
  

New Mexico to use 

new financial tool 

to retire coal plant. 

Will Colorado also? 
 

by Allen Best 

Colorado and New Mexico have been 

moving like twins in the last two years as 

they’ve set out to decarbonize their 
economies. Might last week’s actions 
regarding the San Juan Generating Station 

near Farmington, in the 

northwest corner of New 

Mexico, be a portent of 

what will happen in 

Colorado in the next few 

years? 

The story is about 

securitization, a financial 

tool that both states 

authorized with new laws 

last year. Securitization 

allows investor-owned 

utilities to spread out the 

financial costs of closing 

coal-fired power plants 

before their normal 

retirement dates. 

In New Mexico, the state’s Public 
Regulation Commission authorized the 

request by the Public Service Co. of New 

Mexico to abandon the coal-fired San Juan 

Generation Station near Farmington in 2022. 

To do this, the company will tap the tool 

of securitization, which was authorized by 

the Energy Transition Action adopted by 

New Mexico legislators in 2019. That law 

requires public utilities in New Mexico to 

derive 50% of their electricity from 

renewable resources by 2030 and achieve 

100% carbon-free generation by 2045.  

That same law authorized Public Service 

Co. of New Mexico to use bonds to cover 

the costs of closing the San Juan plant. The 

company will charge customers a monthly 
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The San Juan Generating Station near Farmington, N.M.  
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fee of $1.90 to repay the bonds during 25 

years, reported the Albuquerque Journal.  

Colorado passed parallel legislation in 

2019. The details differ. For example, 

Colorado’s 100% emissions-free target is 

2050, while for New Mexico it’s 2045. 
The concept in Colorado had been 

pushed by then State Rep. Chris Hansen, a 

Democrat from Denver. In 2018, 

securitization moved through the 

Democratic-controlled House but failed in 

the Republican-controlled Senate. Last year, 

Democrats controlled both chambers. 

In his research, Hansen—now a state 

senator—had reached out to both Xcel 

Energy but also Tri-State. There was less 

likelihood of it being used to close Tri-State’s 
coal plants at Craig, because Tri-State 

tapped different financial markets for its 

debt, he reported in advance of the 2019 

session. In fact, there has been no mention 

by Tri-State or anybody else of using 

securitization since the wholesale supplier 

announced in January its plans to close its 

coal plants in Colorado and New Mexico.   

 

hat leaves Xcel as most likely to use 

securitization. After Comanche 1 and 

2 close during the next several years, it will 

have three stations still operating: Hayden, 

near the eponymous town in northwestern 

Colorado; Pawnee, near Brush (incidentally 

the birthplace of this writer), in 

northeastern Colorado; and Comanche 3 at 

Pueblo. 

Hayden’s units began operation in the 
1960s and 1970s, and Pawnee in 1982. Both 

were outfitted to reduce emissions 

problems as result of the Clean Air, Clean 

Jobs Act of 2010. Comanche 3 began 

operation in 2010, making it one of the 

T 

Draw your own conclusions about the controversy that spawned this sign near Farmington, N.M.  

 

All photos in Big Pivots by Allen Best unless 

otherwise noted.  

 

https://www.abqjournal.com/1439120/prc-approves-san-juan-abandonment.html
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youngest coal plants in the 

nation. It is co-owned by 

Intermountain Rural Electric 

Association and Holy Cross 

Energy, which has assigned its 

production to Guzman Energy. 

Yes, it does get complicated. 

Pawnee and Hayden would 

look to be the most likely 

candidates for retirement in 

years ahead. Xcel—officially 

doing business in Colorado as 

the Public Service Co.—will 

likely play its cards about a year 

from now, when it submits its 

four-year plan to the Colorado 

Public Utilities Commission. 

New Mexico’s Public Service 

Co.  is authorized to raise $361 

million in securitization bonds. 

The Farmington Daily Times 

breaks that pie into these slices: 

• $283 million of 
refinancing of past investments; 

•$19.2 million for 
decommissioning of the power 

plant; 

•$9.4 million for 
reclamation at the associated 

San Juan mine; 

•$20 million for job training 
and severance pay for workers 

at both the mine and power 

plant;  

•$1.8 million for the New 
Mexico Indian Affairs 

Department; 

•$5.9 million to a fund to 
help with economic 

diversification efforts in impacted 

communities, and 

• $12.1 million to help displaced 
workers. 

