
Platte River Power took 

a step. Was it forward 

toward or backward 

from its 100% goal? 
 

by Allen Best 

The Sierra Club describes Platte River 

Power Authority as reneging on a 

commitment. Colorado Governor Jared Polis, 

who ran on a platform of 100% renewables 

by 2040, issued a statement applauding the 

electrical power provider for four northern 

Colorado cities with setting a new bar for 

electrical utilities. 

Do you detect any dissonance? 

Directors of Platte River representing its 

member cities—Fort Collins, Longmont, 

Loveland and Estes Park—in December 2018 

adopted a goal of 100% renewable 

generation by 2030. The 2018 

resolution was hinged to a long list of 

provisos: if a regional transmission authority 

was created, if effective energy 

storage  became cost effective, if…. 
You get the idea. 

Platte River in recent months has been 

engaged in a planning process similar to 

what Xcel Energy does when it goes before 

the Public Utilities Commission every four 

years with updated plans for how it will 

generate its electricity. 

Looking out to 2030, Platte River’s 
planners can see how they can get to 90% or 

above by 2030. That is, hands down, as good 

as it gets in Colorado right now. Aspen 

Electric in 2015 was able to proclaim 100% 

renewable generation. But that claim is 

predicated upon purchase of renewable 

energy certificates. Platte River’s goal goes 
further. 

Steve Roalstad, who handles public 

relations for Platte River, says utilities in the 

Pacific Northwest with easy availability of 

hydroelectric power or those utilities relying 

upon nuclear power, can claim more. Not so 

those utilities, like Platte River, that have 

traditionally relied heavily on coal. 

Rawhide, Platte River’s coal-fired power 

plant, has historically provided 60% to 65% 

of electricity to customers in the four cities. 

It’s being used less than it was. Platte River 

expects coal to provide 55% of Platte River’s 
power generation this year but less than 

40% by 2023. The utility also uses “peaker” 
gas plants, to turn on quickly to meet peak 

demands, for 2% to 3% of annual 

generation. 

Platte River plans another 400 

megawatts of renewable generation in the 

next three years. 

Still unresolved is the combination of 

technologies and market structures that will 

allow Platte River and other utilities to get to 
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100%. As backup, it has adopted a plan that 

could result in new natural gas generation, a 

technology called a reciprocating internal 

gas engine. That’s not a given, though. When 
exactly that decision will have to be made is 

not clear. Presumably it must be a matter of 

years, conceivably toward the end of the 

decade. 

The Sierra Club issued a statement 

decrying the decision to use gas-fired 

generation as a place holder in the plans for 

2030. In a release, the organization said the 

directors had “voted to build a new gas-fired 

power plant” and this decision “derails the 
utility’s 2018 commitment to 100% carbon-

free power by 2030.” 

 

ade Troxell, the mayor of Fort 

Collins and chairman of the board 

of directors for Platte River, dismissed the 

statement. 

Platte River, he wrote in an e-mail, “is 
not pulling away from our 2030 commitment 

in any way.” He directed attention to the 
resolution passed by directors. 

That resolution, beginning on page 

169, insists that Platte River “will continue to 
proactively pursue a 100% non-carbon 

energy mix by 2030, seeking innovative 

solutions… without new fossil-fueled 

resources, if possible.” The resolution 
describes fossil-fueled resources as a 

“technology safeguard.” 

In other words, Platte River thinks it can 

figure out a way to avoid this gas plant. But 

it’s impossible to know now. 

That’s likely a realistic assessment. 
Nobody knows absolutely how to get to 

100% today. Will cheaper and—very 

important—longer-lasting energy storage 

create the safeguards that Platte River and 

other utilities want? 

Technology in the last 10 years has done 

amazing things in some areas. Solar prices 

dived 87% between 2010 and 2020 while 

wind prices plummeted 46%, according to 

FactSet.  Battery prices are now following a 

similar trajectory, although nobody has 

solved the challenge of energy storage for 

days and weeks. 

Other technologies—think carbon 

capture and sequestration—have yielded 

almost nothing of value, despite billions of 

dollars in federal investment. 

In Boulder, advocates of a municipal 

utility have cited the progress of Platte River 

in arguing that a separation from Xcel 

Energy would benefit that city’s 
decarbonization goals. See, Boulder’s fork in 

the road. 

In Denver, the governor’s office issued a 
statement Thursday afternoon applauding 

Platte River. 

“This is the most ambitious level of 
pollution reduction that any large energy 

provider in the state has announced, and it 

sets a new bar for utilities. Today’s decision 
will save Platte River Power Authority 

customers money with low cost renewables 

while maintaining reliability, and this type of 

leadership from our electric utilities is a 

critical part of our statewide efforts to 

reduce pollution and fight the climate crisis,” 
said Governor Polis in a statement on 

Thursday afternoon. 

 

witching from fossil fuels to 

renewables to produce electricity is 

crucial to Colorado’s plan to achieve a 50% 
decarbonized economy by 2050. If electricity 

is decarbonized, it can then be used to 

replace petroleum in transportation and, 

more challenging yet, heating of homes and 

water. 

State officials have limited authority to 

achieve this directly. Will Toor, director of 

the Colorado Energy Office, cited Platte 

River as the only utility in the state to 

voluntarily commit to a clean energy plan to 

achieve the state’s goals. Others, however, 

likely will also, he said. 

Platte River is Colorado’s fourth largest 
utility, behind Xcel Energy, Tri-State 

Generation and Transmission, and Colorado 

Springs Utilities. 
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Troubling questions 

about where we’re 
headed during our 

hotter, drier, longer 

Colorado summers 

by Allen Best 

East Troublesome, now the second 

largest fire in Colorado as defined by 

acreage, appears to have started on Oct. 14 

within a mile or so of my first backpack trip 

40 years ago. 

My days of backpacking have ended. 

These very large, very strange fires such as 

East Troublesome will almost certainly 

become more common in coming decades. 

For about a decade, wildfire specialists have 

been using a new word to describe those of 

another dimension: megafires. Colorado this 

year has had three wildfires that crossed the 

threshold of the simplest metric, 100,000 

acres in size. 

East Troublesome hurtled past that 

metric in less than 90 minutes. Like at least 

one other fire, it appears to have created its 

own weather. And then there’s the 
weirdness of the timing. It started in mid-

October, traditionally a time of down 

comforters and, if not every year, most years 

in the mountains, snow on the ground. 

The largest fire in Colorado history is 

now the Cameron Peak Fire. It started Aug. 

15 and has now reached 209,000 acres. The 

East Troublesome Fire is second at 194,000 

acres. Both remain live fires. The third 

largest fire, Pine Gulch, north of Grand 

Junction, also occurred this year, covering 

139,000 acres before being declared 

completely contained in September. Partly 

The East Troublesome fire as seen from the Stillwater Road northwest of Granby. Photo/Brad White. 
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in Colorado, but mostly in Wyoming, is the 

Mullen Fire, at 177,000 acres. 

But first, about that backpack trip. In 

1980, I was living in Kremmling, a small town 

with a blue collar and cowboy boots. The 

busiest bar was called the Hoof ‘n’ Horn. 
Most people worked at the Edwards Hines 

sawmill, one of several sawmills in the 

region, or at the Amax Henderson 

molybdenum mill, which was “up” the 
Williams Fork Valley 25 miles away. 

About backpacking, I knew nothing. My 

equipment was laughable, more suitable for 

a city park than a stretch of country rarely 

visited by people except cowboys during 

roundup time. A girlfriend drove me up 

Colorado 125, the road between Granby and 

Walden, and then onto a Forest Service 

road, and dropped me off. 

It rained hard that night, lightning 

crashing fiercely, and there were bumps in 

the night, probably cattle and maybe elk, but 

I thought for sure bears. Then the sun came 

up. I had caught the bug. Exploring places 

beyond the roads became a passion. A 

decade later I had become an avid 

backpacker and a pretty good backcountry 

skier, too. 

The East Troublesome fire started Oct. 

