












Construction plans have recently been 
put out to bid to transform an old ranch 
home into an interpretive center for 
visitors to the River Fork Ranch near 
Genoa in the Carson Valley. Here’s 
your chance to get to know Art and 
Joanne Hall, the driving forces behind 
the Whit Hall Interpretive Center. 
The Halls moved to the Carson area in 
the mid-1970’s when they purchased 
a cattle ranch in Alpine County on 
the west fork of the Carson River. For 
them, the working landscapes of the 
Carson Valley and surrounding areas 
highlighted the importance of conser-
vation. “You have to be a steward of the 
land to have a successful ranch,” says 
Art. At their own ranch, they used sus-
tainable and environmentally friendly 

practices when possible, including irri-
gating with re-use water and avoiding 
the use of fertilizers on pastures that 
were next to the river. 
The Halls say their interest in the 
Whit Hall Interpretive Center grew 
out of many years of involvement with 
environmental education programs. 
Joanne was involved with the Envi-
ronmental Volunteers program in the 
Bay Area, which provided curriculum 
and supplies to local schools. They 
have also been involved with programs  
such as Ag in the Classroom and Edible  
Schoolyard, a project spearheaded by Alice 
Waters and the Chez Panisse Founda-
tion. “We have seen the difference that 
environmental education can make” 
says Joanne. “Visitors to the Interpretive 

Center will be able to learn about  
what they’re seeing and gain a little  
appreciation for this area. This is not 
just a dry desert — there’s so much 
more going on.”
The Whit Hall Interpretive Center, 
which will employ green building tech-
niques, reflects the Halls’ pioneering 
spirit. In 1980, Art designed and built 
an innovative micro-hydropower plant 
that not only generated enough pow-
er for their ranch, but allowed them 
to sell some power back to the utility 
company. Joanne was one of the first 
people to use a personal computer;  
she and Art modified a machine that 
had been created by HP to run other 
instruments — not yet designed for 
personal use. They created a program 

to track five generations of cattle on 
their ranch.
Given their history, it is not surpris-
ing that the Halls are out in front of 
this landmark green-building project 
in the Carson Valley, leading the way 
on showcasing new technologies that 
both improve our lives and reduce our 
impact on nature.
“This project just seemed like a natu-
ral fit for us,” says Joanne. “Whit (their 
son for whom the center is named) 
loved this valley.” Art adds, “We want 
people to have access to the river and 
its story. To be able to share that would 
have been very important to Whit — 
and is very important to us.”

The Whit Hall Interpretive Center will be a complete 
renovation of an existing ranch house at the River 
Fork Ranch.  The building design incorporates energy-
saving technologies and will be submitted to the LEED 
certification process.  Some of the features include:  
• Reusing as much of the existing building as possible 
• A small, residential-scale wind turbine 
• Flooring made with recycled materials 
• Solar panels 
• Passive geothermal
It will be a learning center for local students and 
the community at large showcasing how and why 
we should lessen our environmental footprint, and 
it will also serve as the hub for the trails system at 
the ranch, offering an opportunity to learn about 
the natural wonders of the Carson Valley.

Log on to www.nature.org/carson to learn 
more about the Carson River Project and the 
Whit Hall Interpretive Center — including 
when it will be open to the public.
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species spotlight:
North American River Otters

 
River otters have been spotted by researchers at Independence Lake in the Sierra Nevada Mountains 
after being absent for many years. The North American river otter grows to between 11 and 30 
pounds, and their long, tapered tails, which provide stability while swimming, can grow to almost 

20 inches in length. Known mostly for their playful nature, these 
otters rely on freshwater systems of all kinds — lakes, wetlands, and 

marshes, as well as rivers — for their habitat and are very sensitive 
to environmental pollution. River otters can dive to depths up 

to 60 feet and stay underwater for more than four minutes to 
hunt for fish.

The scientists who spotted the river otters at Independence 
Lake say they may have come back to the area thanks to 
increased numbers of Lahontan cutthroat trout that are 
breeding in the creek there — the highest number in more 
than a decade. The recovery of the trout is one of the top 
priorities for the Conservancy at Independence Lake. The fish 
recovery effort is a partnership of the U.S. Geological Survey, 
the California Department of Fish and Game, the Truckee 
River Watershed Council, and the Conservancy. Conserving 
Independence Lake will mean the habitat for river otters and 
Lahontan cutthroat trout alike is preserved for many years to 
come. Visit www.nature.org/independencelake to learn more 
about the Conservancy’s work at Independence Lake.
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