
Amid heat & smoke, 

Aspen steps up its 

emissions strategy 
 

by Allen Best 

In 2004, Aspen drew national and even 

international attention when it launched a 

greenhouse gas program called the Canary 

Initiative. In this time of smoky skies and 

summer heat that has actually surpassed 

that of Florida, city officials have decided 

those original goals for reduction of 

emissions fell short. 

“We don’t have any fires right here, 
right now, but the impact of fires across the 

West, the drought, the rising 

temperatures that everyone is 

suffering from—these provide very 

tangible examples of what we can 

expect to see a lot more of if we 

don’t take some very significant and 

aggressive actions,” says CJ Oliver, 

the city’s director of environmental 
health and sustainability.   

Climate change has ceased being largely 

of the future, as was the case when Aspen 

set its original goals. It’s happening now. 

Aspen’s 2004 goals were for 30% 

reduction by 2030 and 80% by 2050.  

Those goals now fall short of what 

scientists, with increasing alarm, have been 

saying will be necessary to keep climates 

from around the world from going off the 

rails. The temperature increase needs to 

stay at 1.5 degrees C, they say—and we’re 
roaring toward that. 

Aspen is not the world, of course, but it 

does like to think of itself as a leader. 

There’s a sense of noblesse oblige premised 

on the community’s specialness that is 

reaffirmed constantly in ways, both good 

and perhaps otherwise. Barely a month 

goes by that one of its well-heeled visitors is 

not mentioned in the national and 

international news. 

Two examples from just the last week: 

Emerging from his trip to outer space, Jeff 

Bezos was wearing a cowboy hat that he 

purchased a half-dozen years ago at an 

Aspen millinery. And two of the three 

agents of the United Arab Emirates who 

were trying to influence 

former President Donald 

Trump’s Middle East policy 
had Aspen connections. 

Since embracing the 

original Canary Initiative 

goals, Aspen has done 

modestly well. A chart 

presented to the city 

council at a July 6 session showed that 

between 2004 and 2017, taxable sales in 

the city grew 38%, population rose 8%, and 

the greenhouse gas emissions attributed to 

the city residents and visitors had dropped 

20% by 2017.  

This reduction has been based, in part, 

on success by the municipal utility that 

serves half or more of the city. Aspen 

Canary Initiative 

goals set in 2004 are 

now seen as not 

aggressive enough 

amid evidence of 

climate change. 
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Electric managed to secure 100% of 

electricity from renewable resources in 

2015. Holy Cross Energy, which serves the 

balance of the city, aims to achieve 100% 

renewables by 2030 and has been driving 

down the carbon intensity of its electricity 

and adding renewables, now 40%. 

But even if a study of emissions in 2020 

shows Aspen coming close to achieving the 

target, as Oliver suspects will happen, the 

pace isn’t fast enough. 
“Aspen’s GHG forecast shows that the 

community will fall significantly short of its 

2050 GHG reduction targets even if its 

electricity supply becomes entirely 

renewable, as planned,” said a memo 

prepared for a July 6 city council meeting. 

The staff recommends actions in three 

primary areas: reducing landfill waste, 

electrifying transportation, and tightening 

the emissions caused by buildings. 

 

Landfill & waste 

Aspen has two reasons for focusing on 

landfill waste. First, there’s the hard reality 
that the community is running out of space 

in its existing landfill, located 7 miles down-

valley from the town. It will be filled in 2 or 

3 years. An application to expand the 

landfill, lengthen the capacity to 8 to 10 

years at current volumes, is pending. 

Beyond that, the next options are landfills 

50 and 75 miles downvalley, west of 

Glenwood Springs. 

A second reason are the emissions 

associated with the landfill. The city 

estimates that emissions associated with 

disposal and transportation of Aspen’s 
waste cause 9% of the city’s total 
greenhouse gas emissions.  

City staff has identified two trash 

streams that might be squeezed. One is 

construction materials, which constitutes 

60% to 70% of the landfill waste. Of the 

balance, about 40% comes from organic 

matter, primarily food trimmings and other 

refuse. Aspen wants to institute programs 

to shrink both. 

How this will be done isn’t entirely 
clear. Aspen isn’t building much new 

housing stock, although there is some. 

Mostly, though, it’s housing remodels. 
Every new owner wants a different 

countertop, a new style of cabinet. Where 

could the old ones be diverted? The city is 

looking at possible markets in Grand 

Junction and Montrose. 

As for diverting organic matter, a 2015 

study concluded that about 40% of that 

waste could be diverted. But Fort Collins, 

Boulder, San Francisco, and Portland found 

that voluntary composting isn’t enough, 
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according to a memo issued by the city 

council, and that  mandates were necessary 

to increase diversion rates. The biggest 

gains, says Oliver, lie in working with food 

vendors, as Aspen has 100 eateries.  

Without reducing material landfilled 

and diverting organics, says the memo, 

Aspen will struggle to achieve its goals for 

emission reductions. 

 

Transportation 

The city’s transportation fleet consists 
primarily of gasoline and diesel vehicles. It 

has just two electric vehicles. This needs to 

change, says the city staff, first on 

passenger vehicles before taking up 

electrification of medium to heavy duty 

vehicles. 

 

Buildings 

This is perhaps the heaviest lift, because 

it’s harder and more expensive to retrofit 

existing buildings. 

Aspen’s sustainability staff sees two 
approaches. One is to accelerate 

benchmarking of buildings of more than 

10,000 square feet. Detailed numbers of 

energy use are kept then used in 

comparisons with other buildings of similar 

size or energy efficient building, nudging 

building owners to undertake retrofits that 

reduce energy consumption. 

Colorado made benchmarking a 

requirement for buildings of more than 

50,000 square feet. 

Another component is beneficial 

electrification, a relatively new phrase that 

means replacing fossil fuel use in buildings, 

including space heating and warming of 

water, with electricity. Again, this is easier 

done with new buildings than retrofitting 

existing buildings.  

Oliver says that the city may seek to 

demonstrate this in attainable housing 

projects or other municipally-sponsored 

building projects. He says the city staff is 

cautious about trying to move too rapidly 

until the effects on the supporting electrical 

infrastructure are fully understand and it is 

clear that the infrastructure can 

accommodate increased demand. 

In this, Aspen echoes what Xcel Energy 

said in a position paper it issued last 

November. 

Building electrification, says Oliver, is a 

long-term goal. We’re not going to electrify 
Aspen in the next 5 years,” he says. “I think 
it’s a 50-year project.” 

 

Race to Zero 

Aspen council members expressed 

interest this week in a program offered by 

ICLEI, global network for more than 2,500 

local and regional governments, called Race 

to Zero. Oliver says the organization offers 

tools for Aspen to use to help drive down 

emissions. 

Aspen hasn’t completely figured out its 

agenda, but there’s a sharper focus now on 
the next 8 to 9 years, with a goal of much 

more rapidly driving down carbon. It goes 

far beyond decarbonizing electricity. 

