
  

How will Colorado 

take big steps to 

hit GHG targets? 
 

by Allen Best 

With some moments of strangeness, the 

Colorado Air Quality Control Commission on 

April 16 continued the work of creating a 

roadmap to reduce greenhouse gas 

emissions. 

HB-1261, called the Climate Action Plan 

to Reduce Pollution, was adopted by 

Colorado last year, setting ambitious 

statewide and economy-wide 

targets of at least 26% 

reductions in emissions by 

2025 and then 50% by 2030. 

All of this is compared to 

2005 levels. 

That 2025 goal is actually 

within striking distance. Given 

all the coal plant retirements in the next 

several years and the uptick in electric 

vehicles and further energy-efficiency belt 

tightening, the state expects to be at 18% 

reduction. 

But with a tip of the shoe leather to R. 

Crumb, it will still be a keep-on-truckin’ big 
step to hit 26%—and even more to hit 50% 

just a few years later. It’s not just replacing 
coal-burning power plants with renewable 

energy. It also involves the transportation 

and building sectors, oil and gas operations, 

plus agriculture along with waste and 

refrigerants. It involves population dynamics 

and a host of other factors—including the 

impact of covid-19. Although devastating in 

many ways, it has been a blessing in 

improving air quality. 

All participants participated remotely 

through the Zoom program: Chuck Grobe, 

the chairman, from Craig; Elise Jones from 

Boulder County, Auden Schendler from 

Basalt, and so on. 

Those testifying, too: WildEarth 

Guardians’ Jeremy Nichols in a colorful 
buffalo shirt, Jane Bauder, a Logan County 

commissioner, presumably 

testifying from Sterling; and 

then Christy Douglas from 

Commerce City. “It’s really 
strange and it’s nice to be in 
my pajamas,” she said, a photo 

of an empty street behind her. 

The board took testimony. 

A handful of county commissioners from 

rural areas with oil and gas economies 

spoke—Tom Jankovsky from Garfield 

County, Ray Beck from Moffat County, Jon 

Becker from Morgan County, among others, 

sounding very much like one. “One size does 
not fit all,” all of them said. They said air 

quality in rural areas is better than in urban 
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areas and discussed how important tax 

revenues from oil and gas drilling are to 

their governments and economies.  

Too, they argued for slowing the 

process. “Give our communities a pause,” 
said a representative from Rangely, referring 

to the impact of covid-19. The thrust of their 

comments was that oil and gas operators 

are regulated enough already.  

The commenters did not identify what 

they were specifically objecting. Perhaps 

they were directed partly to the Colorado 

Oil & Gas Commission’s proceeding 

concurrently under way? Or to the ongoing 

issue of ozone nonattainment in Denver and 

other parts of the northern Front Range. 

Environmental advocates were less 

consistent on their talking points, but they 

also tended not to reference specific 

regulations. 

Several mentioned a Harvard University 

study released earlier in the week that 

linked higher levels of air pollution to higher 

rates of covid-19 deaths. But from 

Battlement Mesa, Betsy Leonard testified 

that even rural areas can have problems 

with air quality. “This is my home, and air 

quality here affects me just as it would 

someone living on the Front Range,” she 
said. 

Several environmental advocates spoke 

more directly to the roadmap to greenhouse 

gas reductions. 

“Let’s be incredibly aggressive,” said Jan 
Rose. “We need to move into negative 

emissions.” Marie Venner urged sharp focus 
on the 2025 reductions. Ean Tafoya called 

the covid-19 crisis a “dress rehearsal for 
climate change.” 

What the state staff must do by late 

September, according to the current 

timeline, is assemble a roadmap for how to 

reduce greenhouse gas emissions as a state. 

 

he Air Quality Control Commission 

will consider adoption of Regulation 

No. 22. The provisions detail the mandatory 

greenhouse gas monitoring, record keeping, 

and reporting requirements. 

T 
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This applies to many sectors: landfills, 

refrigeration, industrial wastewater 

treatment, and agriculture operations. Also, 

emissions of imported electricity. This would 

apply to Tri-State Generation & 

Transmission, for example, with its imported 

power from Wyoming.  It also applies to oil 

and gas operations. The formal testimony 

on this will be in May. 

Farms, forests, and other natural and 

working landscapes pose both challenges 

and opportunities. Measuring emissions in 

these areas is more difficult than emissions 

from smokestacks, tailpipes, and 

concentrated activities. The baseline is     

less clear. But these landscapes also present 

an opportunity for sequestering 5% to 20% 

of the CO2 emissions from Colorado. 

Zach Pierce, the climate aide to Gov. 

Jared Polis, told the air quality 

commissioners that working landscapes 

represent one of the “really big tools.” To 
that end, a task force of representatives of 

state agencies concerned with agriculture 

and natural resources will be convened 

along with others from the public and 

private sectors to examine strategies and 

possibilities.  

Commission members had questions 

about the carbon market levers: cap and 

trade or carbon pricing of some sort. 

Jones, a Boulder County commissioner, 

wondered whether the state is looking at 

how to avoid digging the climate crisis 

deeper as Colorado emerges from the covid-

crisis. Most certainly, responded Will Toor, 

the director of the Colorado Energy Office. 