 

o replace the lost generation from 

San Juan, the New Mexico utility 

plans two solar facilities with battery 

storage to provide nearly 500 megawatts of 

new renewable resources costing $430 

million. But this new generation will be at 

very low cost: $18.65 per megawatt hour for 

one solar farm, and $19.73 for the other, 

what the Albuquerque Journal reports are 

some of the lowest-cost contracts for solar 

energy to date in the nation. 

The cheaper energy will more than 

offset the additional monthly charges of the 

T 

The Hayden Generating Station under a March full moon.  

 

https://www.daily-times.com/story/news/local/2020/04/01/prc-zoom-meeting-san-juan-generating-station-disrupted-shut-down/5104368002/
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utility’s New Mexico customers. Which begs 

the question: Why will there be added 

charges, or at least that much? 

Finally, the New Mexico story brings up 

the question of the efficacy of carbon 

capture and storage. Farmington, which 

owns 5% of the San Juan Generation Station, 

has been loath to see its fossil fuel economy 

vanish. In addition to coal mines and two 

power plants, San Juan and Four Corners, it 

is the center of primarily natural gas 

extraction in the San Juan Basin.  

Farmington will become the sole owner 

of the San Juan station in 2022 and wants to 

deploy carbon capture technology to allow 

the plan to continue operations. It has 

signed an agreement with Enchant Energy 

Corp.  

If carbon capture could be done 

economically, it might have a bright future. 

No utilities yet have reported they have 

figured out how to achieve 100% renewable 

penetration. Xcel Energy, with one of the 

most robust set of promises in the country 

in late 2018, candidly said it could see its 

way to 80% by 2030 but had no real idea of 

how it would get to 100% by mid-century. 

Batteries still fall far short, not just in 

economics, but in functionality. They can’t 
save April wind for use to power air 

conditioners in July. 

Carbon capture, though, has a sorry 

record thus far. Project after project, from 

Illinois to Mississippi, were abandoned after 

costs spiraled. A third of the power 

produced goes into sequestering the 

carbon. That badly damages the economics. 

That said, one small plant in 

Saskatchewan employs it (and there may be 

others of which I’m unaware). People 
twenty years ago dismissed solar and wind. 

Actually, some still do.  

Xcel has not dismissed carbon capture. 

Importantly, Comanche 3 lies just 30 miles 

or so from a pipeline of carbon dioxide that 

goes to the Permian field. I believe the 

Farmington plan also has some proximity to 

a similar pipeline. 

Platte River Power hopes 

for in-person meetings 
Virtual meetings leave something to be 

desired. That was the conclusion of directors 

of the Platte River Power Authority at their 

March 26 meeting. 

The upshot? Directors want to delay filing 

of Platte River’s 2020 integrated resource 

plan. It was scheduled for filing in July. 

Directors want to file as late as December. 

“Rather than by video or conference 
calls, we want deliberation regarding our IRP 

to be open, accessible and in-person,” said 
Jason Frisbie, general manager and CEO of 

Platte River. 

Platte River, which supplies power to Fort 

Collins, Loveland, Longmont and Estes Park, 

is required to file a resource plan with the 

Western Area Power Administration, the 

federal agency that distributes power from 

federal dams. Staff members have 

developed four portfolios: 

www.prpa.org/irp. 

 

Colorado Springs Utilities 

weighs future of plants 
Colorado Springs has two aging coal-

fired power plants, Ray Nixon and Martin 

Drake. How soon will it shutter them? 

The Sierra Club reports that the that 

only 2 of 16 portfolios under consideration 

would retire the Drake plant—which is hard 

along I-25 near the city’s downtown—by 

2023, and several envision keeping the 

Drake plant open until 2030.  

CSU—the utility—is considering 

portfolios with a range of carbon reductions 

by 2030, some as low as 50 percent by 2030 

[see page 21 of this document] at a time 

when other Colorado utilities have set goals 

of 80% reductions or more. Several 

questions remain unanswered, including 

whether social cost of carbon is being 

accounted for in these scenarios.  