Oliver says that the wildfires of recent 

years provide visual stimulus for more 

aggressive action. The heat of June has 

likewise raised eyebrows. 

Winter has been shortening, altogether 

30 days since 1980. But that’s a creep. It’s 
been impossible to ignore what has 

happened lately, including the 95 degree 

temperatures of June, a time of year many 

locals consider the best of times. 

“It’s hot, it’s dry, the fires are worse, 

they’re more frequent—all these things are 

tied together by a common thread,” Oliver 

says. 



 4 

Ecofestival at Commerce 

City and a protest of the 

Suncor refinery  
There were the political speeches last 

Saturday afternoon at a park in Commerce 

City at an event billed as EcoFiesta, one 

geared to the substantial Hispanic 

population of that area. Ian Tafoya of Green 

Latinos spoke, as did Lucy Molina, a 

resident and community organizer and 

several others. 

The messages were directed at the 

Suncor refinery, located a mile or three to 

the west and one of the reasons that the zip 

code along Interstate 70 between I-25 and 

Colorado Boulevard has been deemed 

perhaps the most polluted in the country.  

Colorado 350 and the Sierra Club were 

among the organizers.  

Below, Shaina Oliver 

of Moms Clean Air Force 

and EcoMadres was 

among the speakers.  
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Oil in New Mexico back 

in a big way, mostly in 

Colorado, too, but less 

so in Wyoming  
Oil production has bounced back in a 

big way in the last year in New Mexico, 

helping replenish state coffers. In Wyoming, 

not so much. 

Still unanswered in both states is how 

they will transition their economies from 

such a high dependency on fossil fuels. 

Production has also bounced back in 

Colorado, if not precisely to the levels of 

early 2020.  

New Mexico gets nearly 45% of its total 

revenue—$4.7 billion in 2020—from taxes 

and royalties on the oil and natural gas 

industries, the Santa Fe New Mexican 

reported. 

Wyoming gets 75% of its state revenue 

from fossil fuels. That includes coal and not 

just oil and natural gas. 

Colorado, unlike its neighbors, depends 

far less on revenues from the oil and gas 

sector or from fossil fuels altogether, but an 

apples to apples comparison is difficult 

because of different funding mechanisms. 

 

New Mexico 

The Albuquerque Journal reports that 

New Mexico state authorities attribute the 

resurgence in production in New Mexico to 

higher prices: $70 per barrel in June, 

compared to less than $15 in April 2020. 

New Mexico is currently the nation’s 
third-highest oil-producing state, and it is 

the only top oil-producing state to have 

recovered to pre-pandemic production. The 

price decline was caused by a glut produced 

by a price war between Saudi Arabia and 

Russia followed by the U.S. economic 

slowdown. 

One measure of drilling activity is the 

number of rigs operating in any given 

month. New Mexico had 117 in March 

2020, but fell to 40 in November. 

 

Wyoming 

Wyoming had a harder tumble, 

recording a month when, for the first time 

in a century, no drilling rigs were operating. 

The monthly rig count has varied widely, 

the Casper Star-Tribune has noted, with an 

average 564 in 2015, for example. The 

average last year was 8; this year it’s 11. 
 

Colorado 

Colorado oil production in the early 

months of 2021 continued to lag below that 

of 2020. Numbers gleaned by the Colorado 

Oil and Gas Association’s Scott Prestidge 

from the Colorado Oil and Gas Conservation 

Commission website showed January 

production was 72% of what it was in 

January 2020, but by April 2021, the latest 
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month for which data are available, 

production was nearly 81% of the same 

month in 2020.  

Rig counts provide another measuring 

stick. Development efficiency has 

dramatically improved during the past 

decade, causing numbers to slowly trend 

downward. But rig counts still constitute a 

good metric of activity, says Prestidge. 

In summer 2019 there were 31 rigs. In 

summer 2020 there were but 4. This 

summer there are 12 to 13 rigs. 

The Colorado Legislative Council, in its 

June 2021 report, said “regulatory changes 
for oil and gas drilling are likely to cause a 

slower bounce back from these low levels.” 

Comparing Colorado’s oil and gas sector 
to those in its neighboring states is difficult.  

“A vast majority of the tax revenues go 

to local taxing districts and not to the state, 

which is the opposite of what occurs mostly 

everywhere else,” Prestidge points out. 

“Tax revenues go to counties, but also 
school districts, fire districts, water districts, 

park districts, etc. Simply put, Colorado’s 
taxing structure for oil and gas does not 

lend itself to an apples-to-apples 

comparison with other states.” 

Oil and gas in Colorado, if still huge in 

Weld County and also important in several 

other counties, is dwarfed by its importance 

in New Mexico and Wyoming. 

 

Federal lands 

Oil and natural gas production in both 

states adjoining Colorado depend on leases 

of federal mineral rights. President Joe 

Biden in January issued a moratorium, but 

that was lifted. And a federal judge recently 

ruled that the defensible criteria for the 

moratorium was absent. 

New Mexico was not significantly 

impacted by that order, partly because 

operators have 6,000 drilling permits that 

they have not used. And the moratorium 

that did occur did not affect existing wells. 

But in anticipation of a Biden election, 

operators obtained more permits, 75% 

from the federal government compared to 

the usual 50%. 

Wyoming’s oil wells tend to be more 
highly concentrated on federal lands than 

other states. Too, the wells are located 

farther from markets, and, says an industry 

spokesman, the state imposes higher taxes 

on oil and gas production. All this tends to 

make it more difficult to make a profit in 

Wyoming. 

In Colorado, 3 drilling rigs are operating 

on the Western Slope, where they often 

operate on federal lands, but not 

exclusively. The majority of activity in 

Colorado is on private land. 

The Associated Press found approvals 

by the federal government for drilling on 

public lands were at the highest they had 

been since George W. Bush was president. 

The Interior Department has awarded 2,100 

drilling approvals since Biden took office in 

January. New Mexico and Wyoming had the 

largest number in the Rocky Mountain, but 

Colorado, Montana, and Utah had hundreds 

each. 

The AP report, however, did not 

provide precise numbers of drilling permits 

under the various presidential 

administrations. 

Biden vetoed a permit for the Keystone 

XL pipeline and drilling in the Arctic National 

Wildlife Refuge, reversing actions by 

President Donald Trump. And he has 

promised to make significant strides in 

reducing climate changing- carbon dioxide 

pollution. What to make of all this? 

The AP’s Matthew Brown talked with 
energy industry analyst Parker Fawcett, of 

S&P Global Platts, the analytics firm, who 

said the Keystone and wildlife refuge 

decision came without huge political costs 

because they were future. Here and now is 

the price of gasoline, $3 a gallon.  

“He is definitely backing off taking 
drastic action that would rock the market … 
What you’re going to see is U.S. oil 
production is going to continue to 

rebound,” the analyst said. 
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A toxic wasteland? 
Santa Fe resident Edward Baca says he 

drove on Highway 285 from Santa Fe to 

Pecos, Texas. The first couple hundred miles 

were uneventful. But then he drove 

through almost 100 miles of the Permian 

Basin, which straddles the New Mexico-

Texas border. 