And then a question friendly to the oil 

and gas sector. If Colorado shut down those 

operations, won’t operations just be 
conducted somewhere else? 

Toor said that Colorado itself is a very 

small part of global emissions, but it can 

have an outsized impact on creating 

solutions. “Climate change requires multiple 
actors across the globe to move forward, 

and to the extent that we are able to enact 

policies and approaches that can become 

examples for other areas, I think it is 

certainly possible we can have a larger 

impact.” Other jurisdictions, he added “have 
the potential to learn from the example of 

Colorado.” 

A center-pivot sprinkler near Longmont, Colo.  
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Upheaval 

& 

Tension 
 

by Allen Best 
 

In 2006, directors of Delta-Montrose 

Electric Association had a choice of two 

paths. One led toward construction of a 

coal-fired power plant in a distant location. 

The other path was less clear, but involved 

more robust development of local 

renewable energy sources. 

The coal plant never 

happened, nor will it. An 

air-quality permit for the 

895-megawatt coal 

plant planned in 

southwestern Kansas 

expired in late March. 

That’s a good thing not 
only for air quality but 

also for farmers, 

ranchers and other 

members of electrical 

cooperatives in 

Colorado and three other states that 

collectively compose Tri-State Generation 

and Transmission. They would have been 

saddled with paying for an expensive and 

archaic technology. 

Directors of Delta-Montrose by 2006 

envisioned a different future. They could 

clearly see potential for developing of local 

hydroelectric resources. That has largely 

already happened. Not as easily foreseen 

were the plummeting prices in solar energy, 

from $1 per kilowatt-hour then to 4 cents 

per kilowatt-hour today, undercutting coal. 

Too, utilities have figured out how to 

integrate intermittent wind and solar to 

much higher degrees than was then thought 

possible.  

Delta-Montrose will begin enjoying 

those lower costs as the result of a new 

contract with Guzman Energy. The private 

wholesaler has pledged to develop 10 

megawatts of new and local solar 

generation by the end of next year in the 

cooperative’s service territory in Western 
Colorado. The cooperative currently 

generates 7% of its own power, but that will 

climb to 20%, with the new solar coming 

from the joint development agreement 

between Guzman and Delta-Montrose. It 

won’t stop there, promises Chris Riley, the 
chief executive of Guzman Energy. 

Riley said the proportion of renewable 

energy used by Delta-Montrose consumers 

will be “well in excess of 40%.” That includes 
imported power. The co-operative’s exit 

from Tri-State becomes 

official on July 1. 

The breakaway of 

Delta-Montrose provides 

a microcosm of the 

tensions and upheavals 

in the energy world in 

the 21st century. The 

century began with 

mostly large, central coal 

plants, but they are 

rapidly being replaced by 

renewable generation 

that is far more dispersed. That shift poses 

major challenges to the business model of 

not just Tri-State but other utilities as well, 

both those privately owned that serve 

primarily urban areas and those like Tri-

State created to supply electrical 

cooperatives in mostly rural areas. 

The upheaval is far from over. In 

addition to Delta-Montrose, Tri-State lost 

another member in 2016 and now has two 

of its three largest members banging on the 

door, trying to get out. After Delta-

Montrose leaves, these two large members 

The Delta-Montrose 

story is a microcosm 

of the upside down 

21st century energy 

world 
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will between them represent close to 30% of 

total electricity delivered to Tri-State’s 42 
remaining members. Tri-State has been 

steering a sharply altered course, but it’s an 
open question whether it can survive. It 

clung to coal, and it’s true that at one point 
coal kept the lights on. Whether it clung on 

just a little too long is a question still 

unanswered.  

 

ow very different from January 

2001, when George W. Bush was 

inaugurated as president. He quickly 

delegated his vice president, Dick Cheney, to 

convene an energy task force. Time 

Magazine dubbed it the “Fossil Fuel Club.” In 
May of that year, Cheney reported that task 

force members had concluded in their 

private meetings that  a new power plant 

would be needed every week for the next 20 

years to satisfy growing demand. Coal, said 

Cheney, who officially called Wyoming 

home, was cheap and widely available. 

Tri-State was on the same page. 

Working with Sunflower Electric, a utility in 

Kansas, it settled on building two 700-

megawatt coal-fired units adjacent to an 

existing coal plant near Holcomb, Kansas. To 

satisfy lending requirements of the Rural 

Utilities Services, the federal agency created 

to support rural electrification, Tri-State 

wanted commitments from its members. All 

44 had all-requirements contracts to 2040. 

Tri-State wanted extensions to 2050. 

New Mexico’s Kit-Carson Electric 

Cooperative refused. So did Delta-Montrose. 

The two co-ops shared a vision. Luis Reyes 

Jr., manager of Kit Carson, drove from his 

office in Taos to a half-way spot at Salida 

several times to meet Dan McClendon, then 

general manager of Delta-Montrose. They 

shared notes. Ultimately the boards for the 

two co-ops also met. 