14 and would have been a record fire in the 

20th century and, by 21st century standards 

it was still respectably large. But in the dull, 

gray sky along Front Range, it was indistinct 

from the smoke of the Cameron Peak Fire 

and then the fire near Boulder called 

CalWood. 

We had watched the CalWood fire that 

Saturday evening from a restaurant in 

Boulder, the last one along Broadway before 

it joins Highway 36. The fire had started 

about seven hours before and was already, I 

believe, the largest in Boulder County 

history. Sitting outside at the restaurant, we 

could see the fire flaring in the distance, 

maybe 10 miles away. I didn’t realize how 
personal it was to people in the next socially 

distanced table until later. Cathy, my 

companion, who still has good hearing, said 

they were people who had homes in the fire 

area. One was calling his insurance agent. 

 

Like a volcanic eruption 
On Oct. 21, a week to the day after East 

Troublesome had started, I saw a Facebook 

post showing a giant plume of smoke as 

seen from Park Meadows, in Denver’s South 

Smoke from the Mullen Fire along the Wyoming-Colorado border as seen from the Snowy Range in 

Wyoming on Oct. 6. Photo/Allen Best 

 



 5 

Metro area. I assumed one of these Front 

Range fires had blown up. It had been 

another unseasonably warm day. The person 

who posted the photo compared it to Mt. 

Vesuvius erupting. 

Later, the story has been pieced 

together. The fire had advanced to northeast 

of Hot Sulphur Springs but still east of 

Colorado 125, the highway that goes from 

Windy Gap—west of Granby a few miles—
north to Willow Creek Pass and to Walden. 

Brad White, the fire chief for Grand 

County Fire Protection District No. 1, whose 

service territory includes most of the 

affected area other than Grand Lake, says 

the fire made a run toward evening, as the 

sun was getting low in the sky. The fire had 

been burning a mixture of live and dead 

trees in the Kinney Creek area northeast of 

Hot Sulphur Springs. In 90 minutes, pushed 

by winds from the southwest, the fire 

rushed to Rocky Mountain National Park and 

across Trail Ridge Road. By White’s 
calculation, that’s a distance of 17 miles. 

Slow-burning fires spread by the ground, 

often from tree crown to tree crown. This 

fire, during its runs, leaped great distances, a 

process called spotting. Visiting the charred 

remains of Columbine Lake, a housing 

development west of Grand Lake, White and 

others found a burning fist-sized ember—a 

piece of burning tree that they believe was 

hurled into the sky and came down miles 

away, like hail. 

The current issue of Wired magazine 

tells of something similar, but set in Redding, 

Calif. An employee of the Forest Service, Eric 

Knapp, barely escaped a fire alive. The 

assumption he had made was that the fire 

would spread in typical fashion, on the 

ground. It instead created a giant column of 

fire and smoke, like a tornado, and then 

spread ashes and embers. That is what 

nearly killed the Forest Service fire expert 

The East Troublesome fire was large by conventional Colorado standards, having covered a 

large area north of Hot Sulphur Springs. Then, in one evening it sprinted past Grand Lake and 

across the Continental Divide. 
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and many of his neighbors. It sounds like 

something similar happened with the East 

Troublesome fire. 

A key paragraph from that story: 

“Knapp knew this could signal a once 

rare and dangerous phenomenon known as 

plume-driven fire, in which a fire’s own 
convective column of rising heat becomes 

hot enough and big enough to redirect wind 

and weather in ways that can make the fire 

burn much hotter and, with little warning, 

spread fast enough to trap people as they 

flee.” 

See, “The West’s Infernos Are Melting 
Our Sense of How Fire Works.” 

Michael Kodas, the Boulder-based 

author of a 2017 book called “Megafire,” 

says Cameron Peak, East Troublesome and 

Pine Gulch fires all 

produced what are 

called pyrocumulus 

clouds, basically 

thunderheads. In the 

case of Pine Gulch, it 

produced lightning. 

Lightning from such 

smoke-born clouds can 

make the fire worse or 

spread it. 

So far, though, Colorado has escaped 

what has now been observed in California: 

tornadoes caused by wildfires. They’ve been 
nicknamed firenadoes. 

But the East Troublesome fire had 

enough wind to sprint hard across Grand 

County. One resident told a neighboring 

cabin owner when she visited a week after 

the fire that it sounded like “7 freight trains 
coming at him.” He said the high winds 

rocked his truck back and forth as he drove 

toward Granby on Highway 34. This same 

neighbor described burning pine cones flying 

through the air like missiles. 

White’s estimate bears repeating: This 
fire ran 17 miles in 90 minutes. And 105,000 

acres in an evening. To put that into 

perspective, Colorado’s largest forest fire 
until 2020 was the Hayman Fire of 2002, 

which covered 138,000 acres. It’s largest 

single-day run was 60,000 acres. 

The Troublesome fire got big and did so 

fast in a month when fires are rare. It also 

leaped across the Continental Divide. In 

some areas, where the Continental Divide in 

Colorado is forested and relatively low, that 

wouldn’t be all that notable. But in this case 
it leaped across two miles of rock and tundra 

to start a fire that quickly forced the 

evacuation of the east side of Estes Park, 

including the downtown area, and 

eventually the entire valley. In published 

reports, firefighting experts described it as 

so rare as to cause head-scratching. 

It may have created its own weather, as 

big fires can do. Some anecdotal reports 

gleaned second-hand describe intense 

winds. From Fraser, about 30 miles to the 

south, Andy Miller, with whom I worked 

almost 40 years ago at the now-defunct 

Winter Park Manifest, said he saw tall 

columns of smoke, thunderhead-type 

formations. Atop this cloud of smoke were 

lenticulars, which commonly are at 40,000 

feet. 

On the outskirts of Granby, Patrick 

Brower and his wife and children had packed 

their car that Wednesday. The town was 

under a pre-evacuation order, but some 

areas on the mesa north of the high school 

were ordered to evacuate. That afternoon, 

there had been a steady stream of evacuees 

flowing through Granby—people from 

Grand Lake and the Three Lakes area—
driving by his former office at the Sky-Hi 

News. Police did a good job of getting 

people out of harm’s way, he says, just as 
they had in Granby in 2004. 

“It was scary for sure, because there 
were massive, massive clouds of smoke,” he 
says. “But the fire was still west and north of 

Granby.” 

Brower has a habit of sticking around 

until the last minute. In 2004, when he was 

still editor and publisher of the newspaper, 

Brower fled through the back door of the 

https://www.wired.com/story/california-wildfires-can-create-terrifying-weather/
https://www.wired.com/story/california-wildfires-can-create-terrifying-weather/
https://www.wired.com/story/west-coast-california-wildfire-infernos/
https://www.wired.com/story/west-coast-california-wildfire-infernos/
http://www.megafirebook.com/
https://www.fs.fed.us/rm/pubs/rmrs_gtr114.pdf
https://www.fs.fed.us/rm/pubs/rmrs_gtr114.pdf
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newspaper office just as the bulldozer of the 

small-town terrorist Marvin Heemeyer 

crashed through the front door. 

Heemeyer nursed his grudges against 

the world in Grand Lake, the town of knotty-

pine-sided buildings at the entrance to 

Rocky Mountain National Park. It mostly 

escaped the fire. 

On Saturday, 11 days after East 

Troublesome made its big run, I drove to 

Granby and then Grand Lake. An electric sign 

at the entrance said, “Locals only please.” 
My companion and I instead followed 

Highway 34 to the blockade at the entrance 

to Rocky Mountain National Park. In the 

background of Grand Lake were giant 

hillsides of charred, dead trees. Immediately 

along the highway, only a few areas had 

burned. Nearly all the houses remained 

standing. The Grand County Sheriff had 

estimated the loss of 100 houses. I suspect 

considerable luck. Easily, hundreds of houses 

could have burned if the wind had been in a 

slightly different direction. 

Munching on our ham sandwiches, the 

car windows open, because it was warm, 

almost hot, we smelled the stench, the stink 

of being in a landscape of 10,000 campfires. 

It became unpleasant, almost sickening. We 

wondered what it would be like to live amid 

that strench for days, even weeks. 