“When the boom is over, we’ll be left 
with littered highways, increasing health 

problems, rusting oil field boneyards, and a 

vastly depleted water table, i.e. a toxic 

desert wasteland,” he writes in an op/ed in 
the Albuquerque Journal. “The alternative is 
to build a diverse sustainable economy that 

is not fossil fuel dependent. Do we bite the 

bullet now or later?” 

 

Anguish in New Mexico 

about methane from 

orphaned wells 
In the Santa Fe New Mexican come 

words from the agricultural community 

about the need to plug wells leaking 

methane. 

From Rio Arriba County, Don Schreiber 

writes that his family ranch has 122 gas 

wells, all owned by Hilcorp Energy, which in 

June was identified as being the biggest 

methane polluter in the nation and the 

nation’s second biggest climate polluter 
overall. 

Schreiber credits New Mexico with 

closing loopholes that allowed Hilcorp to 

avoid doing a better job of detecting leaks 

from its wells. “But Hilcorp’s massive 
methane leaks point to the importance of 

strengthening New Mexico’s proposed rules 
even further: Hilcorp and others must stop 

venting all the methane when they 

complete a well (Colorado’s rule doesn’t 
allow it), and we need a time for 

transitioning to zero-emission pneumatic 

devices,” he says in a New Mexican op-ed. 

Bill Midcap, a native Coloradan now 

living in Santa Fe, links water quality and 

the 700 abandoned oil and gas wells 

scattered throughout the San Juan and 

Permian basins in New Mexico.  

Plugging those wells should not be the 

responsibility of landowners, he writes. He 

supports proposed legislation by New 

Mexico representatives in Congress to 

deliver federal financing to the effort. This 

would protect air and water and put 

unemployed oil and gas workers to work 

with new jobs. 

Midcap, the senior policy director for 

the Rocky Mountain Farmers Union, says 

ranchers are on the front line of climate 

change. “Some might fight that fact, but 
anyone who spends time working the land 

knows it in their bones.” 

 

Three hydrogen projects 

identified as finalists for 

help from Wyoming 
Three proposed hydrogen pilot projects 

have been chosen as finalists for $1.5 

million in aid from the Wyoming Energy 

Authority. 

Smallest of the potential grants, 

$20,000, would go to Denver-based Jonah 

Energy, which is an oil and gas developer in 

Wyoming’s Jonah Field, around Pinedale. In 
partnership with the National Renewable 

Energy Laboratory, the company plans to 

invest $50,000 into a plan for using leftover 

renewable power to create hydrogen, then 

converting it into renewable natural gas. 

The Casper Star-Tribune explains that the 

process is called biomethanation. 

“Many of our customers that buy 
natural gas from southwestern Wyoming 

are setting renewable gas goals,” said 
Howard Dieter, vice president of 

environment, health, and safety at Jonah 

Energy. 

Williams, a Tulsa-based firm, is set to 

receive the bulk of the money, nearly $1 

https://www.santafenewmexican.com/opinion/my_view/new-mexico-must-hold-methane-polluters-accountable/article_f3568ade-e06a-11eb-9536-770c27174f1d.html
https://www.santafenewmexican.com/opinion/my_view/its-not-just-a-drought-anymore/article_dd8d2cb2-d04d-11eb-b774-af404c662a1b.html
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million for a hydrogen feasibility study in 

partnership with the University of 

Wyoming. 

Black Hills Energy is also set to receive 

$450,000 It plans a hydrogen combustion 

demonstration project on the southeast 

edge of Cheyenne. 

 

Wyoming’s coal-mining 

epicenter becomes a 

taker, not a giver 
WyoFile’s Dustin Bleizeffer, a native son 

of Gillette, the epicenter of the Powder 

River Basin, reports a pivotal divide in that 

area’s economic fortunes. 
For the first time in decades, Campbell 

County will not send excess revenue to 

Wyoming’s primary school fund. Instead, it 
will be getting money from other counties, 

reflecting the declining revenues from the 

coal mines around Gillette, but also the 

depressed oil and natural gas production 

during 2020. 

“Wyoming relies primarily on property 
taxes to fund the bulk—approximately 

75%—of school operations,” Bleizeffer 
explains in his Wyofile report. 

“About half of that comes from 

property taxes assessed on minerals at the 

county level, according to the Wyoming 

Department of Education. That means 

Campbell County, historically flush with 

coal, oil and natural gas production, has 

contributed more dollars to statewide 

school operations than any other county—
to the tune of nearly $1 billion since 1984, 

according to Campbell County School 

District 1 officials. But the county took a 

major hit in 2020, with an assessed 

valuation dropping by 20%.”  
Campbell County schools have lost 400 

students in the last couple of years. 

 

In a perverse twist, the 

coal economy benefits 

from the heat waves 
It was another down year for Wyoming 

and other coal-producing states in 2020, 

part of a long-term decline. Production in 

Wyoming plummeted 21%, and even worse 

in other coal-producing states of 

Pennsylvania, West Virginia, Illinois, 

Kentucky, and Indiana, whose production 

declined between 27% and 37%. 

For the United States altogether, 

reports the Casper Star-Tribune, the 

production was the lowest since 1965. 

But production is up 15% this year as 

the economy comes back to life, and 

natural gas—a rival to coal—becomes more 

expensive. 

And then there are the heat waves. 

“We burn more coal when it’s very cold, 
and we burn more coal when it’s very hot,” 
said Travis Deti, executive director of the 

Wyoming Mining Association. “And with the 
weather being like it is in the West right 

now, and in other places—good cold 

winters and good warm summers are good 

for the coal market,” he told the Star-

Tribune. 

Production has picked up 8% in 

Wyoming compared to last year and many 

of the 572 coal industry jobs lost last year 

are returning, he says. 

 

  
 

https://www.wyofile.com/fewer-recapture-districts-spell-trouble-for-school-funding/
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We need clear rules  

for carbon farming to 

make agriculture 

more climate friendly 
 

by Laura van der Pol, Dale Manning, 

Francesca Cotrufo, and Megan Machmuller 

From The Conversation 

 

As the effects of climate change intensify 

and paths for limiting global warming 

narrow, politicians, media, and 

environmental advocates have rallied 

behind “carbon farming” as a mutually 
beneficial strategy for society, the 

environment, and farmers. 

Agriculture covers more than half of 

Earth’s terrestrial surface and 

contributes roughly one-third of global 

greenhouse gas emissions. Paying farmers 

to restore carbon-depleted soils offers a 

tantalizing opportunity for a natural climate 

solution that could help nations to meet 

their commitments under the 

international Paris climate agreement to 

stabilize global warming below 2 degrees 

Celsius.  

