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Seeing Green At The Mohegan Sun
Tribe Unveils Energy, Environment, Economics And Education Center 
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Suzanne Ouellette
Mike Strizki, an engineer with Renewable Energy International, starts up a hydrogen fuel-cell powered “neighborhood vehicle”during a ribbon-cutting ceremony for the Mohegan Indians' new Energy, Environment, Economics and Education Center Tuesday in Mohegan.
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Mohegan — Despite the fact that their casino compound might seem like a glutton for energy consumption, the Mohegan Indians say they are going to extremes to give back to Mother Earth. 

The tribe planted 100 acres of trees in Costa Rica to offset carbon dioxide emitted by two huge fuel cells used to partially power their Uncasville gaming resort. The 200-megawatt fuel cells, which cost $2.4 million, use hydrogen derived from natural gas purchased from a tribe in Mexico. To further reduce energy consumption on the reservation, heat from the fuel cells is used to warm up boiler water. 

Norman Richards, a tribal member who administers the environmental program, calls it a “zero-sum game.” Richards described the tribe's conservation initiatives Tuesday at a ribbon-cutting ceremony for the tribe's new Energy, Environment, Economics and Education Center in a power processing plant on the reservation. 

The Mohegans give food scraps from their business to a Waterford pig farm. Some of the pigs' waste is composted and used to grow sweet grass. 

“That's a plant very important to Native Americans that is used for basket-making,” Richards said. 

The tribe takes simple steps to protect the environment, like giving bicycles to tribal police and providing a lounge for bus drivers to reduce the number of idling vehicles on the reservation. Another major piece of the puzzle is the recycling and reuse of materials, Richards said. 

“We have really reduced the materials we burn in the incinerator by recycling the oil from vehicles and anti-freeze and cardboard and paper and bottles, cans, plastics, metal and wood,” said Richards. 

The tribe also built complex energy-saving systems into their new facilities, such as infrared sensors in hotel rooms that detect when a room is occupied and adjust the heating system accordingly, and ground source heat pumps that use the earth's temperature to heat and cool the tribal daycare center. 

“It's an example of environmental stewardship,” said Tribal Vice Chairman Peter Schultz. “It's a systemic approach.” 

Visiting scientists will study the tribe's pollution prevention strategies and attend seminars and demonstrations at the energy center. On Tuesday, New England tribal representatives attending an environmental conference at Mohegan Sun toured the facility with state and national environmental protection officials. They filed past the tribe's fuel-cell powered “neighborhood vehicle,” a golf-cart sized car built by students at Worcester Polytechnic Institute, and heard about the follow-up project, a fuel-powered all-electric airplane, possibly the world's first. They stood next to the two giant fuel cells made by United Technologies Corp. and checked out a smaller backup system made by Proton Energy. 

“It's very impressive here,” said June Manning, a member of the Wampanoag Tribe of Gay Head. Her tribe, based in Martha's Vineyard, recycles the water from sinks in their administrative building to grow ivy, banana and geranium plants, which she says are thriving. They also have a self-composting toilet system. The efforts are all part of what she calls the Native Americans' “Mother Earth thing.” 

“We appreciate and we honor Mother Earth,” she said. “Mother Earth has taken care of us and provided a place for us.” 
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