President Trump famously blamed 

environmentalists in the case of California’s 
fires this summer with his comment that 

“you gotta clean your floors, you gotta clean 
the forest.” The general grievance that I 
heard in Trump comments was that it’s 
those darned environmentalists wanting 

nature pure and pristine. If only the logging 

industry were allowed to get out the 

harvest. 

 

Despite the greenery evident in the foreground of this photo, there was a stench all around 

such as being amid 10,000 smoldering campfires. Photo/Allen Best 

https://www.politico.com/states/california/story/2020/08/20/trump-blames-california-for-wildfires-tells-state-you-gotta-clean-your-floors-1311059
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In fact, sawmills in Colorado during the 

20th century did cut a lot of wood. The mill 

in Kremmling when I was there ran 12 to 14 

million board-feet a year. When Louisiana-

Pacific came in, it did 20 million board feet. I 

assume the mill in Walden had some 

comparable numbers to the earlier 

Kremmling mill. These mills would mostly 

have had access to the wood on national 

forest lands in the East Troublesome fire 

area. 

Then came the beetle epidemic. There 

had been a fairly significant epidemic in the 

lodgepole pine that dominates that country 

in the early 1980s. Then, in 1996, a much, 

much bigger epidemic, first along Keyser 

Creek, near the molybdenum mill where I 

had once worked, then spreading outward: 

the Fraser Valley and Winter Park, Grand 

Lake, Summit County and Vail, Steamboat 

Springs and along I-70 near the Eisenhower 

Tunnel. 

Some of this wood has been harvested, 

such as for wood pellets at a new mill in 

Kremmling. More in recent years has been 

used  to produce electricity at a plant at 

Gypsum. 

Mostly it was left standing or it fell 

down. The economics of wood in Colorado 

just aren’t that good. To make electricity, for 
example, requires a subsidy. Even so, it 

makes no sense to haul the wood more than 

70 miles. And the dimensional timber from 

Colorado’s mostly scrawny lodgepole pine 
just isn’t worth that much. Bigger trees in 
the Pacific Northwest and British Columbia, 

that’s where the money is. As for the beetle 
killed trees, they begin twisting and cracking 

fairly soon after they’ve died. 
 

Suppressed fires 

A century of fire suppression also 

mattered. Fires had been big in the 19th 

century in Colorado. There were big fires in 

the 1850s and then again in 1878. The latter 

fires were attributed to Ute Indians and 

were called spite fires. Maybe, maybe not. 

Better authenticated are the fires set by 

Fire reached the shores of Granby Reservoir in one or two places but mostly hewed to a 

more northerly path that appeared to spare hundreds of houses. Photo/Allen Best 

Fire reached the shores of Granby Reservoir in one or two places but mo
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prospectors to study the rock outcrops more 

easily. We do know that Vail’s famous Back 
Bowls lost their trees in 1878. 

This federal policy of fire suppression in 

landscapes that are fire prone has been 

written about often, and in various ways. In 

“The Big Burn,” Timothy Egan wrote about 
the fire in northern Idaho that covered three 

million acres in 1910 and triggered the fire-

suppression policy in the new federal agency 

created to manage the forest reserves. In his 

delightful novel “English Creek,” Ivan Doig 
created a central figure who was dogged by 

a disquieting past that never comes out until 

late in the book. He had, 

we learned, let a fire get 

out of hand. 

In 1988, by which 

time I was in Vail, the 

harm of fire suppression 

had become apparent. 

That was the year that 

Yellowstone was “lost.” 
But—the ecologists 

insisted—fire is natural in forests, even if the 

scale in Yellowstone was mind boggling: 1.2 

million acres. Colorado that summer was 

smoked up by the I Do fire west of Craig, 

named because a firefighter got married the 

day lightning caused the fire. It covered 

15,000 acres. At the time, it was Colorado’s 
record. 

In Vail in the 1990s, the Forest Service 

tried to reintroduce fire to improve game 

habitat. There was bitter opposition, 

although fire did occur after I left. Trees 

were cut, mostly with more thought to 

aesthetics and biology, along Red Sandstone 

Road north of Vail and in the Buffehr Creek 

area. And swathes of forest on the south—
think ski mountain—side of Vail were 

thinned of wood in the first decade of this 

century after the big drought, the big fires of 

2002, and the bark beetle left forests red 

and then needle-less. 

In Summit County, the pivot may have 

been even greater. I greatly oversimplify 

here, but think of public policy that went 

from thou-shalt-cut-no-trees to thou-shalt-

cut-trees. 

Climate change matters, too—
immensely so. During my years in 

Kremmling, it routinely got to 20 and 30 

below. Most memorable was the January 

morning in 1979 when the thermometer at 

the Phillips 66 gas station next to where I 

lived registered 62 below. That wasn’t an 

official record temperature, but it’s as cold 
as it gets on Colorado’s record books. 
Nowadays, In Fraser, the self-described 

“icebox of the nation,” it got to 14 below last 
week. During mid-winter it can get to 30 

below. But that’s not routine, like in the 

good, cold days. 

Then add to that warming trend this 

year’s exceptional heat. It wasn’t particularly 
a dry winter at the headwaters of the 

Colorado River where the East Troublesome 

fire began. But spring came early, and 

summer turned hot. 

This August was the driest and hottest 

on record in much of Colorado. By mid-

month, several fires were raging: The 

Williams Fork fire began almost precisely at 

the epicenter of the bark beetle epidemic 

from 1996, near where I had worked during 

that year of my first backpack trip. There 

was Grizzly Creek above Glenwood Canyon, 

which shut down Interstate 70 for two 

weeks, causing bumper-to-bumper traffic 

across South Park as people took the long, 

long detour through Gunnison to get to 

Denver. But after a  a snowstorm in early 

September, it got hot again. I was in the 

Steamboat area a few days before that East 

Troublesome fire began, and it had been 85 

degrees at an elevation of almost 8,000 feet. 

Yikes. 

The current issue of Foreign Affairs has 

an article by Michal Oppenheimer of 

Princeton University titled: “As the World 
Burns: Climate Change’s Dangerous Next 
Phase.” He talked about wildfires and 

cyclones, disparate, but alike in important 

ways, and increasingly common: 

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/world/2020-10-13/world-burns
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/world/2020-10-13/world-burns
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/world/2020-10-13/world-burns
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 “Soon, some once-in-a-lifetime 

catastrophes will become annual debacles. 

As temperatures rise, the odds that such 

events will occur at any specific location in a 

given year are growing quickly, particularly 

in coastal areas,” wrote Oppenheimer. He 
went on to make the case for adaptation 

getting equal billing with mitigation. 

Bruce Finley, writing in The Denver Post, 

riffed on the same theme of accelerating 

impacts of climate change. The headline 

was: As Colorado wildfires burn, fears that 

climate change is causing “multi-level 

emergency” mount. 
 

A heavy woolen blanket  

Megafires—including 2020’s Cameron 
Peak, East Troublesome, and Pine Gulch—
are burning hotter and longer, with record 

destruction this year of 700,000 acres in 

Colorado and 6 million acres around the 

West. The smoke that exposed tens of 

millions of people to heavy particulates, 

health researchers say, will pose an even 

greater risk to public health in years to 

come. 

The U.S. Interagency Fire Center defines 

a megafire by its size: more than 100,000 

acres. By that count, Colorado has had three 

alone this year after having just one before 

in 2002. 

Kodas, the “Megafire” author, dislikes a 

simple metric of size in deciding when to 

apply mega to a fire. Impacts also matter, 

and by that measure none 

of this year’s fires caused 
near as much damage as 

those along the Front 

Range in years past: Waldo 

Canyon at Colorado 

Springs, Four Mile west of 

Boulder and High Park west 

of Fort Collins. 

Colorado, he agrees, 

has entered a new era of 

wildfires: a time of larger 

fires more resistant to 

suppression and fires 

outside what has typically been considered 

wildfire season. In this, Colorado has 

company with California but also other parts 

of the world, he says. Next year may not be 

as bad as this year. Every year won’t look the 
same. But the trend is clear. 

There’s also something else, as was 
hinted by the October fire near Boulder. 