An international initiative called “4 per 

1000,” launched at the 2015 Paris climate 

conference, showed that increasing soil 

carbon worldwide by just 0.4% yearly 

could offset that year’s new growth in 
carbon dioxide emissions from fossil fuel 

emissions.  

Research shows that farmers 

and ranchers can also make their 

operations more resilient to increasingly 

variable weather by adopting practices that 

promote soil carbon sequestration. This 

prospect led us to establish a center at 

Colorado State University that develops and 

Dairy cattle feed at the trough of a dairy near 

Holyoke, Colo., on July 11, 2021.  

Photo/Allen Best  

 

https://theconversation.com/to-make-agriculture-more-climate-friendly-carbon-farming-needs-clear-rules-160243
https://climate.nasa.gov/effects/
https://doi.org/10.1002/wcc.621
https://doi.org/10.1002/wcc.621
https://ourworldindata.org/environmental-impacts-of-food
https://ourworldindata.org/environmental-impacts-of-food
https://www.ipcc.ch/srccl/chapter/chapter-5/
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1706103114
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41893-020-0491-z
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41893-020-0491-z
https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-paris-agreement/the-paris-agreement
https://www.4p1000.org/
https://www.4p1000.org/
https://www.cop21paris.org/about/cop21
https://www.cop21paris.org/about/cop21
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.still.2017.12.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.still.2017.12.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.still.2017.12.002
https://doi.org/10.1038/ncomms7995
https://doi.org/10.1088/1748-9326/abe492
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.agsy.2021.103085
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.agsy.2021.103085
https://www.research.colostate.edu/cip/scsc/
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implements soil 

based solutions to climate change.  

While many policy options exist 

to reduce emissions from agriculture, 

carbon farming has sparked bipartisan U.S. 

legislation and attracted investors’ 
attention. Critics question its true potential, 

however. Some environment and justice 

advocacy groups argue that paying 

farmers won’t do much to increase soil 
carbon, and could allow polluting industries 

such as manufacturing to avoid necessary 

emission reductions by buying soil carbon 

credits from farmers instead. 

Given the momentum behind carbon 

farming as a climate change mitigation 

strategy, we believe now is the time to 

establish clear standards that ensure that 

only real net changes in carbon receive 

financial rewards. 

Increasing carbon storage in soil can help 

stabilize the climate and support food 

production. 

 

Carbon farming basics 
As plants grow, they pull carbon from 

the atmosphere, and soil soaks it up and 

stores it. The amount of carbon 

stored varies significantly across soil type 

and climate.  

Traditional farming methods that 

sequester carbon have existed for 

millennia. For example, minimizing soil 

disturbance through no-till farming reduces 

carbon loss to the atmosphere. Diversifying 

crops and 

planting legumes, perennials and cover 

crops  returns more carbon to the soil, and 

sustains soil microbes that play key roles in 

carbon storage.  

Another climate-friendly strategy is 

raising livestock and crops together. 

Rotating cows among pastures allows 

grasses to recover from grazing, and the 

animals’ manure and the impacts of their 
grazing regenerate carbon in soils.  

Some farmers use these practices, which 

often are called “regenerative agriculture,” 
particularly in Black and Indigenous 

communities that have been excluded from 

access to capital and government subsidies.  

 

Soil: A low-cost solution 

Increasing soil carbon through 

techniques like no-till is relatively 

inexpensive. Studies estimate that carbon 

farming costs $10-$100 per ton of CO2 

removed, compared with $100-$1,000 per 

ton for technologies that mechanically 

remove carbon from the air. 

Carbon farming is also a potential 

revenue stream for farmers and ranchers, 

Wheat harvest under way on July 10, near Lone Star, in northeastern Colorado. Photo/Allen Best 

https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=i4i0ZvoAAAAJ&hl=en
https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=i4i0ZvoAAAAJ&hl=en
https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=HRySep8AAAAJ&hl=en
https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=Jg8EQ28AAAAJ&hl=en
https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=Prw0xGgAAAAJ&hl=en
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/16af156c-en/index.html?itemId=/content/component/16af156c-en
https://www.politico.com/news/2021/06/24/senate-farmers-carbon-agriculture-496029
https://www.politico.com/news/2021/06/24/senate-farmers-carbon-agriculture-496029
https://www.greenbiz.com/article/how-carbon-smart-farming-catalyzing-big-bucks-needed-transform-way-america-eats
https://www.greenbiz.com/article/how-carbon-smart-farming-catalyzing-big-bucks-needed-transform-way-america-eats
https://www.wri.org/insights/insider-further-explanation-potential-contribution-soil-carbon-sequestration-working
https://modernfarmer.com/2021/04/environmental-groups-call-bidens-carbon-bank-plan-a-scam/
https://modernfarmer.com/2021/04/environmental-groups-call-bidens-carbon-bank-plan-a-scam/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.still.2013.10.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/0167-8809(92)90095-S
https://doi.org/10.1016/0167-8809(92)90095-S
https://doi.org/10.2136/sssaj2013.09.0422
https://doi.org/10.3389/fsufs.2021.564900
https://doi.org/10.3389/fsufs.2021.564900
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13593-011-0056-7
https://doi.org/10.1093/biosci/biy014
https://esajournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/eap.2278
https://esajournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/eap.2278
https://theconversation.com/to-restore-our-soils-feed-the-microbes-79616
https://theconversation.com/to-restore-our-soils-feed-the-microbes-79616
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jenvman.2021.112409
https://theconversation.com/regenerative-agriculture-can-make-farmers-stewards-of-the-land-again-110570
https://www.chelseagreen.com/product/farming-while-black/
https://www.nativefoodsystems.org/
https://www.nativefoodsystems.org/
https://flexpub.com/preview/dispossession
https://flexpub.com/preview/dispossession
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41893-020-0491-z
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41893-020-0491-z
https://www.iea.org/reports/direct-air-capture
https://www.iea.org/reports/direct-air-capture
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who can sell the credits they earn 

in carbon markets. Large-scale 

greenhouse gas emitters, such as 

manufacturers, purchase these 

credits to offset their own 

emissions. 

Companies such 

as IndigoAg and Nori are already 

facilitating payments to farmers 

for carbon credits. And on June 24, 

2021, the U.S. Senate passed 

the Growing Climate Solutions Act 

of 2021 by a vote of 92-8. The bill 

would authorize the U.S. 

Department of Agriculture to help 

farmers, ranchers and private 

forest landowners participate in 

carbon markets. 

So far, however, there are no 

universal standards for measuring, 

reporting or verifying agricultural 

carbon credits. Here are the 

questions we see as top priorities. 

 

Assessing carbon storage 
One major challenge is that 

soils absorb varying amounts of 

carbon depending on depth, 

texture and mineral content. 

While certain practices increase 

carbon storage, quantifying how 

much is stored and for how long is 

critical for assigning dollar values 

to them. The markets and practices that 

work in different locations also vary widely. 