 

http://www.prpa.org/irp
http://csu.granicus.com/DocumentViewer.php?file=csu_a51e3d5dd6aee9deebb10a21421851c7.pdf&view=1
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Something strange 

happened one day 

on the way to 

Pawnee Buttes  
 

by Allen Best 

 

 

 took it as a compliment. Two aging 

baby boomers, out for a Sunday 

afternoon drive on the periphery of 

the Niobrara shale play of 

northeastern Colorado, were seen as 

dangerous. I guess dangerous beats 

doddering. 

On that day in early February when 

the long-predicted pandemic seemed 

so distant, so hard to imagine, our 

vague ambition was Pawnee Buttes. 

Mostly we wanted to get out of the 

city, to walk someplace beyond 

concrete and asphalt. It felt like April, 

maybe May. I was vaguely curious 

about the hydraulic infrastructure of the 

South Platte River Valley. This bucolic land 

of what Stephen Long called the Great 

American Desert is the domain of bovines. 

What we soon saw was something else. 

Crossing the river, I saw a hand-painted sign: 

"Please no Jake brakes next 2 miles." 

Rounding a corner as we passed the 

Riverside Reservoir, a drilling operation 

came into view. Queued up were trucks 

pulling flat-bed trailers loaded with giant 

boxes of sand. In drilling that uses hydraulic 

fracturing, as almost all do, sand serves as a 

proppant, holding apart the tiny gaps in the 

subterranean created after the rock has 

been fractured with blasts of water laced 

with various, mostly innocuous chemicals. I 

took photographs of the sand boxes 

because, well, that's what I do when I'm 

roaming in the countryside. 

Then something caught my eye, solar 

panels, triggering a thought. Somebody 

from an electrical cooperative that delivers 

electricity to large portions of the 

Wattenberg Field had told me that 

renewable energy was 

being used increasingly 

in oil and gas 

extraction. I thought to 

take photos, because I 

then had a market for 

such stories. (So much 

has changed in the last 

two months).  

I wheeled into the entrance to the 

cleared-off space and snapped a few 

photographs of the big solar panels. Almost 

I 
How two aging 

boomers became 

dangerous suspects 

in the oil patch 
 



 6 

immediately a black pickup rolled up behind 

me. The driver was a large-framed man, 

probably in his 40s, his hair cropped close, 

his face rugged and stern. I was on private 

property, he informed me, and what was I 

doing there anyway? I was about a car's 

length off the road. I told him that I wrote 

for an energy publication (not this one) 

and—well, exactly what I had said here. He 

said we could not be there because of 

liability reasons, and asked us to leave. I 

apologized, and we left. 

own the road, though, was a 

turnoff, and I was curious 

where it would take us. Cathy, my 

companion, usually abides, even 

welcomes, my curiosity, her own 

curiosity matching mine and exceeding 

it at times. It was a county road, but she 

soon murmured dissent. “We shouldn’t 
go down this road,” she said. A black 
pickup was following us, she thought. 

I can be a trifle stubborn. What was 

I doing wrong? Besides, I saw even 

better photos of solar panels amid 

these tangled pipes and tanks of 

hydrocarbon extraction.  

A black pickup was indeed following us, 

though. Ominously, another black pickup 

appeared ahead. I had turned around, 

pausing again to take more photos, when 

they pounced. One big black pickup was 

immediately behind my almost tiny, blue-

green Honda Civic Hybrid, and another to 

my side. I had two options: vamoose or 

respond to the square-jawed guy. This time 

he was agitated. He wanted to know my 

name and the solar company for which I 

worked as he jotted down my license plate. D 
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No, I told him, I did not work for a solar 

company. I wrote for an energy publication. 

I gave him the name. He seemed to write it 

down. 

By then I was annoyed. "This falls under 

the heading of harassment," I said, as I got 

out of my car.  

"I see how you might view it that way," 

he said. "We've had people stealing 

copper." 

If I were going to steal copper, would I 

do it while driving a Honda Civic Hybrid in 

broad daylight, I asked. 

You could be casing it out with plans to 

return after dark, he replied. 

Then he laid out the real reason. His 

industry—meaning oil and gas extraction—
had been under a lot of scrutiny. 

We went a few rounds. He didn't believe 

I could possibly be interested in solar panels. 