 “We will see bigger fires and I think we 
will also see fires closer to and more 

threatening to our infrastructure, our 

communities, our homes,” he says. “That’s 
when these fires will really become mega.” 

Fires, some of them very big, have 

always been a part of our ecosystems. In the 

early 1600s, for example, there was a giant, 

stand-replacing fire in the Fraser Valley. But 

in the 20th century, it was still possible to 

describe the high-elevation forests on the 

Western Slope as “asbestos forests,” the 
threat of fire was so remote. We’ve lost that 
illusion. Now we have the unnatural created 

by accumulating greenhouse gases like a 

heavy wool blanket on top of what is 

natural. 

In 1980, during my first backpack trip, 

the accumulation of greenhouse gases 

measured at Mauna Loa stood at 338 parts 

per million. This year we hit 411 ppm. 

East Troublesome, foremost among the 

several giant fires in Colorado during 2020, 

tells me we’ve entered a new era. Call it a 
Big Pivot. 

Flames soar in the East Troublesome Fire. Photo/Brad White 

https://www.denverpost.com/2020/10/25/colorado-wildfires-climate-change/
https://www.denverpost.com/2020/10/25/colorado-wildfires-climate-change/
https://www.denverpost.com/2020/10/25/colorado-wildfires-climate-change/
http://www.megafirebook.com/
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Why these 2 co-ops 

paid Vibrant to do a 

study about RTOs 
by Allen Best 

A new study commissioned by two 

electrical cooperatives in Colorado makes 

the case again for developed markets and 

coordinated transmission of electricity both 

through energy imbalance markets and, 

more robustly, thorough a regional 

transmission organization. 

The news is less in the study results than 

the motivation of two cooperatives, 

Glenwood Springs-based Holy Cross Energy 

and Sedalia-based Intermountain Rural 

Electric Association. Why did they pay for 

this study? 

What benefits do they see for their 

customers in Vail, Basalt and Parachute, in 

the case of Holy Cross, or Castle Rock, 

Conifer and Bennett, in the case of 

Intermountain? We’ll get to that. 

First, the results by Vibrant Clean 

Energy, a company based in Boulder, that is 

said to have the capabilities to analyze 

benefits of the evolution in electrical 

generation and deliver better than any other 

company. 

Integrating Colorado into a regional 

energy market could save the average 

residential electricity customer $255 per 

year by 2040 as compared with today, 

according to the study posted last week. The 

annual savings across Colorado would be 

$1.76 billion. 

See the full report here. And the 

PowerPoint here. 

The first baby step is creation of energy 

imbalance markets, which Colorado’s 
utilities have set out to do. An energy 

imbalance market is described as a low-risk, 

low-reward step that helps match supplies 

and demands across multiple utilities. 

Colorado will have two within a couple 

years. 

Tri-State Generation and Transmission 

made the first move last September, 

announcing that it and the Western Area 

https://www.vibrantcleanenergy.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/CO-EIM-Options-Report.pdf
https://www.vibrantcleanenergy.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/CO-EIM-Options-Presentation.pdf
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Power Authority were joining an energy 

imbalance market being created by the 

Arkansas-based Southwest Power Pool. 

Duane Highley, chief executive of Tri-

State, has said repeatedly that the costs of 

creating the market can be recouped within 

three years from the benefits it will deliver. 

Then, in December, Xcel Energy and 

three other utilities along the Front Range of 

Colorado announced they would join an 

energy imbalance market being created by 

CAISO, or the California Independent System 

Operator. 

The real prize will be creation of a 

regional transmission organization, or RTO, 

which requires more investment—and 

delivers far greater benefits. 

 

Greater benefits to the west 
The Vibrant study says utilities will 

benefit from going either eastward, into the 

Southwest Power Pool, or westward, toward 

an alignment with CAISO. 

Even greater benefits would accrue from 

an alignment with other utilities in Western 

states. This arrangement would allow 

Colorado to better develop its wind and 

solar resources for export to other Western 

states, according to the study. It also 

facilitates an easier transition to meet 

Colorado’s targeted greenhouse gas 
emissions. It would produce a 1,000-

megawatt increase in wind and solar in 

Colorado along with 70,000 new jobs by 

2040 in the electricity sector. 

The general gist of this is not new, but 

this study offers a greater level of detail and 

authority than was previously available. 

A press release from Vibrant offered 

statements from the chief executives of the 

two electrical cooperatives who funded the 

study. They indicated hope that the study 

triggers more rapid movement toward 

creation of an RTO or its sibling, an ISO 

(independent system operator). 

“Using this study as a guide, Colorado 
can improve transmission access and tariffs 

within its borders before all electricity 

companies join the same Energy Imbalance 

Market,” said Bryan Hannegan, CEO of Holy 

Cross Energy. 

“The key is to have fixed or zonal 
transmission tariffs across Colorado with all 

entities having equal access to a system 

developed through coordinated regional or 

statewide planning,” said Patrick Mooney, 
chief executive of Intermountain. 

Both electrical cooperatives have 

relationships with Xcel Energy but are 

weaning themselves. They both depend, in 

part, upon Xcel for supply of electricity. Both 

depend upon Xcel for transmission. And 

both are part-owners with Xcel of Comanche 

3, the coal-unit completed in 2010 at 

Pueblo. Intermountain owns 25% of the 

coal-burning unit and Holy Cross 8%. Holy 

Cross, however, has assigned its output to 

Guzman Energy, a wholesale provider. 

And both electrical cooperatives have 

set out to shift their generation sources. 

That necessarily brings in questions of 

transmission and associated costs. 

Transmission lines are not like interstate 

highways, where you just get on and drive. 

They’re more like toll roads. Getting 
electrical generation from the giant wind 

farms of eastern Colorado to consumers on 

the Western Slope can involve three or more 

tolls. The electrical co-ops believe there’s a 
better way. 

Holy Cross has set out to decarbonize its 

electricity through a program 

called Seventy70Thirty, which aims for 70% 

renewable energy by 2030. This would align 

roughly with Xcel’s current plans. But Holy 
Cross has begun developing its own energy 

resources, including a wind farm along 

Interstate 70 east of Denver that will, when 

completed in the next year or two, put it 

substantially close to achieving that goal. 

 

Intermountain looks for options 
Intermountain has already asked for 

proposals to supply its power once its 

current power-purchase agreement with 

https://www.holycross.com/seventy70thirty/
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Xcel Energy’s subsidiary, Public Service Co. of 
Colorado, ends in late 2025. 

With that in mind, said Mooney, his 

cooperative wants to advance an RTO. “We 
see (it) as important to the integration of 

renewable energy and necessary to 

maximize efficient use of generation and 

transmission resources. Several of the large 

players, Xcel included, are in no hurry to see 

an RTO in the region, public statements to 

the contrary notwithstanding,” he wrote in 
an e-mail response to questions. 

In a follow-up email, Mooney 

elaborated: “My view is that Xcel and Tri-
State are really only giving lip service to an 

RTO at this point; neither wants to create an 

environment in which currently captive load 

for their generation may be able to go to a 

market. They also like to control their 

respective transmission systems, and Xcel’s 
plan is to grow by expanding its transmission 

and generation rate base, a plan that could 

be threatened by an RTO,” he wrote. 
“Xcel, Platte River Power Authority and 

Colorado Springs Utilities like the EIM 

(energy imbalance market) arrangement, as 

all profit from it, but it doesn’t have the 
benefits we would see from an RTO.  None 

of those parties has been willing to lift a 

finger legislatively to support an 

RTO.  Indeed, all have opposed efforts to 

bring players to the table through 

legislation.” 

Intermountain, he said, proposed 

legislation in 2019 and again this year and 

has been working with several 

legislators.  “Of course, there are real limits 
to what the state can do, and it’s not even 
clear what direction (east or west) would be 

best in the long run,” he wrote in an e-mail 

in response to questions. 

The Vibrant study was commissioned by 

Holy Cross, he explained, “and we agreed to 
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participate expecting some work product to 

educate people about the subject.” 