Some scientific models offer estimates of 

carbon sequestration for various climates 

and soil types based on averages over large 

areas. We believe that regulators 

need rigorous models verified by 

measurements to avoid crediting carbon 

that never ends up in soil or doesn’t remain 
there for long.  

But verification isn’t easy. Scientists are 
still searching for quick, accurate, cost-

effective ways to sample and analyze soils.  

Possible approaches include infrared 

spectroscopy – which identifies materials in 

soil by analyzing how they absorb or reflect 

infrared light—or machine learning, which 

can find patterns in large data sets quickly. 

Studies conducted in the U.S. Great 

Plains, the United Kingdom and the 

European Union suggest these are 

promising, low-cost methods.  

Another priority is developing national 

minimum standards to predict and properly 

value soil carbon capture. Carbon may 

reside in soil anywhere from days to 

millennia, so time scale is an important 

consideration for markets. In our view, 

credits should reflect the duration carbon 

The deep roots of Kernza, a perennial grain, reduce 

erosion, help the plant tolerate drought, and add soil 

carbon deeper in the ground than shorter-rooted annual 

grains, including wheat, shown here in the diagram at left. 

Kernza was developed by The Land Institute, based in 

Salina, Kan.  Photo/Allen Best 

https://www.wisfarmer.com/story/news/2021/04/18/what-farmers-should-know-selling-carbon-credits/7280044002/
https://www.wisfarmer.com/story/news/2021/04/18/what-farmers-should-know-selling-carbon-credits/7280044002/
https://www.indigoag.com/pages/news/first-companies-commit-to-purchasing-verified-agricultural-carbon-credits
https://locusag.com/shopify-will-be-first-high-volume-corporate-buyer-of-carbon-credits-from-a-us-carbonnow-farmer/
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/1251/cosponsors?r=46&s=1&searchResultViewType=expanded
https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/1251/cosponsors?r=46&s=1&searchResultViewType=expanded
https://doi.org/10.3389/fclim.2019.00008
https://doi.org/10.3389/fclim.2019.00008
https://doi.org/10.1111/gcb.15613
https://doi.org/10.3389/fsufs.2021.564900
https://doi.org/10.3389/fsufs.2021.564900
https://doi.org/10.3389/fsufs.2021.564900
https://doi.org/10.5194/bg-18-3147-2021
https://doi.org/10.1111/gcb.14815
https://doi.org/10.1111/gcb.14815
https://doi.org/10.3389/fenvs.2021.634472
https://doi.org/10.3389/fenvs.2021.634472
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41561-021-00744-x
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007%2Fs10533-021-00755-1
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007%2Fs10533-021-00755-1
https://doi.org/10.3389/fenvs.2021.634472
https://doi.org/10.3389/fenvs.2021.634472
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resides in soil, with full offsets generated 

only for longer-lasting storage. 

We also believe that these programs 

must consider an operation’s net 
greenhouse gas emissions. For example, 

practices may store more carbon in soil but 

also increase emissions of nitrous oxide, 

another greenhouse gas.  

  

Benefits and challenges 

Rebuilding carbon-rich soil supports 

farmers’ bottom lines by improving soil 
health and increasing crop yields. But 

federal incentives could preferentially 

provide resources to big operations that 

have greater ability to sequester carbon on 

their vast acreage.  

That’s been the case with U.S. farm 
subsidies: Over the past 25 years, 10% of 

the largest farms received 78% of 

subsidies.  

Since these practices benefit farmers, 

some may use them even without policy 

incentives. As we see it, to avoid paying for 

soil carbon increases that would have 

occurred anyway, carbon banks should 

avoid crediting farms for adopting practices 

known to be profitable in their regions.  

Ultimately, the goals of climate policy 

include curbing greenhouse gas emissions 

and actively removing carbon dioxide from 

the atmosphere. Before farmers receive soil 

carbon credits they can sell to offset other 

sources of emissions, we believe their value 

must be accurately assessed to ensure that 

society gets what it pays for. 

 
The four writers are all affiliated with the 

Soil Carbon Solutions Center at Colorado 

State University.  Laura van der Pol is a 

Ph.D. student in ecology; Dale Manning is 

an associate professor of agriculture and 

resource economics; Francesca Cotrufo is a 

professor in the Department of Soil and 

Crop Sciences; and Megan Machmuller is a 

research scientist. 

 

Platte River executive to 

take on leadership of 

Delta-Montrose Electric 
Alyssa Clemsen Roberts has been hired 

as chief executive of Delta-Montrose 

Electric Association and its broadband 

subsidiary, Elevate. She will replace Jason 

Bronec, who left last year after being 

suspended for reasons that have never 

been publicly disclosed.  
Roberts was 

most recently chief 

strategy officer at 

Platte River Power 

Authority in Fort 

Collins. There, her 

responsibilities 

included overseeing 

public power 

strategy, 

operations at the 

Rawhide Energy Station, government 

relations, communications, energy 

solutions, and safety and human resources. 

She previously had been on the 

leadership team at Pedernales Electric 

Cooperative in Johnson City, Texas, and at 

Ozarks Electric Cooperative in Fayetteville, 

Ark. 

After serving four years in the U.S. 

Navy as a sonar technician and instructor, 

Roberts joined the United States 

Department of Agriculture in its Rural 

Utilities Service, working to support 

broadband expansion in rural America. As a 

partner at Aspire Strategies, she organized 

the first electric cooperative rural 

broadband group.  

“Alyssa’s experience at cooperatives 
around the country and at an important 

public power utility here in Colorado has 

given her great insight into and knowledge 

of cooperatives, power markets, and 

broadband,” said Kyle Martinez, president 

of the board of directors at Delta-Montrose.  

 

Alyssa Clemsen Roberts 

https://theconversation.com/soil-carbon-is-a-valuable-resource-but-all-soil-carbon-is-not-created-equal-129175
https://doi.org/10.1111/gcb.15342
https://doi.org/10.1111/gcb.15342
https://doi.org/10.5194/soil-5-15-2019
https://www.ers.usda.gov/amber-waves/2017/december/us-cropland-is-consolidating-into-larger-farms/
https://farm.ewg.org/progdetail.php?fips=00000&progcode=totalfarm&page=conc&regionname=theUnitedStates
https://farm.ewg.org/progdetail.php?fips=00000&progcode=totalfarm&page=conc&regionname=theUnitedStates
https://farm.ewg.org/progdetail.php?fips=00000&progcode=totalfarm&page=conc&regionname=theUnitedStates
https://www.offsetguide.org/high-quality-offsets/additionality
https://www.offsetguide.org/high-quality-offsets/additionality
https://www.offsetguide.org/high-quality-offsets/additionality
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How did Tri-State  

come up with these 

huge buy-out figures 

for member co-ops? 
 

by Allen Best 

The question is how much is Tri-State 

Generation & Transmission worth. The 

answer is—well, that’s where it gets 

interesting. 

In a filing with a federal agency, on July 

19, Tri-State detailed a proposed 

methodology for determining the charges 

that each of its 42 members would have to 

pay if they wanted to exit their full-

requirements contracts prematurely. The 

cooperatives are located in Colorado as well 

as three adjoining states. 