In superficial ways, the two co-

operatives are very different. Taos and 

surrounding counties with their overlapping 

H 

Tri-State Generation and Transmission and its Kansas partner initially proposed two giant coal-fired 

power plants adjacent to the existing plant near Holcomb, Kan., seen here in June 2019.   

http://content.time.com/time/business/article/0,8599,108227,00.html
http://content.time.com/time/business/article/0,8599,108227,00.html
https://www.edie.net/news/0/Vice-President-Cheney-dismisses-role-of-renewables-and-supports-nuclear-and-coal-power/4179/
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Hispanic, Native American, and Anglo 

cultures reliably vote for Democratic 

presidential candidates. Delta and Montrose 

counties haven’t cast a majority of votes for 
a Democratic presidential candidate since 

Lyndon Johnson’s landslide in 1964. They’re 
alike, however, in their common valuation 

of self-reliance. 

 

lso influential was the late Ed 

Marston, a board member of Delta-

Montrose and then publisher of High 

Country News. One former board member 

describes him as the “heart behind this, the 
real driving force.” Another former board 
member describes him as the individual who 

composed the narrative that many people 

had a role in creating. 

Marston, a native of New York 

City, had written a book that caused 

him to ponder resource exhaustion. 

Moving to the North Fork Valley in 

1975 with his wife, Betsy, he saw 

Colorado Ute, the wholesale 

supplier to Delta-Montrose wooing 

its member coops with perks, says 

Betsy. Tri-State, the successor to 

Colorado Ute in supplying the 

Delta-Montrose co-op, he saw as 

even worse. 

 “His mantra, lead or get out of 
the way, was a powerful goal to 

staff and board,” says Betsy. “Most 
of all, he loved his early days at 

Delta-Montrose because of the grit 

of the farmer-members. They were 

the real thing, he said, grounded 

and smart. Ed had a PhD in physics, 

but he respected street smarts, or 

in this case, rural smarts, much, 

much more than formal education.” 

I called Marston one day maybe 

7 to 10 years ago. I asked him 

exactly what he objected to. He 

growled that he was tired of 

sending checks to Craig, a 

reference to where most of Tri-

State power was being generated 

in the big, coal-fired power plants. This was 

the ultimate shop-at-home argument, and 

it’s one that Guzman emphasizes as it 
solicits new clients. 

Marston had predicted that solar, 

although expensive then, would drop in 

price. Tri-State had a different vision, one 

tethered to fossil fuels. “They had a closed 
mind,” says Les Renfrow, the board 
chairman in 2006. “It was if we always did it 
this way, we will always do it this way.” 

Renfrow, who left the Delta-Montrose 

board in 2011 after serving four terms, said 

Tri-State staff members continued to press 

his cooperative to sign a contract extension 

for several years after being rebuffed by the 

two co-ops. “We were the black sheep of 

A 

Potential for harnessing the power of the rapidly dropping 

water in the South Canal, east of Montrose, was 

understood from its completion in 1909.  Photo circa 2009 
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the family. They never got over that,” he 
says. “We weren’t in lockstep, and that 

bothered them.” 

Now, he says, remaining cooperatives 

probably wish they hadn’t signed the 
contract extension. 

Nancy Hovde then represented Delta-

Montrose at the Tri-State meetings in 

suburban Denver. She sees the decision 

confronting Delta-Montrose as one of 

weighing risks and opportunities. Others 

only saw risk. Delta-Montrose saw 

opportunity. 

Still, she remembers a difficult time. She 

was the only female among the 44 

representatives at Tri-State meetings. Her 

co-op’s refusal to the contract extension set 

her apart even more. She remembers 

getting “an awful lot of pressure, just 
terrible pressure” from Tri-State executives. 

She remembers veiled threats to kick her off 

the board. The Tri-State board adopted a 

punitive policy, authorizing higher rates to 

member co-ops who did not approve the 

contract extension. It has never been used. 

“It wasn’t an easy time,” she says.  
About a year after the two co-ops 

rejected contract extensions, Tri-State 

suffered an even greater setback. Kansas 

refused to award the coal plants air-quality 

permits because of carbon-dioxide 

emissions. The New York Times carefully 

cited opponents of the plant in an October 

2007 story, saying it was the first instance of 

a regulatory agency’s rejecting a permit 
singularly on the basis of greenhouse gas 

emissions.  

Tri-State eventually got its permit. In 

March 2017, the Kansas Supreme Court 

issued a decision upholding an air permit for 

a single 895-megawatt plant. It was an 

academic victory. The economics of energy 

had turned upside down. Tri-State directors 

had already concluded that plant 

construction was a “remote” possibility, 
according to a 2018 filing by Tri-State with 

the Securities and Exchange Commission. In 

January 2020, Tri-State directors officially 

pulled the plug. Even by 2016, Tri-State had 

spent $91.3 million on the vision. 

At least $75.2 million more was spent as 

of December 2019 on land and water for a 

possible power plant near Holly, which is in 

Southeastern Colorado, about an hour from 

Holcomb. Tri-State has never decided what 

to do with the assets, although at times it 

talked about both nuclear and algae. 