State Sen. Chris Hansen, a legislator 

heavily involved in energy legislation and an 

ardent supporter of organization of an RTO, 

suggested in a recent video-conference 

meeting he might be interested in 

sponsoring legislation to give utilities 

encouragement to engage in energy 

markets. 

See also: Why Colorado needs an RTO 

 

Good data for regulators, legislators 
At Holy Cross, Steve Beuning, vice 

president, power supply and programs, said 

there are no specific plans to seek a 

legislative prod to creation of an RTO. But 

neither is the study purely academic. 

“If we are going to inform regulators and 
legislators about the benefits of a regional 

development, we need a model that has a 

clear view of the entire landscape and not 

just the interests of an individual utility,” he 
said in an interview. 

Vibrant, he said, has modeling for the 

entire North American grid, including the 

wind and solar capacities down to a 

resolution of three kilometers. “I am not 
aware of any utility in the United States that 

has that level of modeling detail,” he said. 
Most model only for their own service 

territories. 

Beuning explained that electrical 

transmission of wind or any other electric 

resource can pass across lines of three or 

even five different operators. An RTO 

dismantles those barriers. Think of it being 

something like an Epic or Ikon ski pass, good 

at many ski areas. 

Another comparison is to roads. You 

don’t have to pay tolls three or four times as 
you cross Colorado. And in the United 

States, you can travel anywhere with one 

state’s license plates. 
 

 

 

 

How can we curb 

our appetite for 

natural gas? 
 
by Allen Best 

Focus has started sharpening on how to 

trim methane emissions in Colorado, both in 

oil-and-gas drilling but also in the end use, in 

heating buildings and warming water. A 

small bit also goes to cooking. 

The question of how to trim use of 

natural gas in buildings came up repeatedly 

in the October meetings of the Colorado Air 

Quality Control Commission devoted to the 

state’s decarbonization roadmap. It has 
come up at webinars, and indirectly, it’s a 

part of rulemaking before the Colorado Oil 

and Gas Conservation Commission intended 

to trim emissions from upstream and mid-

stream sources, i.e. in drilling and processing 

of hydrocarbons. 

On Thursday morning, from 9 a.m. to 

noon, the question will be explored in depth 

in a session conducted by the Colorado 

Public Utilities Commission. Key speakers 

will be Clay Clark, who plays a crucial role in 

formation of Colorado’s decarbonization 
roadmap, and Keith Hay, the director of 

policy at the Colorado Energy Policy. For 

details, see PUC website. 

Some environmental and advocacy 

groups have criticized the draft roadmap, 

saying it paid too little attention to the role 

of buildings. 

At a recent webinar, State Sen. Chris 

Hansen said he planned to introduce a bill 

involving building decarbonization in the 

upcoming legislative session, but he did not 

share details.  

 

 

 

https://mountaintownnews.net/2020/10/04/why-colorado-needs-an-rto/
https://puc.colorado.gov/webcasts
https://puc.colorado.gov/webcasts
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Will youngest coal 

plant in the West 

make it to 20 years? 
 

by Allen Best 

The Comanche 3 coal plan began 

generating electricity in May 2010, and it 

was expected to continue operations until 

2069. The cost of coal compared to 

renewables several years ago made that 

problematic.  

Based on several recent sessions at the 

Colorado Public Utilities 

Commission, Xcel Energy 

may have to explain why 

it shouldn’t be closed far, 
far sooner.  

Xcel Energy, the 

primary owner, may have 

already reached that 

conclusion. Xcel is 

scheduled to play its 

cards with state 

regulators on March 1, 

the deadline for filing its 

required four-year electric resource plan. 

That plan will give the Colorado Public 

Utilities Commission a clearer idea of how 

Xcel intends to comply with the state law 

requiring it to achieve an 80% reduction in 

emissions compared to 2005 levels. 

March 1 is also the date that an 

investigation ordered by the PUC last week 

must be completed. The investigation must 

delve into what the cost of energy produced 

by Comanche 3 has actually been, when all 

the expenses of repairs are considered, and 

what it is costing ratepayers today based on 

a levelized cost. The investigation must also 

determine the warranties that Xcel had and 

so forth. 

PUC commissioners Meghan Gilman and 

John Gavan suggested tweaking of the scope 

of investigation and, along with Jeff 

Ackermann, approved the study. 

They had conceptually approved the 

study in May. See story from Big Pivots after 

that verbal agreement: 

Retire Colorado’s newest coal plant? 

Comanche 3 appears to have been an 

expensive lemon, at least so far. It’s been 
idled again—as has frequently been the case 

in the last 10 ½ years—for much of this year, 

and right now is not scheduled to begin 

operations again until Thanksgiving or 

Christmas.  

The PUC’s investigation should be seen 

in tandem with another discussion at the 

PUC in mid-October, this one about a 

financing device called 

securitization. 

The information 

meeting called by the 

PIUC commissioners 

should best be 

understood as a message 

to Xcel Energy that it 

needs to seriously, 

seriously consider using 

the financial tool of 

securitization as it 

contemplates the future of Comanche 3 but 

also other remaining coal plants. 

Comanche 1 and 2 are already 

scheduled to close in the next few years. But 

that will leave two units at Hayden and 

Pawnee, located near Brush, plus Comanche 

3. Securitization could conceivably be used 

to hurry up the retirement of all those units, 

if the means is found to ensure reliability.  

Two things are going on here—and this 

stuff gets wonky. But remember, the wonky 

stuff is really about trying to avert a 

planetary crisis caused by accumulating 

greenhouse gas emissions. 

First, consider the rules under which 

Xcel, but also other privately owned utilities, 

operate. The rates they charge customers 

are based on their investments, what is 

called the rate base. This gives the utility 

incentive to want to “own” a lot of property 

 

Colorado regulators formally 

order investigation of 

Comanche 3 but also send 

signal to Xcel Energy that it 

needs to explore a financial 

tool called securitization 

https://mountaintownnews.net/2020/05/18/comanche-3/
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that is being depreciated over long 

time periods. Colorado, as state 

policy, has an interest in getting 

these “assets,” i.e. coal plants, 

closed. 

Second, Colorado has a policy 

of wanting to provide a “just 
transition” for those who work in 
the coal sector, both mines and 

thermal units, during this 

transition. There’s a law, even an 
office (of one employee, as of 

August), but no money to help 

provide new training for coal 

workers and tax relief for coal-

dependent communities. 

Securitization is being studied as a 

way to help provide benefits in the 

communities where Xcel operates.  

What is securitization? Uday 

Varadarajan, a principle at the 

Rocky Mountain Institute and 

Precourt Energy Scholar at 

Stanford’s Sustainable Finance 
Initiative, gave a meaty, four-

course presentation to the PUC in 

October. He sketched a broad 

national picture. Utilities have 

been slow to retire their coal plants—and 

since 2004 have actually increased their 

investments in coal, partly through 

improved emissions control equipment.  

Colorado falls in line with that national 

trend when you consider that Comanche 3 

came on line in 2010 and the costly 

upgrades to the plants at Pawnee and 

Hayden plants. 

Xcel ranks among the top 10 utility 

holding companies in both coal capacity and 

unrecovered coal investments,” Varadarajan 

said. He went on to say that Xcel’s coal units 
account for a “significant fraction of its rate 
base and earnings—and weigh down 

customer bills.” 

In Colorado, Xcel has unrecovered costs 

of over $700 million now in its coal plants. 

This compares with $200 million in 2005 

inclusive of possible future costs of 

decommissioning and reclamation, he said. 

In other words, Xcel still owes a lot on 

that coal plant. (Holy Cross Energy owns 8% 

and Intermountain Rural Electric Association 

owns 25%, but their economic models do 

not depend upon having “rate base.”) 

“These historic investments have a 
direct impact on the utility’s earnings and 
rates today,” he said. “To retire them 

quickly, while debt remains, would result in 

what he called “rate shock.” 

 

hat’s where securitization comes it. 