Those electrical cooperatives together 

comprise Tri-State and, proportionate to 

their sizes, own the transmission lines and 

generating assets of Tri-State. And if each 

and every one were to pay the exit fees—

called contract termination payments—to 

Tri-State under the formula proposed to the 

Federal Energy Regulatory Commission, the 

total would be $8.4 billion. 

Tri-State delivered a different figure to 

the Securities and Exchange Commission in 

a March 31 filing. In that report Tri-State 

said its long-term debt was $3.1 billion. 

The wholesaler has assets, too, 

including the 5,771 miles of transmission 

lines from the Chihuahuan Desert of 

southern New Mexico to Wyoming’s border 
with Montana. It also has a handful of coal 

and gas-fired power plants in Colorado and 

elsewhere, plus contracts for wind and solar 

power and the know-how to dispatch all 

this electricity. Tri-State told the SEC in the 

March filing that those assets are worth $5 

billion. 

Again, the cost for all the co-ops to cash 

in their chips would be $8.4 billion. Tri-State 

has $3.1 billion in debt. 

What logic did Tri-State use to get to 

these figures? It has to do with the nature 

of the contracts these co-ops have with Tri-

State. The contracts obligate them to buy 

the bulk of the power from Tri-State until 

https://www.tristate.coop/sites/tristategt/files/PDF/2021-sec-filings/TRIS-2021.03.31-10Q-FINAL-05-07-2021.pdf
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2050. New contract provisions allow more 

flexibility, although there’s debate how real 
that flexibility is. 

The methodology proposed by Tri-State 

would allow it to calculate exit fees based 

on which is greater: A) the departing 

member’s share of debt and other 
obligations; or b) the net-present value of 

lost revenue to Tri-State before 2050 minus 

what it would be able to get if it were to sell 

the power elsewhere. (Tri-State’s 
explanation in the FERC filing is somewhat 

more involved. You can find the filing on the 

FERC website eLibrary under docket EL21-

75-000) 

In a statement posted to the Tri-

State website, Highley said this 

method would establish a clear 

formula to determine each member’s 
cost to terminate its contract” and 
create “a clear, predictable path for 
any member that ultimately decides 

to withdraw.” 

He pointed out that the proposed 

methodology was approved by the 

representatives of the member 

cooperatives. The intent is to allow 

members to exit without causing 

financial harm to remaining 

members, to “keep them unharmed 
if a member elects early termination” of its 
contract. 

Eric Frankowski, executive director of 

the Western Clean Energy Campaign, calls 

the figures proposed by Tri-State “bloated.” 
“They don’t even pass the laugh test,” said 
Frankowski, a gadfly of Tri-State. He 

predicts that FERC won’t have any part of 
this methodology. 

All this is just the latest in a long-

running drama that began about 2006. It 

was a pivotal time. Many looked to the past 

to guide the future. For about 50 years, the 

formula was to build big and even bigger 

coal-fired power plants. That’s what Tri-
State wanted to do. 

Two members refused to buy into that 

vision. New Mexico’s Kit Carson Electric 

Cooperative and Colorado’s Delta-Montrose 

Electric refused contract extensions from 

2040 to 2050, as Tri-State wanted. Both 

have now left, Kit Carson in 2016 and Delta-

Montrose in 2020. 

In the last few years, Tri-State was 

starting to tack a very different course. It 

did so after the world of electricity had 

started turning upside down. Renewables 

had become cheaper than fossil fuels and 

utilities learned they could use far more of 

them without risking reliability than had 

been believed. 

Now, the task for Duane Highley, the 

chief executive of Tri-State since April 2019, 

is to keep the boats in this fleet of 

cooperatives fastened together. They vary 

substantially in size. By far the largest is 

United Power, 

United Power has a service territory in 

the fast-growing northern flanks of the 

Denver metropolitan area, stretching from 

the foothills to the oil-and-gas wells of the 

Wattenberg Field. It has grown by about 

10,000 meters in the last few years, just a 

few months ago cresting 100,000. This 

contrasts starkly with many of the smaller 

members of Tri-State who have maybe 

3,000 or 4,000 members in sparsely settled 

ranch country. 

In 2019, United Power asked Tri-State 

how much it would cost to get out. Tri-State 

said it would cost United $1.25 billion. 

United Power has doubled the number of metered 

customers/members since 2004, becoming the second 

electrical cooperative in Colorado to surpass 100,000.  

https://tristate.coop/tri-state-file-simpler-more-transparent-contract-termination-payment-ferc
https://tristate.coop/tri-state-file-simpler-more-transparent-contract-termination-payment-ferc
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United said that was way too much. After 

listening to three days of testimony, an 

administrative law judge at the Colorado 

Public Utilities Commission in July 2020 

delivered a lower figure: $234.8 million. But 

the PUC deferred to the federal agency as 

having authority in this matter, as Tri-State 

had wanted. Now, under Tri-State’s new 
formula that was submitted to FERC, the 

federal agency, United Power would have 

to pay nearly $1.51 billion. 

Durango-based La Plata Electric also 

wanted a buy-out number. Tri-State didn’t 
want to deliver an answer. The Colorado 

administrative law judge came up with $97 

million. Under the latest methodology 

submitted by Tri-State, La Plata would have 

to pay $449 million. 

Jessica Matlock, the chief executive of 

La Plata Electric, responded to the FERC 

filing with this statement: 

“We are still reviewing the filing but the 

numbers produced in the filing for exit 

charges are extraordinarily high.  It is 

disappointing that it took us multiple years 

to get an exit charge from Tri-State and that 

they did so only under pressure from FERC. 

We’ve been asking for a buy-out number 

for years, but when FERC wanted it in 30-

days, Tri-State produced a number, albeit, 

an outrageous number. 

“That shows me that our cooperative 
principle of ‘Cooperation of Cooperatives’ is 
not being followed. Why did it take the 

federal government to demand an exit 

number instead of a cooperative helping 

another cooperative to gain information to 

help make informed decisions?” 

Matlock added that it was also difficult 

to reconcile the charges that Tri-State 

proposes with what Kit Carson paid, $37 

million, or Delta-Montrose, $62 million. 

Both cooperatives are marginally smaller 

than La Plata. 

La Plata plans to formally respond to 

the Tri-State filing with FERC on Aug. 3. 

United Power did not respond to a 

request for a statement. 

In the last year, other Tri-State 

cooperatives in New Mexico, Colorado, and 

Nebraska have also asked for exit numbers. 

Most, unlike United and La Plata, are in 

distinctly more rural areas. Some, such as 

San Isabel Electric, a cooperative based in 

Pueblo County, explicitly said it doesn’t 
want to leave Tri-State. “This request is for 
planning purposes,” said Reginal Rudolph, 
the general manager, in a Dec. 11 letter to 

FERC. 

Planning for what? Clearly, many 

cooperatives want to study their options. 

