Mountain Park Environmental Center
How a social entrepreneur transformed a Depression-era
summer lodge into a year-round environmental education
center with overnight lodging and hot showers – all heated with
the wood thinned from their forest...
...reducing the threat of wildfire, the emission of greenhouse
gases, and the cost of running the non-profit lodge.

The Vision and the Visionary. Dave Van Manen

Biomass Heating. For MPEC, this

launched the Mountain Park Environmental Center (MPEC)
in 2000 to raise the “Ecological Literacy” of kids and adults
through experiential learning programs.

means high-performance wood boilers that heat
the building and the hot water for showers. All
on about 35 cords a year.

The Kids. Instilling a sense of kinship and connection with

Sun

the natural world is what school programs like “Earth Studies”
are all about. Each year, more than 1,200 students spend 6 full
days throughout the school year learning how their Earth works.
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The Big Picture. Wood, if managed

responsibly, can be a sustainable, clean, and
climate-friendly fuel. But biomass is not for
everyone.

Is Biomass For You? Find out how
biomass fits into Colorado’s New Energy
Economy at the Governor’s Energy Office’s
website: www.colorado.gov/energy

istration (WPA) in 1939 for the City of Pueblo, this former
summer lodge is located in the middle of Pueblo Mountain Park,
in Beulah, Colorado.

21st Century Makeover. Transforming a 70 year-old

14,000 sq. ft. summer lodge into a year-round educational facility
with modern overnight accommodation and a small environmental footprint is no small feat.
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The Vision & The Visionary
D

ave Van Manen is the social entrepreneur behind the Mountain Park Environmental Center – MPEC. He
launched the non-profit in 2000 with the mission of “Helping Folks Connect with Nature” through innovative educational and interpretive programs aimed at advancing the ecological literacy of the whole community. Today, more than 400 people have joined Dave, becoming part of MPEC’s growing membership.

For Dave, the forested Pueblo Mountain Park 30 miles west of Pueblo in Beulah is the ideal location. Nature
provides the main campus – classrooms, labs, and lecture halls – MPEC provides the vision, the instructors,
and the award-winning educational programs. And now, with their 3 new indoor classrooms, part of the
“Horseshoe Lodge” MPEC is renovating, the learning can continue − even during a blizzard.
And Nature, thanks to their modern wood boiler system, is
also providing the Lodge with heat and hot showers, fueled
directly from wood thinned from the surrounding forest.
“We’re reducing the threat of wildfire, shrinking our carbon
footprint, and saving more than $13,000 each year in propane
costs – enough to cover the cost of over 100 Earth Studies students for a full school year,” says Dave, “But best of all, we’re
providing a living, working example of how humans can fit
into the ecology of the planet.”
And this fall, when the West Wing of Horseshoe Lodge opens
up for overnight accommodations, MPEC will be able to offer
an even more comprehensive menu of programs including:
• Teacher training for science teachers.
• Overnight Grandparent-Grandkid Camp.
• Multi-day workshops and retreats that will also help
provide MPEC with a sustainable revenue stream.
And after that, when the dormitories of the East Wing are
completed, MPEC plans to have multi-day programs for kids,
too.
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“One day our daughter came home from school amazed
because she had just found out that not everyone cooks
with wood,” delights Helene.
Dave and Helene Van Manen moved to Beulah in 1976,
raised 2 children, and renovated an old cabin. Heating and
cooking with wood have become a way of life for the Van
Manens. Heating MPEC’s lodge any other way just didn’t
seem natural.

The Kids
M

ore than anything else, educating kids is what MPEC is about.
Each year, more than 1,200 fifth-graders from Pueblo City Schools
participate in MPEC’s award-winning Earth Studies program– spending
6 full days throughout the school year in Nature to learn about Nature
and their place in it.
On a typical day, students might study about plants and bugs with help
from their instructors and field books, then go catch some little creatures in the pond and study them under a magnifying glass while taking
notes. And finally, gently release their new friends back into the wild.
For the animals, it’s catch and release, all the way.
But for the students, MPEC hopes Nature will capture their hearts and
minds for a lifetime.