"We've been doing this for 30 years," he 

said. "Yes, but the prices of 30 years ago are 

not what they are today," I replied, referring 

to the solar panels. 

As time went on, I cooled, even making 

jokes. But I refused to give my name. He was 

not deputized. He had the name of the 

publication. With just a little bit of Googling, 

he could pair my face with my name. 

What disturbed me more were his 

comments that even if this was a public 

road, his company had paid to maintain it. I 

didn't challenge him on that statement. 

Instead, I asked him about whether this was 

part of the Greasewood patch. 

That's the irony that I did not share. I 

actually own mineral estate nearby, small to 

begin with and now split three or four 

generations later among something like 64 

or 128 heirs. What I will do with this, I don't 

know. It probably doesn't matter. Minority 

owners don’t have power of veto, and even 
today few people believe we must just leave 

fossil fuels in the ground. 

 

limate scientists have another view. 

Some of them had been saying we 

have a carbon budget that will be exhausted 

within a decade. We can continue as we 

have, then quit cold turkey, if we want to 

avoid poking the beast of climate change 

too flagrantly. Or we can slacken the pace of 

extraction now, producing a softer landing. 

Yes, I was burning fossil fuels on my 

Sunday leisure. I understand the ironies, 

C 
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some would say hypocrisies. There are no 

easy answers here. 

A truck arrived, perhaps to get a load of 

water, blocked in that mission by the black 

pickup of my suspicious, distrustful 

inquisitor. It had to be moved, and so I 

quickly got in my car and continued down 

the road.  

I felt a wee-bit sorry for my would-be 

intimidator, just as I do for cops. Being 

constantly suspicious must eat at you. Now, 

being suspicious has begun to wear at me, 

less than a month into this time of 

pandemic. The mail delivered must be 

delivered to its own 

quarantine, the New Yorker 

unread for at least a day after 

its arrival. And on and on it 

goes. 

Thievery occurs in the oil 

and gas patches, but those in 

the black pickups obviously 

were suspicious of something 

else. He mentioned scrutiny of 

his industry twice. I am 

guessing he feared 

ecoterrorism or what Ed 

Abbey, in one of his novels, 

called "monkeywrenching.” 

I once had a bumper 

sticker that said "Hayduke 

Lives," but I never seriously 

entertained anything of the sort. Now, I see 

such activities as self-indulgent and counter-

productive. Even if you see combustion of 

fossil fuels as a grave threat, 

monkeywrenching is just an ego-filling feel-

good act. The hard work, the productive 

work, is done elsewhere.  

The story here, rather, is an industry 

that for a long time had no supervision. In 

Colorado, the regulatory vise has been 

tightening since 2007, with more to come. 

Ruin was proclaimed by even those early, 

very limited actions. Instead, the oil and gas 

sector has expanded. The particular 

company whose security I tripped with my 

camera and curiosity brags on its website of 

drilling more than 300 horizontal wells since 

2011 and hundreds of vertical wells before 

that, all in the Wattenberg Field.  

But even in Weld County, where they all 

but own the public roads, they feel 

threatened. They see the coal plants closing, 

they hear the remonstrations out of Boulder 

County and elsewhere, they see legislators 

passing bills and, very likely, they get sucked 

into the national cultural divide. Again like 

the coal miners, they see their way of life, 

their big pickups, their relatively good 

livings, threatened. As well they probably 

should.  

The employee's ultimate bosses, then 

ensconced in offices on the 14th floor of 

building along 17th Street in Denver, might 

have questioned the employee's judgment 

in this particular case. But I suspect they 

share the same general attitudes of 

entitlement and threat. 

All this said, I should not paint with 

strokes too broad, though. I think the oil and 

gas industry also has some players who have 

been very good in every respect.  

  

here this goes in Colorado I am 

not sure. The drilling continued 

for weeks into the pandemic but has now 

slackened. The economy has toppled, plus 

W 
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Saudi Arabia and Russia have engaged in a 

pumping war. Down the suburban street 

from me I saw unleaded regular at $1.38. 

But drilling will return again, and so will the 

arguments, the tensions: An industry that 

believes it is doing the hard work of giving 

us cheap energy that produces prosperity 

and happiness. And those who worry about 

the much greater costs of that prosperity. 