Colorado lawmakers in 2019 

authorized the tool. The concept is often 

compared to refinancing a house to take 

advantage of lower interest rates. Instead of 

paying 8% to 10% on its debt at Comanche 

or other plants, Xcel would pay 3% to 4% 

T 
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over the same time period. The new, lower-

interest money is secured by surcharge on 

customer bills. Early retirement of an asset 

using securitization without capital recycling 

would be unattractive for utility 

shareholders, but better than most other 

options, said Varadarajan. 

Securitization, said Varadarajan, is a 

“foundational policy of the energy 

transition” because it allows utilities to more 
rapidly retire uneconomic coal plants, 

benefitting utility shareholders but also 

customers. 

But securitization can also deliver funds 

to other needs in the transition—including 

for community and worker benefits. 

New Mexico adopted securitization as 

part of its Energy Transition Act in 2019. The 

Albuquerque Journal last week explained 

that the law requires Public Service Co. of 

New Mexican, or PNM, to replace all its coal 

with carbon-free generation but also allows 

PNM to recover its investment through 

bonds that would be paid off by ratepayers, 

or securitization. 

This allows PNM to exit from the Four 

Corners Power Plant. The bonds could 

include about $10 million in economic 

development assistance for the Four Corners 

area to offset the region’s loss of jobs and 
tax revenues. 

This potential deal involving the Four 

Corners plant is similar to the $40 million in 

local economic development assistance in 

PNM’s plan to exit the San Juan Generating 

Station in 2022. Both plants are near 

Farmington. 

 

t the PUC meeting, much attention 

was given to securitization as a way 

to deliver funds to communities impacted by 

closures of Xcel’s plants. 
(And why not Craig, where Tri-State is 

the primary owner of coal plants? The 

simple answer is that because Tri-State 

already has access to low-cost money, 

because of its status as an non-profit, 

securitization is less attractive). 

State Sen. Chris Hansen, the Denver 

Democrat who was the key driver of the 

securitization provision in 2019 legislation, 

said he thought it was appropriate to carve 

out a portion of proceeds for community 

and worker assistance. The figure of 15% 

was mentioned.  

This would cause Xcel ratepayers to pay 

for community assistance, but that’s 
appropriate because they benefited from 

the assets in question, Hansen said. 

“Yes, it would be wonderful if there 

were some big federal grants,” he said. “but 
there is some direct responsibility by 

ratepayers who benefited from the asset to 

help pay for the transition.” And he then 
pointed to the state’s covid-depleted 

general treasury. 

 Expect some clarity on this next spring. 

In the meantime, here are two stories of 

relevance: Colorado aims for Just Transition. 

And also When the coal plants finally close 

 

A 

 

Does your organization want to support Big Pivots through an 

advertisement or just a box, like this, that says: We support this 

kind of hard-working journalism? 
 

 
 

I hope so! Please call or e-mail me: 720.415.9308 or allen.best@comcast.net 

https://mountaintownnews.net/2020/08/07/just-transition/
https://mountaintownnews.net/2020/08/13/colorado-just-transition-on-the-ground/
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Boulder at a 

fork in its path 
 

by Allen Best 

Energy News Network 

A decade ago, Boulder, Colorado, set out 

to create its own municipal utility in hopes 

of accelerating its push to cut emissions. It 

has been a difficult path. Xcel Energy, the 

investor-owned utility serving the city, has 

fought the separation at every turn. Already, 

Boulder has spent $28.7 million in legal, 

engineering and other work. Voters had 

originally approved $30.6 million.  

Now, with still more years of legal 

battles and an estimated $5 million to $20 

million in litigation just to get the final 

purchase price, city residents must decide 

whether to throw in the towel, at least for 

now, and accept a new franchise agreement. 

The proposed 20-year agreement could 

conceivably move Boulder toward its goal of 

100% clean energy by 2030 at a brisker pace 

than Xcel’s announced plans for its Colorado 

customers altogether. In theory, the 

partnership between the city and utility 

defined in the agreement will also quicken 

the pace of innovation at the interface 

between utilities and customers. 

A municipalization push in Minneapolis 

ended in 2014 ended with a similar 

compromise, although for only a 10-year 

contract. 

We want to hear from you! Your 

responses to this short survey will help us 

learn more about our audience and find 

ways to better serve you. The survey closes 

Friday, so don’t delay! 

Opponents of the proposed franchise 

agreement, including Boulder’s three former 
mayors during the last decade, describe the 

proposed partnership as toothless. They 

want Boulder to dig in just a little longer 

because of the substantial rewards available 

to a locally controlled utility as the world of 

electricity and energy change rapidly. 

Sam Weaver, the current mayor, lies at 

the center of intersecting arguments. He 

was an ardent municipalization supporter as 

Boulder’s Red Oak Park housing 
neighborhood. Photo/NREL 

https://energynews.us/
https://www-static.bouldercolorado.gov/docs/08062020_Proposed_Boulder-Xcel_settlement_and_agreements-1-202008061712.pdf
https://energynews.us/2014/10/17/midwest/minneapolis-utility-fight-ends-with-unique-clean-energy-deal/
https://energynews.us/2014/10/17/midwest/minneapolis-utility-fight-ends-with-unique-clean-energy-deal/
https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/J3VQ9JZ
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recently as January but changed his stance 

after helping negotiate the proposed 

franchise agreement. He concedes its 

imperfections.  

“There is no getting around the fact that 

their motivations will not completely align 

with ours,” he says. 
But he does defend the agreement 

based on his appraisal of risk. If Boulder 

walks away from this agreement, he says, 

the city’s municipalization opponents will 

surely initiate an election next year. With a 

municipal budget already trimmed 10% 

because of COVID-induced revenue declines 

and worse possibly to come, he fears losing 

everything. This agreement, he says, gets 

Boulder most of what it wants. 

Fundamentally at issue is whether the 

business model of vertically integrated 

monopoly utilities can meet 21st century 

needs. Xcel, seen as a carbon-focused old-

school utility even a decade ago, has picked 

up its pace, turning heads across the country 

with its December 2018 declaration to 

achieve 80% emissions reduction by 2030 

and 100% emissions free electricity by 2050. 

But Boulder wanted more, to be a model 

in Colorado and beyond. Denver and several 

suburban cities will have their franchises 

expire in the next decade. Advocates for 

municipalization would like to show what 

could be gained by more daring enterprises. 

The motto of municipalization advocates is 

“decarbonize, democratize and 
decentralize.” Add to that localize: the city 
envisions 50% locally generated power. 

“They’re a sumo wrestler trying to 
compete with a ballerina,” says Leslie 
Glustrom, describing the innovation she sees 

by Xcel compared to the agility that she says 

is actually needed. A biochemist by training 

who shelved her career to work in climate 

change advocacy and birddog Xcel, Glustrom 

describes Xcel as “slow-walking in the right 

direction.” It’s not enough. “When you’re in 
a crisis, pace matters,” she says. 

Municipalization advocates make it clear 

they don’t dislike Xcel or its leaders. It’s 

Xcel’s profit-driven, investor-owned utility 

business model they find objectionable. 

“I want to be clear that Xcel is not a bad 
company, but they do stand between us and 

our ambitions,” says Suzanne Jones, a 
former mayor. “This investor-owned utility 

(model) is outdated and is not the best way 

to address climate change.” 

A climate protest at Xcel Energy’s 

Valmont Generating Station in 2011. Xcel 

stopped burning coal at the plant in 2017 

but one natural gas unit continues to 

operate. 

 

A green culture 
A pall of smoke has been ominously 

hanging over Boulder, the result of wildfires 

that have raged in Colorado since August, 

the hottest and driest ever recorded in the 

state. The disagreement is not about the 

need to rapidly suppress greenhouse gas 

emissions, but rather the most effective way 

to do so. 

Boulder exults in both nature and 

technology. Iconic sandstone formations 

called the Flatirons tilt dramatically as the 

Great Plains erupt into the Rocky Mountains. 

Well-used hiking trails festoon both foothills 

and prairies. Even for Colorado, it’s 
uncommonly pretty. 