Corn harvest underway near Delta, Colo., in September 2019.  

https://www.nytimes.com/2007/10/20/business/20plant.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2007/10/20/business/20plant.html
https://www.tristategt.org/sites/tristate/files/PDF/2018%20SEC%20filings/10-K-030819.pdf
https://tristate.coop/sites/tristategt/files/PDF/2019%20SEC%20filings/Tri-State%202019%20Form%2010-K%20-%2003-12-2020.pdf
https://tristate.coop/sites/tristategt/files/PDF/2019%20SEC%20filings/Tri-State%202019%20Form%2010-K%20-%2003-12-2020.pdf
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Delta-Montrose’s conflicting vision 
initially focused on the opportunity to 

develop hydroelectric power. The South 

Canal funnels water from the Gunnison 

River to the Uncompahgre Valley around 

Montrose and Delta. The idea had been 

around since at least 1909, when the tunnel 

that diverts from the Gunnison River was 

completed. President William Howard Taft 

arrived to mark the occasion. During the last 

decade Delta-Montrose has developed 

several hydroelectric plants on the canal. 

 

Coal itself, somewhat surprisingly, 

was never an issue among 

consumers of Delta-Montrose. In 2006, 

when the co-operative declined the contract 

extension, the Bowie, West Elk, and Elk 

Creek Mines were all operating near Paonia. 

Only one remains in operation. 

Tony Prendergast, who was elected to 

the board in 2007, says coal miners weren’t 
threatened because coal from the local 

mines didn’t go to Tri-State. And the idea of 

local self-reliance and economic 

development through local renewables 

appealed to the conservative streak of 

farmers.  

In his life, Prendergast represents the 

shift of Colorado and the United States 

altogether. His coal-mining ancestors 

migrated from Ireland to Pennsylvania. 

There, his great grandfather was a coal 

miner. Arriving in Colorado, his grandfather 

mined coal near New Castle, west of 

Glenwood Springs. His own father worked at 

Twentymile Mine, near Oak Creek and 

Steamboat Springs. “Coal probably bought 
my first horse,” he says. 

(Chris Riley, from Guzman, also comes 

from a coal-mining family. He grew up at 

Emery, Utah, the son and grandson of coal 

miners, as related in a 2017 story in 

Mountain Town News. The New York Times 

did a more elaborate story in 2019.) 

When Prendergast came of age, the 

recreation economy was starting to expand 

in Colorado. He was an Outward Bound 

C 

Just one of the three coal mines operating in 2006 continues to produce.  

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2019/03/26/climate/wind-solar-energy-workers.html
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instructor for eight years, then continued to 

guide big-game hunters even as he began a 

cattle-ranching operation near Crawford, on 

the western flanks of the West Elk 

Mountains, producing grass-fed beef at the 

XK Bar Ranch.  

Prendergast sees coal as a transition 

fuel. “It allowed us to get somewhere, but 
that doesn’t mean we need to cling to the 
past. There are new opportunities opening 

up in energy, and undoubtedly they will 

make our lives better. We need to look 

forward.” 

But solar energy economics have 

developed more quickly than he expected. 

“Ultimately I think that will be a primary 
energy source here,” he says. 

Climate change also did not drive the 

decision by Delta-Montrose, although it was 

a concern of some members. For Tri-State 

early in the century, though, it was. Tri-State 

belonged to the Western Fuels Association, 

which funneled money to organizations 

sometimes described as advocates of 

climate change denial. Among the 

recipients: Patrick Michaels, the author of 

“Climate of Extremes: Global Warming 
Science They Don’t Want You to Know.” 

Tri-State was reluctant to get engaged in 

energy efficiency, bending down the 

demand curve.  "We have to be careful 

about getting too much into the business of 

our customers (the individual co-ops)," 

Harold "Hub" Thompson, then the president 

and chairman of the board at Tri-State, told 

this writer in a 2008 interview for a 

Colorado business magazine. We don’t have 
a relationship with the end user." 

 

y 2009, the economy in recession 

and electrical demand slackening, 

Tri-State put plans for the coal plant in 

Kansas on hold. The talking points remained 

the same. Ken Anderson, then the chief 

executive, spoke at the Morgan County 

Rural Electric Association annual meeting in 

2009. He said transitioning from coal to 

other fuels would be difficult and expensive, 

according to a Fort Morgan Times story. 

Natural gas he compared to being forced to 

buy $6 a gallon gasoline when $2.50 

gasoline, the coal in his analogy, was 

available. (Natural gas had spiked in 2008 to 

$14.50 a million Btu; it’s been at $2.50 to $3 
since the Great Recession). As for 

renewables, said Anderson, they were like 

gasoline that cost $8 to $12 a gallon. 

Even after it started building renewable 

energy a few years later, Tri-State fiercely 

resisted mandates. Unlike investor-owned 

utilities like Xcel, it did not have to answer 

to state regulators. It answered to its 

member coops. At Delta-Montrose, Renfrow 

saw it in reverse. “They tell members what 
to think,” he says. “Don’t ever get that 
wrong.” 

From his farm in eastern Colorado, 

between Wray and Burlington, Michael 

Bowman saw something else. A fifth-

generation Coloradan, he had been co-chair 

of the campaign that that led to the 

adoption by Colorado voters in 2004 of the 

state’s first renewable energy standard. The 
10% mandate applied to investor-owned 

utilities, most importantly Xcel Energy. Xcel 

had fought it bitterly in 2004. Then it figured 

out how to make it happen, agreeing to step 

up again, this time without complaint. 