But the climate crisis will not go away 

either. It’s a far more immense challenge 
than the pandemic. With the pandemic 

we’ve had denial to the point of absurdity, 
gross incompetence at the highest level, and 

then the rapid conception of conspiracies 

that seem to take hold of otherwise 

reasonable people. 

Why indeed would the Chinese 

government kill many, many thousands of 

its own people just so that it could use that 

as a cover to plant the virus in the United 

States? Italy, in this weird concoction of fear 

and blame, is incidental damage. 

Never mind all the books that have been 

written in the last decade alone about the 

probability – not potential but probable – 

pandemic. Nor the evidence that the last 

great world-wide virus, one that killed 

upward of 20 million in 1918-1920 around 

the world, originated in the nation’s 
heartland of southwest Kansas, less than an 

hour from the Colorado border. 

That day in February, we continued 

down the road, a lone black pickup following 

us for several miles as we continued on our 

way, ultimately arriving at Pawnee Buttes, 

too late for any real hiking but just right to 

watch the sun set behind Longs Peak. With 

my 400mm lens, I was able to see the 

keyhole (to right of summit) and features of 

the climbing route that I had used one fine 

September day in 1987 Back then, I could 

sort of imagine one day having whitened 

hair, but I couldn’t really imagine a 
pandemic nor climate change.  

 

Have a thought? Drop me a line at 

allen.best@comcast.net. Let me know if I 

can print it. 

 

mailto:allen.best@comcast.net
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Is local control the flaw in 

the idea of local energy? 
The last issue of Pivots reminded me of 

an argument I had with Ed Marston years 

ago. He was always promoting local energy 

plants, and I was appalled and Ed was 

dubious, likely because Salida and Chaffee 

County are magnificently good at breaking 

into factions that sue one another. 

Our local councils and county 

governments take strong sides, then get 

reversed in court over everything from real 

estate developments, to closed meetings, to 

fox hunting, to river use, to firing public 

employees, who almost always lawyer up, 

which costs plenty. 

That tendency doesn't make one 

confident about local control of energy. 

Anyway, I suspect that may be why you and 

I tend to differ on encouraging local control-

-and also why our views on what to cover 

tend to differ. I'm not sure I want energy 

controlled by local democratic processes; it 

seems too much like running a corporation 

by committee.  

Likewise, I fear most well-informed 

people don't have time to participate in 

running everything. But that may not be 

true. 

Martha Quillen 

Salida, Colo. 

 

 

Big Pivots or Center Pivot? 

Or something else?  
In issue No. 6 of Big Pivots I asked 

whether the name was a good one. While I 

have some readers in New Mexico, all my 

correspondence came from Colorado: 

Two 

readers, one 

from United 

Power in 

Brighton and 

another a green-building designer from 

Pueblo said it reminded them of center-

pivot sprinklers. They prefer something else. 

A reader in Eagle was just fine with that. 

“Love the name. Conjures images of center 

pivot irrigation systems and also thoughts of 

big paradigm shifts.” 

From Avon, a reader said: “A bit 

obscure but that's probably why I like it.”  

From Boulder: “I like the name ‘Big 

Pivots.’ It makes sense to me, and I think it's 

more unique/memorable than ‘Big Energy 

Changes.’” But this reader also suggested 
"Turning Points," "Energy Pivots" 

(though that leaves out water...), 

"Pivotal Times," or "Transition Digest" 
 From Aspen: Energy and Water 

Transitions. 

From Frisco: Change the Range 

My take: Big Pivots is a good name, but 

will require branding. After all, what is a 

Comcast, let alone an Xfinity. What is a 

Wired for a magazine name? Maybe Big 

Energy Pivots is more literal, slightly less 

metaphoric. 

But until I find a backer or partners for 

this, it doesn’t really matter all that much. I 
sure picked a swell time for a launch, didn’t 
I?  
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New solar system 

portable, exactly 

what was needed 

by Holy Cross 
  

by Allen Best 

In just under two days this winter, 554 

solar panels were installed in a field next to 

the headquarters for Holy Cross Energy near 

Glenwood Springs, Colo. 

In the future, they can be moved, if need 

be, and perhaps quickly. No concrete was 

poured in the ground. Panels were latched 

down, not screwed.  

