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Curtis Kwast of California Solar Electric attaches wiring to 
solar panels on top of the Santa Ynez Tribal Health Clinic 
on the Chumash Reservation on Wednesday. Seventy-two 
modules, generating 305 watts a piece, have been installed 
on the clinic, and another 120 modules will be installed on 
the Tribal Hall. //Leah Thompson/Staff
The tribal hall and tribal health clinic on the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians’ reservation are going off the grid.

Installation began this week on a photovoltaic (PV) rooftop system expected to generate about 42 percent of the energy demand for the buildings.

Development of renewable energy on the reservation is one of several ongoing resource-management programs, according to the tribe’s environmental office.

The solar project reflects that commitment, said Tribal Chairman Vincent Armenta.

“We are very proud that the tribal hall and health clinic will be powered by solar energy,” Armenta said in a written statement. “This accomplishment is consistent with the tribe’s goal to green our operations and minimize our impact on the planet.”

“We also hope that this project will increase community awareness about the benefits of solar energy and lead to the installation of additional panels on homes and buildings, both on and off the reservation.”

The combined 58-kilowatt-per-hour system is expected to produce a return on the investment in about eight years, said Josh Simmons, the tribe’s environmental director.

When it is up and running, the system is anticipated to produce 90,616-kw hours of power per year.

Before rebates from the state and some funding from the federal stimulus package, the project cost was $320,000.

Although the buildings are separate, they are on the same meter. A new submeter for separate metering of the structures and installation of a weather station is also part of the project.

As part of an educational component, data from the weather station will be presented on a large touch-screen display in the clinic, with information on how solar energy works and how it is being used on the reservation, Simmons said.

By monitoring building energy demand at all times, it’s possible to determine how to make the buildings more energy efficient, Simmons said.

California Solar Electric of Ojai is expected to complete mounting 192 solar panels — 72 on the clinic and 120 on the tribal hall —  in less than a week. The also firm has installed solar power systems on three homes on the reservation.

Work on the clinic is expected to wrap up today, with construction on the tribal hall completed by the middle of next week.

Each SunPower brand panel is capable of generating 305 peak watts.

However, the system likely won’t go into service until late August, Simmons said.

Since last August, five residences have installed solar panels.

For tribal members, the environmental office offers no-cost consulting to help design, bid out, and negotiate cost with contractors, and acts as the project manager for solar installations.

Solar installation on the Chumash Casino Resort is being studied to determine if it would be economically feasible, according to Simmons.

The tribe is also looking to promote careers in alternative energy to tribal members, and has held hands-on solar training sessions

“We want to develop more job opportunities in this area,” Simmons said.

Meanwhile, a partnership with UCSB’s School of Environmental Science and Management is taking a comprehensive look at the reservation’s energy and greenhouse gas footprint to develop an action plan to manage buildings and fleet vehicles cost effectively, Simmons said.

The study will also include residential and personal vehicle energy use of tribal members.