And while United is mostly urban at this 

point, with a Vestas wind turbine factory in 

its service territory, others are like Wheat 

Belt, a cooperative based near Sydney, 

Neb., deep in farm country (but with wind 

mills all around). 

What is happening in electricity is 

perhaps analogous to what happened with 

the digital revolution, breaking up 

traditional business models in print media. 

The New York Times and Washington Post 

suffered but have hung on, but most others 

struggle. 

Something comparable is happening in 

electricity. Xcel Energy seems to be hanging 

on to its turf. Tri-State? Well, it was a little 

bit slower to change. It might remain intact, 

but that’s not a certainty. 
Below are the contract termination fees 

to the cooperatives under Tri-State’s 
proposed formula contained in the FERC 

filing, rounded up and down to the nearest 

million dollars. 

Cooperatives and contract 

terminations amounts (in millions) 

Colorado 

Gunnison County, Gunnison, $70 

Empire, Cortez, $375 

Highline, Holyoke, $292 

KC Electric, Hugo, $126 

La Plata, Durango, $449 

Morgan County, Fort Morgan, $205 

Mountain Parks, Granby, $164, 
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Mountain View, Limon, $540 

Poudre Valley, Windsor, $729 

San Isabel, Pueblo County, $249 

San Luis Valley, $130 

San Miguel, $112 

Sangre de Cristo, Buena Vista, $70 

Southeast Colorado, La Junta, $128 

United, Brighton, $1,509 

White River, Meeker, $349 

Y-W, Akron, $210 

Wyoming 

Bighorn, Basin, $71 

Carbon, Saratoga, $62 

Garland, Powell, $17 

High Plains, Riverton, $374 

High West, Pine Bluff, $218 

Niobrara, Lusk, $59 

Wheatland, Wheatland, $74 

Wyrulec, Torrington, $104 

New Mexico 

Central New Mexico, Mountainair, $135 

Continental Divide, Grants, $307 

Columbus, Demming, $61 

Jemez Mountains, Chama Highway, $224 

Mora-San Miguel, Mora, $47 

Northern Rio Arriba, Chama, $14 

Otero County, $117 

Sierra, Elephant Butte, $40 

Socorro, Socorro, $106 

Southwestern, Clayton, $186 

Springer, Springer, $122 

Nebraska 

Chimney Rock, Bayard, $35 

Midwest, Grant, $133 

Northwest, Hay Springs, $41 

Panhandle, Alliance, $56 

Roosevelt, Scottsbluff, $39 

Wheat Belt, Sydney, $94 

 

Solar farm for Evraz 

steel mill to be ready 

by the end of the year 
As of mid-June, you still couldn’t see 

much of the massive solar farm that is 

under construction on Pueblo’s southern 
fringe from Interstate 25 or other roads. 

The solar panels spread across 1,500 

acres will produce up to 240 megawatts to 

power a new rail mill operated by Evraz, the 

Russian-based steel manufacturer. 

Groundbreaking occurred in 2020, and 

completion is expected by the end of this 

year. 

The $500 million long-rail mill will be 

able to make 4-mile long sections of rail. 

Construction began a few weeks ago; 

completion is expected in late 2022 or early 

2023. 

At a ground-breaking covered by the 

Pueblo Chieftain, Skip Herald, chief 

executive of Evraz’s North American 
division, said the mill will be the “most 
green steel facility in North American and 

maybe the world.” 

The steel mill had been in the works for 

10 years, but construction of the plant at 

Pueblo was by no means a foregone 

conclusion. Other states competed. State 

and local incentives were at least a strong 

consideration in keeping the new mill in 

Pueblo. 

Herald called Pueblo the “steel city of 
the future and for the future.” The mill will 
employ about 300 people. 

The continuous rail requires 80% fewer 

welds, “which is a meaningful improvement 

to safety and reliability,” said Lance Fritz, 
the chief executive of Union Pacific 

Railroad, who also spoke at the ceremony.  

“In 1882, we took the first stick of rail 
out of the mill here and we took the last 

stick of rail out of the old mill before it was 

torn down, and we are going to take the 

first stick out of this new mill,” Fritz said. 

Want to be a regular subscriber?  

 
Sign up at BigPivots.com 

 

https://bigpivots.com/
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Two coal towns see 

nuclear as economic 

savior, but can it 

compete in cost? 
 

by Allen Best 

Two communities, one in Colorado and 

another in Wyoming—and likely more in 

each state—are interested in seeing 

whether nuclear power plants can prop up 

their economies once the coal plants close 

in coming years. 

In Colorado, the two aging units of the 

Comanche coal-burning station near Pueblo 

are scheduled to close in 2022 and 2024. 

The third and newest unit, Comanche 3, will 

continue operations until 2040, if Xcel 

Energy, the operator and majority owner, 

has its way. It may not. The plant has been 

an expensive one to operate since its 

opening 2010, as state regulators have 

noted. 

The Pueblo Chieftain reports strong 

interest in nuclear from among elected 

officials in Pueblo and Pueblo County once 

Comanche 3 goes away. The current plant 

generates more than $15 million annually in 

tax revenue, and they’d like to see 
something provide similar revenue and 

employment.   

“They’ve taken new technologies, 
they’ve addressed the issues with water 
use, they’ve addressed a lot of the safety 
issues,” said Pueblo County Commissioner 
Chris Wiseman. 

As quoted by the Chieftain, Pueblo 

Mayor Nick Gradisar was supportive but 

also cautious. He noted work with the 

state’s Just Transition Committee to replace 
the lost generating tax. “This is one way to 
do it, with a different kind of energy 

generating,” he said. “I don’t think that’s 
the only solution.” 

Gradisar also suggested that if a nuclear 

power plant gets built, it should serve the 

local community. Power from the 

Comanche units gets exported to metro 

Denver and elsewhere, but not to Pueblo 

County. 

Specifically discussed during the 

meeting were plans by Portland-based 

NuScale, which has a partnership in Idaho 

with the Utah Associated Municipal Power 

Systems to open the company’s first 
modular nuclear reactor. The project has 

been pared to six module reactors that 

could provide a combined 462 megawatts 

of electricity. 

 

n Wyoming, four communities with 

coal plants are on the list of potential 

sites for a proposed modular nuclear 

reactor.  Presumably Gillette, Kemmerer, 

and Rock Springs all have interest in being 

the site of the 300-megawatt modular 

reactor proposed by Rocky Mountain Power 

and TerraPower, a company founded by Bill 

Gates and others partly with the motivation 

of reducing greenhouse gas emissions. 

The fourth place in the running for the 

plant is Glenrock, between Douglas and 

Casper, a town of 2,600 and site of the Dave 

Johnston coal plant. The plant is scheduled 

to retire in 2027, taking 191 jobs with it. 

The Natrium reactor is slotted to come 

on line in 2028, wherever it goes. The 

Casper Star-Tribune’s Nicole Pollack reports 

a recent meeting in Glenrock showed strong 

support. 

