmed that Peggy, Union Pacific’s community representative, is the appropriate first point of contact for non-emergency issues on railroad property. He explained that while emergencies should be reported through the railroad’s emergency number, general concerns can start with Peggy, who can help route and address the issue.

Carl Copek thanked the presenter and raised concerns about ongoing impacts from railroad operations in Gerlach. He noted a past railroad-related incident that knocked out power in town for about six hours and expressed disappointment that the issue was not acknowledged. Copek also described a persistent public health problem caused by midges and no-see-ums breeding in standing water and mud along the railroad drainage ditch. He explained that the infestation is difficult to mitigate because the affected areas are inaccessible and located on railroad property, creating a seasonal health and quality-of-life issue for residents. Copek suggested a potential solution using drones to treat the water along the railroad right-of-way to control the insects, provided the railroad is willing to cooperate. In response, Richard Gent recommended using the Union Pacific community webpage to report the issue, noting that it could be categorized under vegetation or drainage concerns, which may provide another pathway to notify the railroad and pursue mitigation.

A community member asked whether there are additional actions Gerlach can take beyond contacting Peggy or reporting issues. In response, Richard Gent suggested exploring broader, long-term solutions to address blocked railroad crossings that affect emergency response. He proposed looking into potential grant opportunities through the Union Pacific Foundation, which has supported community projects in other small towns. One idea discussed was securing funding for additional emergency resources or facilities on both sides of the railroad tracks, such as a second ambulance or fire apparatus location, to ensure emergency access when crossings are blocked. Gent emphasized that these were exploratory ideas intended to spark discussion and help the community consider alternative solutions.

8. DARK STARRY SKIES CERTIFICATION OVERVIEW AND POSSIBLE FUTURE ACTIONS – 
Chelsea Kincheloe of the Nevada Division of Outdoor Recreation (NDOR) provided a follow-up on the Nevada Starry Skies Destination Program, which she previously presented to the board in June. She explained that NDOR, established in 2019, works to advance sustainable outdoor recreation in Nevada, including the protection of dark skies. The Starry Skies program was authorized by Senate Bill 52 in 2021 and focuses on preserving dark night skies through lighting management and public education. Kincheloe outlined next steps for Gerlach to pursue Starry Skies certification, including conducting a lighting inventory of public-facing buildings such as businesses, the post office, school and community center, not private homes. The assessment would evaluate whether existing lighting meets five dark-sky principles: useful, targeted, low-level, controlled and warm-colored. NDOR plans to coordinate with county staff and local volunteers to complete the inventory and develop recommendations for dark-sky-compliant lighting. She explained that the community would then need to agree on a dark sky lighting policy, emphasizing a community-based approach rather than an ordinance, and establish a timeline for implementation. Once those steps are complete, Gerlach can submit an application and move toward official Dark Skies certification.

Kristy Evans asked how an unincorporated community like Gerlach would collectively agree to a dark skies policy or ordinance as part of the Nevada Starry Skies program. Chelsea Kincheloe responded that the process would be community-driven and coordinated through the Citizens Advisory Board, focusing on collaboration rather than formal voting or ballot measures. She emphasized that the policy would apply to public and community buildings, not private homes. Kincheloe explained that NDOR can provide templates and guidance, including resources from Dark Sky International, to help draft the language. The approach is intended to be a consensus-based, “handshake” agreement reflecting shared community values around reducing light pollution.

Dave Cooper shared brief remarks in support of moving the Nevada Starry Skies effort forward in Gerlach. He noted that volunteers will be needed to help conduct a community lighting inventory and said he and Chelsea Kincheloe still need to schedule a date and time for that work. Cooper explained that he previously drafted a sample lighting ordinance using another unincorporated community as a template but emphasized that the group has not decided whether an ordinance or a less formal policy is the right approach. He outlined the next steps such as completing the lighting inventory, developing a plan, and then submitting the application for Starry Skies certification. Cooper added that the process will involve working with residents, businesses, and NV Energy to improve street lighting, so it is better directed and reduces light spill into private properties. He closed by inviting community members to get involved and help move the effort forward.

Carl Copek voiced support for reducing harsh white streetlights in Gerlach, stating they detract from the community’s character and negatively affect nighttime conditions rather than serving as an asset. He also clarified that the Citizens Advisory Board is an advisory, not legislative, body and does not have the authority to pass ordinances, noting that any formal policy authority would more likely rest with another entity rather than the CAB.