Students from Pueblo City Schools participate in MPEC’s award-winning Earth Studies program – spending 6 full
days throughout the school year in Nature learning about Nature.
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Horseshoe Lodge

The Plan.

The Beginnings...

Phase 1: The basics. Create 3 classrooms, an interpretive center, and offices – and the needed electrical
systems, restrooms, and wood-fired boiler system to
make it all work. Price tag: $650,000. Funded and
completed in October, 2008.

Phase 2: Transform the West Wing into overnight

Horseshoe Lodge – named for the building’s
unique shape – was built in 1939 by the Works
Progress Administration (WPA) to serve as the
summer lodge for the City of Pueblo. The spartan
accommodations could handle around 200
young – and not so young – summer visitors.
The Lodge is hidden among the trees of the 611
acre Pueblo Mountain Park, 30 miles west of
Pueblo on the edge of the San Isabel National
Forest. The land was purchased by the City of
Pueblo in 1920 for $6,000, the first step in a national plan – pioneered by conservationist Arthur
Carhart – to open Forest Service lands to public
recreation and education.
Dudley McFarland, who helped build
the Lodge in the late 1930’s, came back
for MPEC’s Grand Opening in 2008.

B

y the early 1980’s, the Lodge’s busy summer days
were behind it. The antiquated facility no longer
met the increasing expectations of the public. By the
time MPEC approached the City of Pueblo in 2005
with a plan, the Lodge’s bunks were mostly just collecting dust.
How to transform the historical 70 year-old barrackstyle summer lodge into a year-round educational
facility with modern overnight accommodations – on
a site with limited water, cold winters, no low-cost
natural gas, and surrounded by a forest dangerously
overgrown? That took creative engineering.
How to fund the $1.5 million undertaking? That
has taken the inspired and dedicated support of
the whole community. With small – and not so
small – donations, MPEC has raised and invested
more than a $1 million. It’s all coming together.
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accommodations for multi-day teacher training and
retreats – facilities that will also provide a revenue
stream to help support MPEC. Needed: 12 semiprivate rooms, a kitchen, and token-operated showers
to manage water usage. Price tag: $500,000. Funded.
Construction underway and will be ready for use by
the end of 2009.

Phase 3: Transform the East Wing into student

dormitories. Price tag: $400,000. Actively working
on rasing funds with matching grants standing by.

21st Century Makeover
Phase 1 Complete. Phase 2 Underway.

Dave gives a progress update to a
few of the many folks that made this
transformation possible. (Note the
horseshoe shape of the building.)

Biomass Boilers

Classroom/Science Lab

T

ransforming the walls and windows of a summer lodge
into a warm and energy efficient year-round facility while
maintaining the external historical character took some
imagination. The (relatively) easy part was dividing the long
and narrow bunk rooms into rooms that meet the overnight
expectations of the 21st century.
Interpretive Center

...new thick walls

Offices & Gift Shop

with more than a little help from their friends

Essentially a building-within-abuilding. The new interior walls,
insulated with recycled cellulose,
maintain both interior comfort and
exterior historical character.
Clivus Multrum composting toilets
use less than 3 ounces of water per
flush – a key to managing very scarce
water resources, and they make
great examples for their students.
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The Biomass System
W

Baseboard Radiators

ood boilers will provide at least 80% (Dave hopes for 90%) of the Lodge’s heating
needs – using around 35 cords of seasoned firewood each year. This will save
MPEC at least 7,500 gallons of propane a year – well over $13,000. And that’s enough
for 100 Earth Studies scholarships.

Baseboard Radiators
Bypass Valve

At the core of the biomass system are two GARN WHS 2000 water-jacketed wood
boilers. In the cold of winter, the MPEC folks will need to load the boilers three times
a day with about 100 pounds of wood each. If it gets really cold, they can be loaded
every 2 hours around the clock.