Bowman points to how Tri-State 

responded to SB 13-252, a law adopted by 

Colorado in 2013. It required Tri-State to 

supply 20% of its electricity from non-hydro 

renewable sources by 2020, unless the cost 

of doing so elevated member rates by more 

than 2% a year. Tri-State didn’t like it, 
proclaiming ruinous economics. It also 

funded a public relations campaign that 

painted rural Colorado as a victim. It was 

called the “war on rural Colorado.” 

“It’s a war waged by entrenched rural 
interests steeped in 20th-century business 

models, powered by 19th-century energy 

resources: coal,” Bowman wrote in a 2013 
op/ed posted on Colorado Pols. “Entrenched 
interests cling to a model that, by design, is 

the enemy of entrepreneurship and 

B 

https://www.westernfuels.org/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Western_Fuels_Association
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Patrick_Michaels
https://www.fortmorgantimes.com/2010/03/22/mcrea-worried-about-the-future/
https://statepowerproject.files.wordpress.com/2014/03/sb13252_enr.pdf
https://www.coloradopols.com/diary/47656/the-war-on-rural-colorado-v-the-innovation-economy-2#more-47656
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innovation. Entrenched interests who resist 

a new energy paradigm: a distributed 

energy generation model. It is a war of our 

own making.” 

Bowman saw potential for a new 

synergistic farm-and-city alliance, with the 

rural parts of Colorado producing energy 

consumed by urban areas, where most 

Coloradans live.  

“We had a perfect storm,” said Bowman 
last week, speaking by telephone from his 

family farm near Idalia. “We had urban 
centers willing to pay premium prices for 

green power, which could have been 

produced by our rural electrical coops and 

sent to the Front Range. But then, you 

couldn’t have an adult discussion about why 
a green energy mandate was good for rural 

counties. Because mandates were the 

enemy, Democrats were the enemy, and 

green energy was the enemy. We lost a lot 

of good time.” 

 

irst out of what was often called the 

Tri-State “family” was Kit Carson. It 
hooked up with Guzman Energy, a new 

company formed to take advantage of the 

rapidly changing energy mosaic. Guzman 

paid the $37.5 million exit fee. Part of the 

plan was to rapidly develop the solar 

capacity of Kit Carson’s service territory in 
northern New Mexico, for which Guzman is 

providing assistance. If the covid-19 

pandemic has complicated the schedule, 

says Reyes, the chief executive, the 

cooperative still expects to meet 100% of 

daytime needs during sunny times by 2021. 

Delta-Montrose in 2017 also asked Tri-

State for a buy-out figure. The negotiations 

continued in private, seeming to reach an 

impasse until an agreement was announced 

last July. The terms were released last week. 

Guzman will pay Tri-State $62.5 million for 

the right to take over DMEA’s power supply 
agreement. In addition, DMEA is purchasing 

$26 million in transmission assets from Tri-

State. Delta-Montrose also forfeits $48 

million in patronage capital, or its share of 

the common assets of Tri-State.  

Delta-Montrose has roughly twice the 

number of members as Kit Carson. Still, it’s 
hard to compare the two exit fees, as the 

agreements were separate and distinct, says 

Mark Stutz, Tri-State spokesman. 

Representatives of Guzman and Delta-

Montrose agree. 

In 2019, two more members asked for 

exit fees. Brighton-based United Power, by 

far the largest member co-operative of Tri-

State, with 95,000 meters, and Durango-

based La Plata Electric, the third largest, will 

likely be responsible for close to 30% of the 

power delivered by Tri-State after Delta-

Montrose leaves in July. Under Tri-State’s 
one co-op, one-vote rules, however, they 

together have 2 of the remaining 42 votes 

on the Tri-State board. 

Both co-ops appealed to the Colorado 

Public Utilities Commission to determine 

what constitutes fair and reasonable exit 

fees. That case is scheduled to be heard by a 

PUC administrative law judge on May 18-22. 

Both dissident co-ops dispute a new 

methodology announced by Tri-State to 

determine exit fees as well as a policy that in 

theory is supposed to allow cooperatives to 

generate more of their own power. 

 (See related story, “Why Tri-State 

policies don’t work for these two members,” 
on page 11). 

“Change is hard, and this is just one 
example,” says Bowman. He points out that 
it has taken two decades and a number of 

vigilant people and groups who could 

envision the change and remained 

committed to the cause. In the case of 

Delta-Montrose, where term-limits force 

turnover in directors, it required new 

leaders stepping up. “People kept having to 
step to the front of the battle,” says Hovde. 

Also important to note in this energy 

transition, says Bowman, is that change has 

come at the local, state and federal levels. 

Among the changes at the federal level was 

the decision by the RUS, the federal 

F 
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financing authority for electrical 

cooperatives, to put the kibosh on funding 

for new coal plants. 

 

ri-State has been pivoting 

dramatically in the last year. It had 

to. The analogy used the chief executive in 

2009 in Fort Morgan have turned upside 

down. Coal has become expensive, 

renewables cheap. Too, there are the 

stepped-up state mandates by Colorado and 

New Mexico, effectively decarbonizing 

electricity by mid-century. 

