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 Dear RMBL Members, Friends, and Community

It has been a busy fall, with hundreds of school 
children passing through, scientists from across 
Colorado, New Mexico, and Wyoming joining us 
in Gothic for a conference, and visiting groups from 
Volunteers for Outdoor Colorado, the Denver Botanic 
Gardens, and the Colorado Science Education 
Network.  While it is no busier than recent falls, 
RMBL feels different.  It may be that the novelty of 
the new community and research centers has worn 
off and the new normal is settling in.   Or it may be 
that I have more time to reflect.  But RMBL feels very 
different than when I arrived in 1988 as a student, or 
compared to when I started as Director in 2000.   
 
To try to understand in tangible ways how RMBL has changed,  I turned 
to notes from exit interviews going back almost 20 years.  A few items 
jumped out.  

 The love for RMBL’s buildings has not changed.  However,  
 people used to be worried about large holes and/or buildings  
 shifting.  Now the concerns are more around cleanliness  
 and furniture.  

 While our internet bandwidth has increased something like a  
 thousand-fold, it has never been, and is still not, enough.

 We have accomplished some great things on land  
 conservation, including purchasing North Pole Basin and  
 assisting with the conservation of the ranch adjoining 
 Gothic.  But public pressure has been a consistent concern.

One of the constants in my notes is the importance of community, 
friendship and collaboration.  This has remained, despite changes 
in both the size and diversity of the community.  Over the last 20 
years our scientific community has almost doubled in size.  The youth 
programs have grown ten-fold in this time period, with some young 
people following in the footsteps of the long-term science community by 
consistently returning every year.  We now have people from beyond 
science serving in critical positions on the Board and serving as docents 
to assist the almost 21,000 people passing through the Visitor Center 
and hiking Judd Falls.  Fourteen year-round staff live in the community 
and define their professional careers in terms of RMBL.

As RMBL moves forward, maintaining this sense of community will 
be critical.  As the community grows, how do we avoid siloes?  How 
do scientists carve out time for each other as the average length 
of stay shortens?  Can we connect with the general public without 
being drowned in a sea of recreational visitors?  How do we foster 
collaboration and communication within our community of scientists, 
while accepting the ethical responsibilities associated with society 
needing more from scientists?   

I don’t know what the future will bring, but I have a few hopes.  RMBL 
should continue to grow our year-round scientific and educational 
communities.  We need to prioritize down valley housing to insure 
community members who have historically lived outside Gothic 
are not priced out.  We can become more intentional in using the 
Gothic campus to house individuals committed to community and 
collaboration.  We need to connect with increasing numbers of visitors 
without having them all come to Gothic.  We will need to transition 
from being a leader in land conservation to being a leader in land 
management.  

All of us who are active at RMBL have inherited a 90+ year legacy of 
science and community!  Here is to starting the next century with a bang!

    
Ian Billick, PhD
RMBL Executive Director

Barclay Cabin in Gothic, Photo courtesy of Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory
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Message from the RMBL Board Live sustainably? Yes, you can. Margie and John Haley
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Upgrading Gothic Facilities  

With the support of the National 
Science Foundation and a 
donation by Dr. Doug LaFollette, 
this fall we will open the new 
Crystal Cabin, a 7-bedroom, 
4-season cabin.  This will be a 
significant improvement to our 
housing stock and allow us to 
remove Porcupine and the old 
Crystal Cabin from use. Colorado 
College will utilize the new 
Crystal Cabin when they bring a 
winter ecology course to Gothic.

Creating a Data Rich Environment
Synthesis Postdoc

A collaboration between the 
RMBL Phenology Project (billy 
barr, Drs. Aimee Classen, David 
Inouye, Brian Inouye, Rebecca 
Irwin, and Nora Underwood) 
and RMBL (enabled by an 
anonymous donor) is supporting 
postdoctoral researcher, Dr. 
Rebecca Dalton.  She is exploring 
ways to integrate different 
research projects, use historic 
data, and help us understand 
how RMBL can better support 
data-based collaborations.

Creating a Data Rich Environment 
Spatial Ecology

With the support of Dr. John and 
Margie Haley, RMBL has hired 
Dr. Ian Breckheimer, a spatial 
ecologist who uses advanced 
data tools, to support access by 
the research community to those 
tools.  He will be generating 
down-scaled climate products 
that help link large-scale climate 
patterns to the plot-level work of 
many field scientists.

Translation  

As part of getting RMBL science 
out into the larger world, we 
have made our Youth Programs 
Manager a year-round position.  
Ann Colbert will be building 
out year-round youth science 
programs.  Additionally, in 
2019 we have generated media 
coverage across a wide range of 
media outlets, including Colorado 
Public Radio, Denver’s Channel 
9 News, Forbes, and the Danish 
Broadcasting Corporation.