I 

https://www.chieftain.com/story/news/2021/07/15/pueblo-xcel-energy-comanche-3-could-switch-nuclear-energy-after-closure/7977454002/
https://www.terrapower.com/about/
https://trib.com/business/energy/a-nuclear-reactor-is-proposed-for-wyoming-one-small-town-hopes-the-plant-will-restore/article_6d261d33-c076-52ed-a5b5-d356fc8a2fc2.html
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“We have a history of energy 
developments in our community, going 

way, way back,” said Margaret Nunn, a 
councilwoman. “One, we opened coal 
mines. Two, we built a power plant. Three, 

we mined out the coal and reclaimed the 

land. Four, we built a new wind farm where 

the coal mine once was. Five, our power 

plant has outlived its time. So what is 

number six in our energy history?” 

Another elected official, Converse 

County Commissioner Robert Short, asked 

the power plant developers what the local 

community needs to land the plant. 

The answer is be enthusiastic. But also 

be lucky. 

The Star-Tribune’s Nicole Pollack says 
the current coal plant, Dave Johnston, has a 

922-megawatt capacity, compared to the 

345 megawatts for the nuclear plant. But its 

energy storage system will deliver a 

maximum of 500 megawatts of power for 

five hours at a time. The developers hope to 

eventually build reactors at all four 

Wyoming locations that will be losing their 

coal plants. 

 

ill any one of them get built? At 

least in Colorado, among those 

well-versed in nuclear power, there’s some 
skepticism that the power can be delivered 

at competitive prices. 

But then again, that was also said of 

solar power at one time, and wind power, 

too. 

“Let’s just sit and watch how NuScale 
and TerraPower make out,” said one public 
official in Colorado, speaking on condition 

of confidentiality. 

“I often say that nuclear has a bigger 
cost problem than a safety problem.  If 

either of these firms can bring a plant in at a 

reasonable cost, these plants may very well 

fly off the shelf in the 2030’s and 2040’s.” 

 

 

Seeing the big picture 

as electrical supplies 

and demands get 

ever more complex 
 

by Allen Best 

In its Journey to 100%, the plan by 

Glenwood Springs-based Holy Cross Energy 

to reach 100% renewable generation, it has 

enlisted what might be seen as the 

equivalent of an air traffic controller. 

In this journey toward 100% 

renewables, Holy Cross wants to import 

wind-generated electricity from the Great 

Plains and some solar from a farm east of 

Denver, too. It already gets some 

hydroelectric power from dams in the 

Colorado River Basin, and it might get some 

additional small-scale hydro. 

It will be adding more and more solar 

from where it has 53,000 members, in the 

Aspen, Vail, and Rifle areas, some on 

rooftops and some from solar farms, such 

as the one being assembled near the 

Colorado Mountain College Spring Valley 

Campus near Glenwood Springs. And at 

least three of these new solar farms will 

have storage. 

Oh, this gets complicated—but it will 

get even more complicated as more people 

buy electric cars and install batteries in their 

homes. 

But just how will all these wires of 

electrical supply and electrical demand get 

connected in an efficient way? 

 

hat’s where a relatively new 

technology created by a California 

firm comes in. Camus Energy provides the 

software that allows Holy Cross to better 

integrate these many variable resources 

and demands. It calls itself zero-carbon grid 

integration. 

W 

T 
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Bryan Hannegan, the chief executive of Holy 

Cross, likens all this to the tasks asked of a 

computer. This technology serves as the 

operating system. 

“Our partnership with Camus Energy is 
providing Holy Cross Energy with the 

‘operating system’ to run our electric grid 
with 100% clean energy by 2030,” he says. 

In the past, utilities relied upon several 

large central power plants, most commonly 

coal but, beginning in the 1990s, 

increasingly natural gas. Local communities 

generated little of their own electricity.  

Future electrical generation is shaping 

up to be a mix of big and little, some distant 

and some local, nearly all if it—and Holy 

Cross hopes 100% of it—renewables. 

Demands have also started getting 

more complex. Consider the housing at 

Basalt that gets no natural gas. Air-source 

heat pumps provide the warmth needed in 

winter supplemented by energy stored by a 

Tesla battery pack. 

Astrid Atkinson, the chief executive of 

Camus Energy, says she began to 

understand the need for the technology 

when she encountered the chief executive 

of an electrical cooperative from New 

Mexico at a conference. That was two years 

ago. Luis Reyes Jr., of 

Kit Carson Electrical 

Cooperative, shared 

the ambitions and 

challenges of his 

Taos-based 

cooperative. Solar 

farms were being 

constructed with a 

goal of being 100% 

dependent upon the 

sun during sunny days by 2022. Kit Carson, 

by the way, is on track to meet that goal. 

Reyes explained that Kit Carson wanted 

to be able to look at not just the 

dashboards for the various solar farms, but 

in the context of what was happening on 

the electrical grid more broadly. He wanted 

the little pictures integrated into the big 

picture. 

By then, Atkinson had spent 20 years at 

Google. But she was also thinking about the 

electrical networks of the future. That spark 

at the conference launched her on this new 

odyssey. Camus now has Kit Carson and 

Holy Cross as customers, but a much larger 

network elsewhere, including the 

community choice aggregation network in 

the Bay area of California. 

In explaining the technology her firm 

has created, Atkinson describes the work of 

an air traffic controller. That controller can 

guide the landing of a plane, but it’s 
imperative he or she know what else is 

happening in the sky and at the airport. 

That’s what this technology provides. It 
allows electric utilities to see bigger 

pictures. 

 

tkinson, a native of Australia, has 

lived in California off and on for 

more than 20 years, now residing in the 

coastal range south of the Silicon Valley. 

Reliability of electric supplies have become 

more challenged by wildfires. “These areas 

have been wildfire prone, but this has really 

changed in the last few years,” she says. In 

the five days prior to our interview, she 

says, she lost power 50 times. 

This will push even more the idea of 

microgrids, which might be compared to 

rooms in a house. They can operate 

independently, or together. In the case of 

wildfires, they might have to operate 

separately, with perhaps diminished 

capacity but still with function. 

That’s also part of what Holy Cross, 
stung now by several wildfires in the last 

year, has been putting together. 

As weather events become more 

extreme, she says, more wealthy customers 

are beginning to buy home batteries, to 

avoid disruptions of power, or getting off 

the grid altogether. That will leave others, 

usually the less wealthy, more vulnerable. 

A 

Astrid Atkinson 
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“We really need solutions that can pull 

together the resources that are available,” 
she says. 

“Our vision is to provide the glue to 

make the grid work” in the face of this more 

decentralized generation impacted more by 

extreme weather events. 

Bolstered by an investment of $16 

million, Camus hopes to leverage its assets 

and draw interest from even larger utilities, 

the Xcel Energies of the electrical world.  

 
Do you have something you want 

to say? 

 

Big Pivots accepts contributions. 

 

Write to: allen@bigpivots.com 
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