In actual performance, there’s relatively 
little difference between Tri-State and Xcel 

Energy. Xcel will close two of its Colorado 

coal plants in 2023 and 2025, while Tri-State 

makes its first major closure in 2025 and 

quite possibly will close another plant in 

2026. This can be done, said chief executive 

Duane Highley in January, while keeping 

rates flat or even lowering them.  

Highley, who arrived at Tri-State 13 

months ago, has his hands full. He inherited 

a staff that had been on substantially a 

different voyage. 

In an op-ed posted on the Colorado 

Politics website this week, he emphasized 

the pivot underway under his tenure, which 

is undeniable, but glossed over why two of 

his three biggest members want to jump 

ship, threatening to capsize everything, and 

failing altogether to address why Tri-State 

wants decisions made in Washington D.C. 

instead of Denver. That’s not exactly a 
persuasive move to argue that you have 

local interests at heart. 

In Taos, Luis Reyes isn’t looking back 
with remorse on leaving, and in Montrose, 

Nancy Hovde is, after all these years, 

“ecstatic.” Change started nearly 15 years 
ago is occurring. 

But for others, the tension only 

continues to grow. Whether it will 

eventually cause Tri-State to fall apart is a 

question likely to linger for several years. 

 

Why Tri-State 

policies don’t 
work for these 

two members 
 

And now a dueling rush to see 

whether Washington D.C. or 

Denver regulators will have 

jurisdiction over exit fees 
 

by Allen Best 

Tri-State Generation & Transmission on 

April 10 announced two new policies, one 

described as designed to “increase member 
self-supply and local renewable energy 

resources.” The other would provide a 
methodology for determining exit fees.  

Two of the member co-operatives 

seeking to get out of Tri-State say they like 

nothing of what they’ve seen. 
“This does not meet our needs—at all,” 

said Bryan Bryant Roberts, the interim chief 

executive officer at United Power, the 

largest by far of Tri-State’s 43 members. 
The flexibility that Tri-State says it is 

offering member cooperatives is not free, he 

said. For United Power to produce 200 

megawatts of its own power, he said, would 

require it to pay Tri-State $200 million. At 

that price it would take 20 to 40 years for 

United Power to recoup its investment. 

“If nobody can use (this flexibility 
provision), can it still be considered 

flexible?” he said. 
In Durango, Jessica Matlock, chief 

executive of La Plata Electric, the other co-

op that wants out of Tri-State, was also 

unpersuaded. 

“It’s a lot of press releases coming out of 
Tri-State, and again, if you dig into the facts 

and details, several layers deeper, there’s 
still a lot of unknown,” she said. 

T 
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Two issues overlap here. First, the so-

called all-requirements contract between 

member and Tri-State allowed a maximum 

of 5% cap self-generation by member 

cooperatives. This had been a sticking point 

with Delta-Montrose Electric and then La 

Plata and United Power, who wanted more 

ability to generate their own electricity. 

A new policy allows the two co-ops and 

others to express their intent to transition to 

partial requirements contracts. Up to 300 

megawatts of generating capacity will be 

available among Tri-State members. That’s 
10% of Tri-State’s system peak demand. Any 
individual member can self-supply up to 

50% of its load requirements, subject to 

availability in this open season.  

A second issue is the methodology for 

determining exit fees. Tri-State has 

submitted to the Federal Energy Regulatory 

Commission its proposal for that formula 

and asked for expedited approval. 

 

ri-State has all along insisted that it 

had to look out after the interest of 

all members. The exit fees had to reflect the 

true costs of member co-ops in say, 

Holyoke, in the state’s northeast corner, or 
those in Wyoming. That was explicit in the 

statement by Duane Highley, the chief 

executive officer. 

“Both the partial requirements contract 

option and the contract termination 

payment methodology approved by the 

board protect the interests of the Tri-State 

utility members by ensuring this one 

member’s action does not unfairly shift 
costs to the other members,” he said in the 
April 10 press release. 

But who decides whether Tri-State is 

being fair and reasonable? That’s the 
question at the heart of a mad scramble of 

filings in the last 10 days. Tri-State wants 

regulators in Washington D.C., to decide, 

while the two dissenting co-ops want 

regulators in Denver to decide. The history 

goes back to 2019. 

Tri-State applied to the Federal Energy 

Regulatory Commission to set rates. FERC 

recently agreed, said it does not have 

exclusive jurisdiction. See story posted 

March 26. 

But does that mean to determine exit 

charges, too? Like Delta-Montrose before, 

both La Plata and United had asked the 

Colorado Public Utilities Commission to 

arbitrate. That has been delayed by the loss 

of PUC commissioner, Frances Koncilja, who 

had been assigned the case. It’s now 

scheduled to be heard by an administrative 

law judge on May 18-22. 