The solar farm comes from Powerfield, a 

new company with the simple mission to 

simplify solar technology. 

 “What we have done is simplified the 
hardware and installation process, and one 

of the outcomes we hope for is some 

simplified contracts and some simplified 

permitting,” explains Drew Bond, the co-

founder and chief executive of Powerfield. 

The process of installation, he adds, can take 

hours and days, as opposed to weeks and 

months. 

The solar field at Holy Cross is the largest 

of Powerfield’s projects so far.  

However, Bond sees great potential for 

land adjacent to businesses where owners 

don’t want to commit to permanent 
infrastructure. 

“Portability is definitely an important 
aspect to (land owners), and the 

(Powerfield) technology overcomes real 

barriers but also perceived barriers in the 

customers’ minds,” says Bond. “You may not 

want to put a bunch of steel and concrete in 

the ground, thinking you might later want to 

use it for other purposes. With our system, 

you don’t need to do so. It could be there 

for a year, or it could be there for 30 years.” 

Photo courtesy of Holy Cross Energy  

 

Didn’t I see this story in the last issue of Big 
Pivots? Yes. But the company’s name was 
given wrongly. It is Powerfield. Don’t ask. I’m 
not sure how that happened. 

 

https://powerfieldenergy.com/
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Bond reports discussions with a 

landfill operator in western Colorado who is 

currently precluded from using the site for a 

traditional solar farm. With the Powerfield 

technology, there’s no need to break 
through the layer that seals the landfill. 

However, he reports, regulations of the 

Bureau of Land Management that govern 

this particular landfill but also others 

prohibit even semi-permanent installations. 

He hopes that will change. 

Yet another potential is on ranches and 

farms, such as in the corners of center-pivot 

parcels. 

 

ond has a jaw-dropping resume.  

He was a senior advisor for 

President George W. Bush at the U.S. 

Department of Energy and chief of staff at 

the Heritage Foundation, a think tank 

devoted to free enterprise, limited 

government, and individual freedom. He 

was also chief of staff at the Oklahoma 

Corporation Committee for Denise Bode and 

a legislative assistant to U.S. Sen. Don 

NIckles, a Republican senator from 

Oklahoma who served from 1988 to 2005. 

He has also been a serial entrepreneur 

who has been involved in multiple startups: 

a data-analytics 

company that 

provides software 

and services to 

electric utilities; a 

company that 

converts wood 

waste to energy 

productions; and 

an online media 

company 

dedicated to free-market ideas. 

There’s more. He’s been around several 
blocks. 

As for the installation at Holy Cross, the 

“barn-raising” required a trained electrician 
for installation but was otherwise done 

during one weekend by employees of the 

electrical cooperative and some community 

members. 

Lisa Reed, the power supply supervisor 

for Holy Cross, said she became a convert to 

Powerfield’s system when she saw it being 
installed two years ago for testing at the 

National Renewable Energy Wind Testing 

Facility along Highway 93 between Arvada, 

Boulder, and Golden. 

 “The uniqueness of it really stuck with 

me and made it the perfect option for our 

campus,” she says. “It met the needs of a 
quality array, while leaving the ground open 

to changes in the future. And while they 

currently have only a few other installations, 

we are their largest.” 

Within the service territory for Holy 

Cross, says Reed, she can see it being used 

on agricultural and other rural lands but 

even ski resort snowmaking operations, 

construction sites and other places where 

it’s important to maintain the future 
flexibility of land use. 

“Need a power source quickly?” she 
explains. “This could work. I was actually 
discussing the Powerfield simple racks with 

a member recently as a temporary resource 

to maintain a remote water source.” 

 

he Powerfield project was funded in 

part from a grant from the 

Community Office for Resource Efficiency 

(CORE), a Roaring Fork Valley nonprofit 

dedicated to energy efficiency. The Randy 

Udall Energy Pioneer Grant is among CORE’s 
most competitive, provided to innovative 

energy efficiency projects. 

This solar installation along with an array 

using traditional rooftop design will offset 

44% of current electricity consumption at 

the Holy Cross headquarters near Glenwood 

Springs.  

A third solar array scheduled for later in 

2020, will allow Holy Cross to offset more 

than 75% of its annual electric use in 

Glenwood Springs. 

 

B 

T 

Drew Bond 
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