It’s also exceptionally wealthy, the 
average home value of $770,000 reflecting 

an economy flush since the 1980s with high-

tech and aerospace companies but also 

businesses engaged in the design and 

manufacture of outdoor goods and in 

organic and natural foods. Boulder County 

has the highest ownership rate of electric 

vehicles in Colorado. Home to two national 

laboratories and a university, 

Boulder routinely vies with Cambridge, Ann 

Arbor and San Jose in leading the country in 

the number of degreed residents.  

Boulder’s values can be seen in its 1982 
law protecting solar access of existing homes 

and apartments, barring shadows from new 

and taller buildings. It was the nation’s first 
such law. Another national first, in 2006, was 

https://patch.com/colorado/boulder/boulder-ranks-among-most-educated-cities-country-report
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the city’s carbon tax. It generates $1.8 

million annually for climate change 

programs.  

Even then, conversations had begun 

about creating a municipal utility to better 

further the city’s renewable energy goals. 
Xcel had just won approval from state 

regulators to build Comanche 3, a coal-fired 

power plant, and had vigorously opposed 

Colorado’s successful voter-initiated 

renewable energy standard. 

Xcel didn’t sit still, though. It set out to 
comply with the renewable standard then 

readily agreed to more and more as it 

figured out how to integrate wind and solar 

while still ensuring reliability. It has added 

1,100 megawatts of wind capacity from 

farms on Colorado’s eastern plains in the last 
three years and plans to close two coal-

burning units at the Comanche Generating 

Station near Pueblo during the next several 

years. More coal plant closures are likely to 

be announced next March when the utility 

files plans with state regulators. 

The utility has also stumbled. In 2008, it 

chose Boulder as a laboratory for the 

application of new information technology 

at the intersection of the utility and 

customers. That experiment, proudly titled 

SmartGridCity, was saddled by high costs 

and fell far short of expectations. State 

regulators allowed Xcel to recoup $27.9 

million of its costs from ratepayers but 

denied an additional $16.6 million. In 

Boulder, it is described as a debacle. 

Nor have the stumbles ended. Xcel in 

recent years was engaged in two solar-plus-

storage microgrid projects in Denver, one in 

conjunction with Panasonic and the other at 

the neighborhood formerly called Stapleton. 

Hearing results of the study reports in 

September, members of the Colorado Public 

Utilities Commission were distinctly 

unimpressed.  

“The world is changing, and we need a 
utility that changes quickly,” said Jeffrey 
Ackermann, the PUC chairman. 

 

‘It’s gone on too long’ 
Boulder has had its own problems. The 

city council in 2010 did not renew the 

franchise agreement and won voter 

Climate protestors gathered at Xcel Energy’s Valmont Generating Station in 2011. The company stopped 
burning coal at the plant in 2017 but one natural gas unit continues to operate. 

https://finance-commerce.com/2013/04/the-lessons-of-smart-grid-test-in-boulder/
https://finance-commerce.com/2013/04/the-lessons-of-smart-grid-test-in-boulder/
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approval for a tax to fund investigation of 

municipalization. Voters approved 

continuation five times since. Some were 

landslides, others were squeakers. 

The city’s municipalization dream has 
taken it through courtrooms and state and 

federal regulatory bodies. The tedious, 

costly process has frustrated supporters and 

taxed the patience of everybody.  

“We have wasted enough time and 
money on the municipalization effort, and 

it’s time to end the debacle,” wrote George 
Craft in an op-ed in the Boulder Daily 

Camera. He identified himself as “no Xcel 
lover” and that he has a solar roof, composts 
and drives a hybrid. 

Matt Appelbaum, mayor from 2011 to 

2015, expects Boulder voters to approve the 

franchise agreement. “I would be shocked if 
this did not pass,” he says. “I think people 
are just bored. It’s gone on too long. It has 
cost more than it should have,” he says. 

“I suspect we made several mistakes, 

but the vast majority of them were simply 

because there were no precedents to 

follow,” adds Appelbaum. “None.” 

That’s mostly correct. Lyons, a small 
town near Boulder, gained independence 

from Public Service, an Xcel subsidiary, in 

1974. Another small town had gained 

independence in the early 1950s. The last 

time a municipality comparable to Boulder—
currently population 108,000—separated 

from an investor-owned utility in Colorado 

was in the 1930s. That was Fort Collins, 

another university town that, with three 

other municipal utilities, created the Platte 

River Power Authority. That wholesale 

provider is confident it can achieve at least 

90% renewables by 2030. 

But Xcel’s profits are also at issue. 
Pointing to company presentations, 

municipalization advocates estimate that 

Boulder delivered Xcel $23 million in profits 

to the company in 2019. They’d like to keep 
those profits at home. 

Boulder is currently condemning Xcel’s 
assets, a messy legal process that has the 

city and Xcel doing duplicate engineering 

studies, with expenses for both falling on the 

city’s taxpayers. Yet to be determined is 
exactly how much Boulder would have to 

pay for the distribution lines, substations 

and other equipment as well as stranded 

generating capacity. The city estimates this 

process will take five more years. Boulder’s 
total debt once the transfer is completed 

has been estimated at between $278.5 

million and $424 million. 

Municipalization supporters say it will be 

worth the wait and cost. Appelbaum 

compares it to buying a rental property.  

“The first few years are tight, but you do 
OK, but over time things look better and 

better. With the muni, though, it’s more 
than money. It’s control, and control is 
worth a lot, too.” 

The franchise agreement negotiated by 

Weaver, the current mayor, and Bob Yates, 

the mayor pro tem, offers an element of 

local control that Weaver says is just 

enough. His former comrades in support of 

municipalization say it falls far short. 

 

Proposal came together quickly 

The proposal came together rapidly. 

Weaver and Yates were in a conversation 

with Alice Jackson, the chief executive of 

Xcel’s operations in Colorado, during April 
about distribution system planning. Xcel as 

recently as 2017 had delivered what it said 

was its final offer. But Jackson suggested 

new discussions. The upshot was the 

franchise agreement presented to the city 

council in August. The agreement barred 

Xcel from campaigning. Even meetings with 

editorial boards were not allowed. 

Weaver says it has most of what Boulder 

wanted. It provides five off-ramps for the 

city before 2030, three of them if Xcel fails 

to achieve specified carbon reduction goals. 

Climate Registry, a third party, will evaluate 

the progress. If that happens, Xcel agrees to 

let the municipalization effort resume where 

it left off. The franchise agreement also does 

not preclude Boulder from continuing to 

https://www.dailycamera.com/2020/10/13/guest-opinion-george-craft-time-to-end-municipalizations-pipe-dream/
https://www.coloradopolitics.com/legislature/democratic-lawmakers-want-colorado-to-move-into-community-choice-energy/article_e174e9f0-4c64-11ea-b899-ab2d2442fdf8.html
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lobby in Colorado for community choice 

energy—a deliberate threat to the business 

model of Xcel. The agreement also resumes 

the undergrounding of distribution lines 

halted when the last franchise lapsed; at a 

cost of $33 million over 20 years.  

 

Move the needle fast enough? 
Remarkable in Boulder’s debate is the 

level of expertise that protagonists bring to 

the debate. Weaver, a CalTech graduate, co-

founded two companies, including Cool 

Energy, of which he is CEO. The company 

provides the technology for waste-heat 

recovery and biomass power. As an 

inventor, he has his name on 30 U.S. 

patents. Yates, the mayor pro tem, retired to 

Boulder after overseeing European 

operations for Level 3 Communications.  

Across the table from him is Steve 

Whitaker, a member of the advocacy group 

Empower Our Future. As a scientist, he 

worked at the National Center for 

Atmospheric Research, the National Oceanic 

and Atmospheric Administration, and the 

predecessor of the National Renewable 

Energy Laboratory. Along the way he got 

interested in manufacturing.  

“I considered manufacturing the 
decathlon of business. You have to do so 

much so well and be so involved. To do that 

right is really a challenge,” he says. 
Continental Control Systems, the company 

he co-founded in 1995, specializes in electric 

power metering and monitoring equipment 

to allow greater energy efficiency. 

Weaver, despite professed neutrality 

about the franchise agreement he 

negotiated, points proudly to the 

component that defined a new partnership 

between the city and the utility. It defines a 

meeting schedule between Xcel and Boulder 

at the highest level to chart the course 

forward. “It’s not just a bright, shiny object,” 
he says. “It’s a process, an ongoing process.” 