Now comes a flurry of filings. The 

Monday after issuing that press release 

announcing the new policies, Tri-State asked 

FERC to accept the “contract termination 
payment methodology” on an “expedited 
basis, grant waiver of its prior notice 

requirements, and allow an effective date of 

April 14.” It made this request on April 13. 
United and La Plata, a week later, on 

April 20, filed with the PUC asking a hurry-

up of a decision from the PUC. “Time is of 
the essence here…” said the two co-ops in 

their filing. “In fact, every day may count.” 
Rather than awaiting a recommended 

decision by the administrative law judge, 

which would be subject to a 27-day period 

for various filings, the co-ops wanted a more 

hurried initial decision after the May 

sessions. 

 

urther complicating the arguments is 

a new law in Colorado effective late 

March. HB 20-1225 declares that the PUC 

has traditionally had authority to determine 

just and reasonable rates by all public 

utilities and that if a co-op withdraws from a 

wholesaler, “the withdrawal is a matter of 
statewide concern” over which the PUC has 
authority to adjudicate complaints. The 

wholesaler—read Tri-State—“must act in 
good faith and fair dealing, cannot impose 

unreasonable contract terms in relation to 

the withdrawal …” 

T 

F 

https://mountaintownnews.net/2020/03/26/ferc-order-leaves-tri-state-dispute-with-its-largest-members-in-colorado/
https://mountaintownnews.net/2020/03/26/ferc-order-leaves-tri-state-dispute-with-its-largest-members-in-colorado/
https://elibrary.ferc.gov/idmws/File_list.asp?document_id=14851061
https://elibrary.ferc.gov/idmws/File_list.asp?document_id=14851061
https://www.dora.state.co.us/pls/efi/EFI_Agenda.Show_Docket?p_session_id=&p_docket_id=19F-0620E
https://leg.colorado.gov/bills/hb20-1225
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The bill’s primary sponsors included two 
Republicans from the Delta-Montrose area. 

Take that, Tri-State! 

But again, Tri-State insists that FERC, not 

the state, has jurisdiction. 

If the turf is still being decided, it still 

ends up coming down to numbers. What 

constitutes a fair and equitable exit fee? 

Matthew Larson, an attorney 

representing La Plata and United, says Tri-

State in the exits of Kit Carson Electrical 

Cooperative in 2016 and now in the Delta-

Montrose exit have started high and come 

down. Tri-State started out at $137 million 

in the Kit Carson case and came down to 

$37.5 million. He said he was not privileged 

to disclose Tri-State’s original asking price 
but it was “hundreds of millions of dollars 
higher” than the final figure of $62.5 million.    

In Durango, Matlock calls Tri-State’s 
offer for an exit price “bloated.” She sees 
Tri-State discouraging local development of 

solar. She previously developed solar energy 

in the Seattle area while working for a utility 

in Washington state. Southwestern 

Colorado has far better solar potential—if 

her co-op had the tools to develop it. 

“Being here is like being in a candy 
shop,” she says. “I could save hundreds of 
millions of dollars for our customers. It’s real 
frustrating. I’ve never seen anything like 
this.” 

To be able to generate more of its own 

electricity, United Power must partially buy 

its way out of Tri-State. Robbins, the interim 

CEO, says the numbers don’t work well. “We 
have run models at the level we want to 

participate in, and in some cases our costs 

actually go up. That is not what we were 

wanting.” 

He added: “It’s going to be very difficult 

for anybody to be able to exit going forward, 

using what they have filed with FERC.”  
Larsen says United Power would have to 

pay $1.22 billion to leave Tri-State using the 

new methodology. If all members were to 

leave and pay exit fees under the same 

formula, they’d pay $9 billion. Tri-State has 

debt of only $3.3 billion, he said. 

If you think this will end up in a court 

case, you’re not alone. But the far bigger 
issue identified by Robbins is whether the 

Tri-State is trying to use a business models 

of the 1980s to compete in the 2020s.  

 

 

Maybe “Carbon Pivots?”  I see you 
needing a word that captures ‘energy” and 
‘climate’.  Maybe “carbon" does? I love the 
word “Pivots.”  It captures the idea of 

needing a big change in direction.  

Ron Larson 

Golden, Colo. 

 

Concerning the name: If you do an issue 

about strip-mining, you might call that one 

“Big Divots.” I know, not much help, but one 
does what one can.... 

George Sibley 

Gunnison, Colo. 

 

Hey, good stuff again. The name is fine 

with me. Also, I enjoyed the essay about 

your road trip and the black pickup. Looks 

like it ended well enough. 

Jim Pokrandt 

Leadville, Colo. 

 

Wow, new solar under 2 cents KWH! 

There will be a lot of thrashing around in 

the energy industry as the transition (pivot) 

takes place. This is where the biggest change 

in emissions is taking place.   

 Thanks for another neat issue. 

Patrick Hunter 

Carbondale, Colo. 

 

I so much enjoy your writing and your 

insights! 

Greg Hobbs 

Denver, Colo. 

What YOU said 
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Covid-19 and why 

Colorado needs big 

open spaces in the 

new urban fabric 
 
by Allen Best 

In Colorado, the stay-at-home order 

issued by Gov. Jared Polis allows 

exemptions, including grocery shopping and 

dispersed outdoor activities. But where to 

go? 

The pandemic emphasizes once again 

the need for outdoor spaces where it’s 
possible to meander and connect with those 

things of nature that soothe. For some 

people, a park with nicely clipped grass will 

suffice. Not for me nor many people I know. 