RMBL continues to pursue the possibility of developing facilities on the 
North Village parcel in Mt. Crested Butte, including housing, research/
office space, and a Visitor Center in the vicinity of the Snodgrass 
Trailhead.  The property was not part of the sale of the ski area to 
Vail and was sold by the Muellers to private owners in June.  We 
are discussing terms that we hope will lead to a formal agreement to 
achieve our objectives.  The owners are still developing their plans, but 
they have been clear in their intent to significantly reduce density from 
the 1800 units that have been approved for the property.  We expect to 
know more by the spring of 2020.

Any decision to add facilities will be made within the context of 
increasing, rather than reducing, RMBL’s financial sustainability.  As 
steward to one of the largest collections of long-term studies, the Board 
takes its responsibility to ensure that this priceless research will continue.  
We are finishing an external feasibility analysis of RMBL’s capacity to 

raise private funds in support of projects identified in the strategic plan.  
As we evaluate large-scale investments, we are assessing our ability to 
not just build facilities, but maintain them. We are including substantially 
increasing our endowment as a fundraising priority, and looking at 
ways to build our financial reserves, including our capacity to maintain 
and replace software, equipment, and buildings.  RMBL’s Board will 
rely on this information before deciding if, when, and how, to launch a 
formal campaign.   

In 2018 the Board adopted an ambitious vision of transforming field science by nurturing our scientific 
community and enabling novel research opportunities, with a focus on using the Gunnison Basin as a 
model for understanding the world.  The Board identified a series of investments it would work towards to 
realize this vision.  We want to update the community on our progress.

Margie and John Haley are 
long-time RMBL supporters: John 
as a Board member for the last 
eight years and Margie as a lover 
of nature and nonprofits. John 
says, “We’re just old hippies.” 
But they don’t look it. John is an 
ophthalmologist who practices 
in a suburb of Dallas, Texas. 
Margie is a natural educator 
who strikes you as one of those 
nice, smart teachers everybody 
loves to have. No doubt they are 
upstanding citizens. But they’re 
also subversive.

John and Margie were 
environmentalists long before 
people talked about reducing 
their carbon footprint. Twenty 
years ago, they replaced their 
hail-damaged roof in Dallas 
with a standing seam metal roof 
installed with solar panels. At the 
same time, they installed a small 
photovoltaic system in their Mt. 
Crested Butte home, which was 
Gunnison County’s first intertied 
system. To cool their Texas 
home during the area’s long, hot 
summers, the couple installed 
mini-splits, a highly efficient, 
ductless HVAC system that allows 
room-by-room temperature 
control. Their solar hot water 
system delivers instant hot water. 

The Haley’s ranch-style home 
sits on a residential street in the 
heart of Dallas. But you can’t see 
the house from the street. A short 
pathway through a veritable 
forest of native plants takes you to 
the door, past a tiny plot of grass 
bordered by beehives. They raise 
chickens and grow vegetables. 
The landscaping is watered only 
by rain, either from the sky or from 

four giant cisterns, which collect 
12,000 gallons of rainwater from 
their roof. This irrigation system 
requires no power, only gravity; 
the cisterns sit on the uphill side of 
their sloped property.

Inside their enclosed patio is 
a raised aquaponic herb and 
vegetable garden, fertilized by 
fish excrement pumped from the 
tilapia tank positioned at one end. 
In addition to providing food, the 
plants clean the air and clean 
the water before it recirculates 
to the fish. So sustainable is the 
system that humans need only 
add fish food. When the tilapias 
breed, the Haleys remove the 
female (incubating the eggs in 
her mouth), before she expels the 
small fry into the water, where 
they’re quickly eaten by the other 
adults. Then the couple carefully 
expresses the fry from mom’s 
mouth and transfers them to a 
separate tank.

Last year, John remodeled his 
30-year-old, 18,000-square-
foot office building and replaced 
the flat gravel tar roof with 
thick foam insulation, a roof 
membrane, and a 26KW 
photovoltaic solar system that 
paid for itself in four years 
with tax credits, rebates, and 
depreciation. That combination 
netted a 70 percent reduction of 
the electric bill.

The Haleys started spending 
summers in Crested Butte in the 
1980s, first staying at a friend’s 
home and eventually buying 
their own home. Interested in 
more than just golf, fishing, and 
parties, they thought it would 

be worthwhile to get to know 

the community. In Crested Butte, 

that means getting to know the 

nonprofits. With John’s scientific 

intellect (“I’m a scientist first, and 

then a doctor,” he says) and their 

mutual interest in the environment, 

it was only a matter of time before 

they found RMBL. Here, they 

discovered a cause dear to their 

hearts. “Both John and I feel that 

climate change is one of the most 

serious issues facing humanity,” 

said Margie. “It’s easy to get 

involved and contribute, because 

RMBL scientists have looked  

into climate change for 30 years.” 