Circulation Pump

The new 416 sq. ft. boiler building
next to the Lodge houses the two
wood boilers and enough wood for
a few days – just in case the snow
gets too deep.

To get the project off on the right foot, the Governor’s Energy Office helped fund the
engineering and design of the biomass system. And that design was transformed
into reality through the generous support of many, many individuals and foundations – including the StEPP Foundation and the Lamb Foundation.

Domestic
Hot
Water
Tank

Pump

Air Separator

Expansion
Tank

Backup
Propane
Boiler

Heat Exchanger

Pump

Wood boilers aren’t for everyone, but if you have
forested land in need of thinning and a strong, safety
conscious team, wood can make solid economic sense.
(Electronic Version Only: double click on this image to
navigate around a 360º interactive panorama of the
boiler room.)

Wood-as-fuel is part of the curriculum –
showing how sustainable forest management, climate change mitigation, and
solid economics all combine to make
wood a great idea for a place like this.

No biomass system is complete
without a backup system. If needed,
this propane boiler can take over.
And it can help out on the coldest
day or two of the year.
Water Jacketed
Biomass Boiler
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Water Jacketed
Biomass Boiler

How Biomass Fits into the Ecosystem
“We take a whole-ecosystem approach to everything we do at MPEC. Thinning trees in our
overgrown forest is important, but how and when we do this is just as important,” Dave
explains, “We try to minimize our impact – to reduce habitat disruption, we don’t remove
trees during bird nesting season. Sustainability is about harmonizing with Nature.”
Horseshoe Lodge is surrounded by a Ponderosa Pine forest out of harmony. Years of fire
suppression has allowed an unnatural and dangerous increase in the number of trees per
acre – 4 to 6 times historical densities. The Colorado State Forest Service, the US Forest
Service, the and Front Range Fuels Treatment Partnership, all agree this is not a healthy or
natural condition – and all recommend thinning.
Thinning less than 15 acres a year will supply Horseshoe Lodge the 35 cords of seasoned
wood it needs for heating. Using the wood on site to heat buildings in a modern clean
boiler is a promising alternative to burning the wood in slash piles or hauling it to landfills.
Air quality is a concern when burning anything. MPEC has installed one of the cleanest
wood boilers on the market, but not all wood boilers are created equal. And unfortunately,
there are currently no national regulations and standards to help separate the good from
the bad.
This is a serious problem for Colorado.
MPEC hopes to be part of the solution. The Governor’s Energy
Office will be working with MPEC’s staff to monitor emissions
and performance of their system – together helping to lead Colorado toward a clean, sustainable future.
Getting this right is important because wood can be a climatefriendly, local source of energy. (The CO2 released when the wood
burns equals the CO2 absorbed by the tree when it grew, so no
new CO2 is added to the atmosphere.)
Monitoring Emissions
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“This project completed by the Mountain Parks Environmental Center represents
one of the clearest examples of how Colorado communities are using biomass
locally, taking advantage of surplus wood from nearby forest thinning projects.
MPEC is reducing its need for fossil fuels through energy efficiency and
renewable energy opportunities, improving the environment, decreasing heating
costs, reducing greenhouse gases and educating the youth of tomorrow on
conservation. This project is a win-win-win for all.”
– Tom Plant, Director of the Governor’s Energy Office
The Colorado Governor’s Energy Office (GEO) is committed to answering the
question, “How can wood provide economical, clean, climate-friendly energy for
Colorado’s mountain lodges and resorts?”

Mountain Park Environmental Center

By working with MPEC, GEO is supporting the economic opportunities, energy
security and forest health conditions of the state by promoting wood in Colorado’s
New Energy Economy.

P.O. Box 99
Beulah, CO 81023

For more details, please visit:

Tel 719.485.4444
Fax 866.808.2484

http://www.colorado.gov/energy

Email mpec@hikeandlearn.org Web www.hikeandlearn.org
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