The agreement defines Boulder’s vision 
for electrifying buildings and transportation, 

for example, and specifies that the 

partnership “will strive to identify projects 
that meet Boulder’s goals and could be 
scaled and replicated where appropriate in 

other Colorado communities” served by 
Xcel. 

Whitaker is unimpressed with this and 

other elements. “I have never seen a supply 
agreement so light on enforcement.” He 
sees competition as vital in spurring 

innovation. “Monopolies will not innovate 
and create the solutions we are going to 

need over the next decade,” he says.  
Even as votes were being cast, Empower 

Our Future released a financial study that 

members say the city should have done 

itself before putting the franchise to a vote. 

The study used results of requests for 

proposals sent out in June, with results 

delivered to city officials only days before 

the franchise vote was approved by the city 

council. Companies offered to supply 

Boulder with 100% renewable energy by 

2030 at prices 8% to 15% less than a similar 

RFP in 2018. Empower Our Future’s new 
study also incorporated lower interest rates 

available today. The study concluded with 

high confidence a rapid return on 

investment yielding the city over a hundred 

million dollars in the next 10 years. The 

worst-case scenario with defensible 

assumptions is breaking even. 

Aside from the number-crunching, 

there’s an emotional component that is 
perhaps best understood by younger 

demographics. Duncan Gilchrist, 26, says 

he’s confident his age cohorts will reject the 

compromise agreement with Xcel.  

“I’m hungry, very hungry, for bold action 
on climate action,” he says, “action that is 
commensurate to the scale of the problem 

we are facing.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.coloradopolitics.com/legislature/democratic-lawmakers-want-colorado-to-move-into-community-choice-energy/article_e174e9f0-4c64-11ea-b899-ab2d2442fdf8.html
https://www.coloradopolitics.com/legislature/democratic-lawmakers-want-colorado-to-move-into-community-choice-energy/article_e174e9f0-4c64-11ea-b899-ab2d2442fdf8.html
https://empowerourfuture.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/EOF-Local-Power-Financial-Analysis.pdf
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Tri-State’s big 

win at the PUC 
 

But the that victory could be 

overturned if courts rule decide 

that United Power was right about 

Tri-State violating laws to get 

federal jurisdiction 
 

by Allen Best 

Tri-State Generation and Transmission 

has won a major victory from a Colorado 

regulatory body in its ongoing dispute with 

two dissident member cooperatives. It falls 

short of a completely victory, however, as 

questions about Tri-State’s legal strategy 
remain to be determined. 

The Colorado Public Utilities Commission 

on Thursday said it lacked jurisdiction to 

determine what constitutes just, reasonable, 

and non-discriminatory exit charges in the 

case of member cooperatives wanting to 

break their contracts. 

Durango-based La Plata Electric and 

Brighton-based United Power both have 

contracts to 2050 that require they get most 

of their electricity from Tri-State. Both 

member cooperatives have become 

dissatisfied with Tri-State in recent years as 

the electric wholesale market has 

undergone massive changes. They asked 

how much it would cost for them to break 

their contracts, as two other coopera tives, 

Kit Carson Electrical Cooperative and Delta-

Montrose Electric Association, have 

succeeded in doing after paying exit fees. 

Tri-State responded with figures that the 

two cooperatives declared were 

unreasonable. They appealed to the PUC to 

arbitrate. An administrative law judge for 

the PUC heard almost a week of testimony 

in May and in July issued a recommendation 

to the PUC that favored the member co-ops. 

In a 3-0 vote, the PUC concluded that an 

order issued by the Federal Energy 

Regulatory Commission in late August 

effectively trumped the PUC in the matter. 

That order in August reversed an earlier 

FERC decision that concluded that the 

complaints of the two member coops could 

proceed at the PUC. 

This puts the question of what 

constitutes a just and reasonable exit fee 

before the FERC. 

 

till to be resolved is whether Tri-State 

got FERC jurisdiction legally. To do 

so, it added new members unlike all others. 

The first was a company, MEICO, which 

trades in natural gas and petroleum 

products. Another was a greenhouse in Fort 

Lupton. A third was an outfitter in Craig. 

By adding the non-utility members, Tri-

State qualified for FERC jurisdiction. But 

United Power, in a lawsuit filed in May in 

Adams County District Court, challenges the 

legality of the MEICO membership and, by 

extension, the other new, non-utility 

members. It alleges that Tri-State violated 

state law and its own by-laws. 

If United Power prevails in that lawsuit, 

the PUC can take up the issue of what 

constitutes a fair and reasonable exit fee 

because Tri-State’s strategy for getting FERC 
jurisdiction will have been illegitimate. 

In a statement from Tri-State, chief 

executive Duane Highley said he was pleased 

that the PUC agreed that FERC has 

S 
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“exclusive jurisdiction over member 
withdrawal charges, and that questions of 

Colorado corporate law are a matter for the 

state courts.” 

A statement from Bryant Robbins, the 

interim chief executive at United Power, 

effectively conceded Highley’s central point. 
“We know the PUC was put in an awkward 
position of having to rule on a corporate law 

decision,” he said a release. 
“While we are disappointed that the 

commission is unable to rule on this issue, 

we believe our case in Adams County will 

show that the non-utility members were 

unlawfully added according to both State 

Statutes and their own bylaws,” Robbins 
added. In the Tri-State release, Highley says 

that the new members were indeed added 

lawfully. 

 

n Durango, Jessica Matlock, the chief 

executive of La Plata, emphasized 

changing Tri-State policies instead of a 

determination to exit. 

“LPEA continues to seek flexibility from 
Tri-State in our current 50-year contract to 

develop local, renewable generation and to 

reduce our power supply costs,” she said in a 
statement. “We are hopeful we can get 
there working with Tri-State. Punting on the 

legality of the non-utility member additions 

just continues the uncertainty of Tri-State’s 
status of being FERC jurisdictional.” 

Both La Plata and United wanted more 

flexibility in securing electrical generation, 

but they varied slightly in their talking 

points. United Power, which serves 97,000 

meters north of Denver, from the oil-and-

gas operations to foothill communities, 

emphasized cost. Tri-State’s wholesale rates 
caused United to offer rates at significantly 

higher rates than Xcel Energy, which serves 

neighboring areas. They effectively compete 

for customers in some cases. 

La Plata to a greater extent emphasized 

the desire to develop local renewable 

energy resources in its service territory of La 

Plata and Archuleta counties.  It has 55,000 

meters. 

As for Tri-State, it has been pivoting hard 

in its energy generation since Highley arrived 

to steer the ship in April 2019. The 

wholesale provider announced the early 

retirement of three additional coal-burning 

units in coming years in Colorado and New 

Mexico, on top of two previously 

announced. 

For Tri-State to meet Colorado’s 
decarbonization goals for 2030, it will have 

to further curtail generation by fossil fuel 

resources. It has not indicated how it will do 

so, although a filing with the PUC due on 

Dec. 1 will almost certainly identify a 

pathway. 

Highley had met the PUC commissioners 

in October 2019, advising them to “watch 
our feet” in decarbonizing its power sources. 
He reiterated a willingness to pivot the 

course of the wholesaler in this week’s 
release. “We remain deeply committed to 
helping meet Colorado’s energy and 
environmental goals,” Highley said. 

At the Colorado Air Quality Control 

Commission meeting on Friday, the question 

was asked whether the state has the legal 

authority to ensure Tri-State, but also 

several other utilities , to reduce the carbon 

intensity of their electricity by 2030 to 

comply with the state’s goal of 80% 
reduction compared to 2005 levels. The law 

specifically applies only to Xcel Energy. 

Will Toor, the director of the Colorado 

Energy Office, answered that the social-cost-

of-carbon metric can be applied to power 

production and that the PUC has at its 

disposal performance-based regulation. 

Both were specifically identified by state 

laws passed in 2019.  

 

 

You can sign up to get Big Pivots 
at https://bigpivots.com 
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