John added, “And they are an 

apolitical group. They just gather 

data and present what they find.”

The Haleys’ financial support of 
RMBL has grown along with their 
admiration. Early members of the 
Marmot Club, whose members 
donate at least $5,000 to RMBL 
annually, they have stepped up 
for RMBL’s annual fund drives 
and capital campaigns. Now 
they are deeply invested in the 
current campaign to build a 
second campus in Mt. Crested 
Butte. In addition, they have 
increased their annual fund giving 
to $25,000 and are encouraging 
others to follow.

“It’s a choice,” said John. “We 
could buy a boat, a plane, a 
multi-million-dollar house, but 
what would that do for us? This is 
our chance to make a difference.” 
Echoing the sentiment, Margie 
recalled the often-quoted but 
pertinent phrase: “If not us, who? 
If not now, when?”

John M. Haley, MD, is an 
ophthalmologist who has practiced 
in Garland, Texas, since 1976. 
He earned his medical degree 
from the University of Texas 
Southwestern Medical School. 
He served as Chief of Staff at 
Garland Community Hospital 
and as an eye surgeon for the 
International Eye Foundation in 
Ethiopia. A fellow of the American 
Academy of Ophthalmology, he is 
a clinical professor at the University 
of Texas Health Science Center 
in Dallas. Margie Jackson Haley 
has for decades worked with both 
environmental groups and business 
leaders to champion sustainability 
in the Dallas business community 
and beyond. She successfully 
enlisted the help of the Texas 
Medical Association to reduce 
the number of new coal-fired 
power plants in Texas. In 2014 she 
received a Lifetime Achievement 
Award from Green Source DFW.     



Longest-Running Warming Experiment Turned Off Big Data and Collaboration an interview with Dr. Rebecca Dalton
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This July RMBL turned off the 
power to the longest running 
warming experiment in the 
world.  In 1988, then US Senator 
Timothy Wirth, who was also 
on RMBL’s Board of Trustees at 
the time, convened a historic 
congressional hearing on climate 
change.  Dr. George Woodwell, 
who was director of the Woods 
Hole Research Center, and 
other scientists testifying to the 
panel, indicated that the pace of 
warming was uncertain in large 
part due to potential feedbacks.  
If warmer temperatures caused 
forests to die, then they might 
release more carbon, accelerating 
the change.

In 1990, Dr. John Harte (UC-
Berkeley) decided to directly 
address this uncertainty.  He and 
his team established the warming 
project, creating five plots 
approximately 10 x 30 ft in size 
that were warmed approximately 
4 degrees F compared to five 
control plots interspersed with the 
warmed plots.  According to Dr. 
Lara Kueppers (UC-Berkeley), 
who was not associated with the 

project, “The experiment was 
creative and visionary - seeking 
to mimic the whole ecosystem 
warming that occurs with more 
radiative heating from an 
atmosphere packed with extra 
CO2.” 

Scientists used the plots to 
demonstrate that warmer 
temperatures cause a transition 
from showy wildflowers to 
sagebrush, which is more typical 
of habitats at lower elevations.  
Research on the meadow 
has generated 35+ scientific 
publications and supported 
at least 15 graduate students, 
tracking the impacts of warming 
on plants, insects, and gas 
exchange, among other things.  

Approaching 30 years of the 
warming experiment, RMBL’s 
Research Committee evaluated 
proposals for how to scientifically 
make the most of the experiment.  
Based upon that analysis, RMBL 
gave Dr. Stephanie Kivlin (Univ. of 
Tennessee) the greenlight to lead 
a team of scientists, including Dr. 
Aimee Classen (Univ. of 

Vermont), Dr. Jennifer Rudgers 
(Univ. of New Mexico), and Dr. 
Lara Souza (Univ. of Oklahoma) 
to decommission the experiment.  
They collected plant material 
and soil samples from as deep 
as five feet.  According to Dr. 
Kivlin, “ We are very excited to 
be able to get deep soil samples 
from the world’s longest running 
warming experiment.  These 
samples will yield insights 

 
for scientists around the world 
into the impacts of warming on 
carbon and the soil microbial 
community.”   It is anticipated 
that this research will generate 
high profile research papers and 
reduce uncertainty in global 
models of the earth’s climate.

Karin Rand and Fin Quan-Shau, Photo by William Farrel Robert Thornhill, Research Experience for Teachers on the Phenology Project, Photo by Dr. David Inouye

Laura Souza, PhD and Fin Quan-Shau, Photo by William Farrell

“This is a great example of how the diversity and 
history of long-term research at RMBL create unique 
opportunities for scientists to understand ecosystems 
across the world.” RMBL Executive Director Dr. Ian Billick

Rebecca had a fun job this 
summer. She ran all over 
Gothic chasing down scientists 
and quizzing them—what 
they’re studying, what scientific 
questions they’re asking, and 
how they’re collecting data. 
She also set out to learn their 
stories. How and when did 
the scientists end up at RMBL? 
How has this place shaped 
their lives? What has kept 
them coming? She is getting 
a glimpse at how RMBL has 
become home to one of the 
largest collections of long-term 
studies; RMBL is designed for 
scientists and their families.  