Pam duPre representing Friends of Nevada Wilderness, shared support for Gerlach’s dark skies efforts and highlighted the organization’s sponsorship of the Save Starry Skies Nevada license plate, which is now in use by thousands of drivers statewide. She emphasized the connection between preserving dark skies and protecting public lands, noting the importance of both to the Gerlach area. DuPre offered Friends of Nevada Wilderness’ assistance in supporting the community’s Starry Skies efforts and explained that limited proceeds from the Save Starry Skies license plate may be available to help facilitate the work, consistent with state and DMV guidelines. She expressed interest in using those funds to support responsible outdoor lighting not only on public buildings, but also across commercial and residential areas, and reaffirmed the organization’s commitment to partnering with Gerlach on preserving its dark skies.

9. NEIGHBORHOOD DEVELOPMENT HUB& OTHER ENGAGEMENT OPPORTUNITIES 	
Candee Ramos, representing Washoe County, shared information on ways residents can stay engaged and involved with county activities and services. She highlighted the WashoeCounty.gov website as a central hub for participation, encouraging residents to sign up for email updates tailored to their interests, including District 5 updates, citizen involvement opportunities and neighborhood development meetings. Ramos walked through the county’s “Get Involved” section, which provides access to Citizens Advisory Board information, volunteer opportunities, and openings on boards and commissions. She noted opportunities such as CERT, CASA, the Medical Reserve Corps, and other volunteer roles, and explained how residents can track vacancies or receive notifications directly by email. She also showcased the Neighborhood Meeting Hub, which allows residents to view upcoming and past development-related meetings by map or project name, review meeting summaries and submit feedback. Finally, Ramos highlighted volunteer opportunities with the Truckee Meadows Fire Protection District, outlining how residents can learn more, receive training and help support local emergency services.

10. REPORT ON REQUESTS FOR SERVICE  FROM PREVIOUS CAB MEETINGS	
Candee Ramos explained how residents can submit and track service requests and community concerns through Washoe County’s Community Input Portal, which feeds into agenda item No. 10, the report on requests for service from previous CAB meetings. She noted that each Citizens Advisory Board area, including Gerlach/Empire, has its own input portal where residents can provide feedback, suggest topics for future CAB meetings, or raise specific community concerns. Ramos described how submissions are reviewed weekly by county staff and routed to the appropriate department, such as roads or parks. She emphasized that the process is designed as a continuous communication loop: concerns submitted by residents are addressed by the county and then reported back to the community at a subsequent CAB meeting through a summary read by the chair. This ensures transparency and lets residents know how their input is being used and what outcomes result from it.

Russell Bierle praised the strong participation and engagement at Gerlach–Empire Citizens Advisory Board meetings, noting that attendance is consistently high compared with many other CABs serving much larger populations. He emphasized the importance of ensuring meeting agendas better reflect the issues residents care most about and encouraged community members to actively use the Community Input Portal to share their concerns. Bierle said this input will help the board place relevant topics on future agendas and take meaningful action on behalf of the community.

Kristy Evans asked whether the Community Input Portal is a new tool for residents. The discussion clarified that the portal and the related practice of reporting back on submitted concerns are relatively new features. Residents were reminded that each CAB agenda includes a QR code linking directly to the portal, making it easy to submit neighborhood-specific feedback, even though alternative methods remain available for those who prefer not to use smartphones. Evans also highlighted an additional opportunity for community engagement, noting that Gerlach residents can provide public comment during Board of County Commissioners meetings from the Gerlach Community Center, rather than traveling to Reno. This option further expands access for residents to participate in county decision-making and share their concerns.

Carl Copek reminded the community of an upcoming Washoe County Commission meeting scheduled for Tuesday at 10 a.m., during which an appealed permit related to Iverson will be discussed. He noted that the matter remains under consideration and that residents who wish to provide public comment may do so from the Gerlach Community Center. Public comment will begin at 10 a.m., and local speakers will have the opportunity to participate once in-person speakers in the Reno chambers have concluded.

Russell Bierle noted that there is currently a vacancy on the Gerlach–Empire Citizens Advisory Board following the resignation of member Luis Garcia, who moved out of the area. Bierle explained that Commissioner Herman will appoint a replacement, either from new applicants or from existing alternates, and encouraged interested residents to apply online through the county website.

11. COMMISSIONER AND BOARD MEMBER ITEMS
Schatzi Gambrell stressed the importance of residents attending County Commission meetings remotely from the Gerlach Community Center, noting that this access was granted during COVID and could be withdrawn if not used. She encouraged community members to participate to help preserve this option. Gambrell also announced an upcoming Gerlach General Improvement District (GGID) meeting to discuss the district’s rules and operations manuals, scheduled for Jan. 22 at 3 p.m. in Gerlach.

12. GENERAL PUBLIC COMMENT
There was no public comment. 	

ADJOURNMENT
The meeting was adjourned at  6:52 pm. 	
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