I hunger for the seeming chaos of nature. 

Hunger for that experience is every bit 

as real as hunger of the sort that can be 

satisfied by victuals. The stay-at-home 

orders, with the notion that we should stay 

reasonably close for our recreation, has 

revealed just how little local there is to 

choose from. 

Denver and most of its suburbs were 

expanded on the premise that the 

mountains were just a hop, skip, and a jump 

away. The premise has been in doubt for 

decades because of the crowding of I-70 and 

other highways. Now, the mountain towns 

don’t want to play host even if city folks are 
willing to put up with the drive. Stay away, 

they’ve said. 
Eagle County, which is Colorado’s 15th 

largest county by population, ranks 7th in 

the number of covid-19 cases as of today. 

“The virus is rampant up here,” one woman 
from the Eagle Valley told me.  She said of 

her 6 family members in the Vail area, 2 had 

contracted covid-19 and in a “pretty severe” 
way. No wonder the signs on I-70 at Vail say 

“essential travel only.” Keeping the locals 
from clogging up trailheads and risking 
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injury that would impose risks on rescuers 

has been challenge enough. No need for an 

additional crush of out-of-towners. 

(Or so the story was last week; this week 

Eagle County is taking steps to open up—but 

still wants to keep visitors away). 

Staying local in metro Denver produces 

its own crush. A photo was circulated 

several weeks ago of the scene at North 

Table Mountain, an icon of where the Great 

Plains meet the Rocky Mountains. There’s 
an old road that ramps up the west side 

from Highway 93 between Golden and 

Boulder. The photo I saw showed a 

congestion of people, looking a bit like 

Denver’s 16th Street Mall in normal times. 
So much for social distance. 

Metropolitan Denver has some other 

locations, including two former Cold War 

military sites. One will eventually become 

available for hiking, despite nagging fears 

about residual plutonium from when 

triggers were made for nuclear bombs. 

Another, once a lab for chemical warfare, is 

already a national wildlife refuge. I live 10 

minutes by car from yet another national 

wildlife refuge, the smallest in the country, 

where it’s a 10-minute walk from one end to 

the other.  

During this lockdown my companion 

and I have taken to driving 25 minutes to a 

state park on the northeast flanks of the 

expanding metropolitan Denver. Barr Lake 

once was Denver’s sewage lagoon. Now it’s 
an irrigation reservoir. The foul smell of my 

youth has been replaced with water fowl, 

pelicans gliding, geese squawking. The 

governor’s order specified that state parks 
would remain open. But there just aren’t 
that many, nor are they necessarily close. 

Northward from Denver, along the 

foothills, in Boulder and Larimer counties, 

are more wonderful open spaces, wide and 

broad, and suitably ragged. 

 

ast of Interstate 25, though, nearly 

all land is private, the agrarian 

landscape now teeming with hydrocarbon 

infrastructure of the Wattenberg Field, flag-

flying country estates, and small towns 

getting big. This is where a majority of 

Colorado’s new residents will live as the 
state population grows from 5.8 million 

today to near 9 million by mid-century. 

Weld County, partly a bedroom for 

Boulder and Denver and other job centers, 

had the nation’s third largest population 
growth last year, reaching 314,000 

E 

A pelican flies over Barr Lake. 
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residents. With its water and 

land, it’s easy to imagine 
Weld County becoming 

Colorado’s most populous in 
another 20 or 30 years. 

Directly on the eastern 

flanks of metro Denver in 

Arapahoe and Adams 

counties, the densely settled 

urban fabric also pushes 

steadily onto the Great 

Plains, offering less and less 

space to breathe deeply. 

The governor’s stay-

close-to-home directive has 

“shed a light on how 
crowded our open spaces 

and public lands can be,” 
said Melissa Daruna, 

executive director of Keep it 

Colorado, a non-profit that 

seeks to spare private lands 

from development with 

conservation easements. 

She acknowledges questions 

of equality about access to 

open lands. But the effort to 

preserve those open spaces 

that people like me desire 

must originate from local 

jurisdictions, she 

emphasizes. Only then can 

they gain financial and other 

assistance from other organizations. 

The coronavirus threat has exposed too 

little investment in preserving large chunks 

of semi-native landscape amid the 

expanding urban fabric of the northern 

Front Range. They need to be large enough 

to escape the roar of traffic and rough 

enough to excite the mind. A few falcons or 

rattlesnakes will be just fine, too. Chicago 

early had the vision for these big urban 

green belts, and the Front Range needs that 

same vision now.  

When the stay-at-home orders end, I’ll 
be back to restaurants. But if I enjoy a store-

bought meal, I am even hungrier to just 

ramble in wide open spaces. It’s a public 

privilege I’d pay for. Future generations 
shouldn’t have to drive hours to get to such 
places. That will mean preserving some of 

Colorado’s prairie, too.  
 

 

And finally, 
I hope you enjoyed this issue and want 

to share it with others. 

Happy to put you, and them, on the Big 

Pivots e-mailing list. 

Please send me an e-mail at 

allen.best@comcast.net 

 

https://www.keepitco.org/
https://www.keepitco.org/
Allen Best
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