To have an outsized impact 
on the interface between big 
data and field science, RMBL 
is taking this same approach of 
designing data management 
systems from the perspectives 
of scientists.  Rebecca 
is funded as a synthesis 
postdoctoral fellow through a 
collaboration between RMBL 
(funded by a private donor) 

and the RMBL Phenology 
Project, run by Drs. David 
Inouye, Nora Underwood, 
Brian Inouye, Rebecca Irwin, 
and Aimee Classen along with 
billy barr.  

Her job is to integrate historic 
data from the different research 
projects.  She’s excited about 
what she’s learned. “They 
are starting to send me lots 
of data,” she said. “I feel 
really lucky that I’ve been 
here for the last five summers, 
four as a graduate student.  I 
mostly study phenology (the 
timing of periodic biological 
phenomena) and plant 
ecology. But now I’m learning 
about the study of aquatic 
species, too.”

Wondering what she’ll 
find? She is, too. “I have 
hypotheses,” she said. “For 
example, we know that 
flowering times are changing, 
but we’re interested in seeing if 
the organisms that depend on 

the flowers are changing, too, 
and how they’re changing.” 
Because the project 
synthesizes data from a diverse 
range of studies, she’ll also 
be able to ask whether some 
species are more sensitive 
to phenology changes than 
others. Do terrestrial species 
differ from aquatic species? 

While the science is cool, what 
RMBL is learning from how 
Rebecca is bringing together 
historic data sets is invaluable.  
While hundreds of millions of 
dollars have been spent on 
data engineering, little has 
been done on how to deploy 
that data engineering in ways 
that are intuitive to scientists.  
According to RMBL Executive 
Director, Dr. Ian Billick, 

“Current data management 
can be clunky like a television 
remote control that requires 
an engineer to operate.  We 
want to do better.  We want 
to design a data management 
system that scientists 

naturally use, enables data 
to flow easily, and promotes 
collaboration.”  

Through the Power of Place, 
scientists can build upon 
the work of generations of 
scientists to develop insights 
that inform our understanding 
of ecosystems around the 
world.  Rebecca’s work will not 
build upon previous research 
to yield new discoveries, but 
it will help RMBL build a 
unique data management 
infrastructure to support 
synthetic work by the scientists 
that follow her.  And, it will 
serve as a model for place-
based research and data 
management around the world.

Rebecca Dalton is a RMBL 
postdoctoral researcher this 
spring, after completing her PhD 
in ecology at Duke University 
on how climate change impacts 
plant population dynamics, and 
flowering times.



This biannual newsletter is sent to supporters who have made a donation to RMBL in the last 18 months. If you would prefer to receive this newsletter 
electronically, please email dev@rmbl.org.   Thank you for your support!

Noteworthy publications 
include an article on bees in The 
American Naturalist. Dr. Jessica 
Forrest, undergraduate Regan 
Cross, and Dr. Paul CaraDonna 
showed that solitary bees have 
either a one-year or two-year 
life cycle depending on season 
length and temperature. 

Dr. Diane Campbell published a 
paper in the Proceedings of the 
National Academy of Sciences 
about early snowmelt causing 
population decline in a subalpine 
plant. 

Similarly, Dr. Amy Iler and 
collaborators published a paper 
showing that as snow melts 
earlier in the spring, the subalpine 
sunflower populations are 
expected to decline, likely due to 
increased mortality from drought. 

Graduate student Annika Nelson, 
along with undergraduates 
Guillermo Zapata and Keegan 
Sentner, and Dr. Kailen Mooney 
published a paper on odor-
learning by ants. 

Dr. Stephanie Kivlin and 
collaborators published a study 
showing that fungal communities 
living on plants were affected by 
the plant host more than by climate. 

In 2019, at least eight doctoral and 
masters’ theses were completed on 
topics including bluebell evolution, 
invasive plants, pollination, aphid 
plant interactions, host parasite 
interactions and butterfly evolution.   

At least seven undergraduates 
so far are authors on papers in 
2019. Overall, more than forty 
peer reviewed papers were 
published in 2018 and 20 have 
been published in 2019 to date.  

More information about RMBL 
publications can be found at the 
RMBL website
rmbl.org/publications
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Gut microbiota in the Mormon fritillary butterfly, risky personality traits in marmots, fungal colonization 
of plant roots, defensive chemicals in lupine plants, hydrological models, and floodplain structure are 
some of the topics published by RMBL scientists this year. 

Mormon fritillary butterfly


