
Electric highway to 

the Front Range 

from the heart of 

the Dust Bowl? 
 

by Allen Best 

Trucks roll through downtown 

Springfield and Lamar, in southeastern 

Colorado, day and night, ferrying goods on 

Highway 287 from the port at Houston to 

Denver and other interior locations. 

Those same communities also want to 

be part of an electric 

highway, one that 

transmits power produced 

on the windy plains of 

southeastern Colorado to 

urban markets along the 

Front Range. 

“The chance to fully 
participate in providing electricity needed 

and desired by the Front Range of Colorado 

seems like a once-in-a-generation 

opportunity,” say the commissioners of 

Baca, Prowers, and Las Animas counties in a 

letter submitted on Oct. 1 to the Colorado 

Public Utilities Commission. 

The commissioners of the three 

counties cite long-term economic benefits 

“that can only be realized if transmission is 
available.” They say wind farms can provide 

a “stable generator of tax revenue coming 
from a source that requires almost no 

county services, once built and 

operational.” They call it a “dream come 
true.” 

Filings submitted to the PUC suggest 

that the farm-based counties of 

southeastern Colorado will get their wish, if 

not immediately. 

But it’s complicated—very, very 

complicated. And expensive. 

Xcel Energy wants to spend $2.2 billion 

to $2.3 billion on new 345-kV transmission 

lines that will loop around eastern Colorado 

to connect to new generating sources, 

primarily wind but also some solar. Xcel 

calls it the Colorado Power Pathway. An 

extension would allow the wind of far-

southeastern Colorado to be tapped.  

Tied at the hip to this 

new transmission proposal 

is another plan by Xcel 

Energy to add massive 

amounts of new 

generation, primarily wind 

and solar in eastern 

Colorado, but some solar on 

the Western Slope (and 

conceivably in the San Luis Valley) and then 

also acquire existing natural gas plants. Xcel 

has not reported a cost estimate of this new 

generation, but a report to investors in 

early November assures them healthy 

returns.  

The three PUC commissioners must 

decide in the next few months whether 

Xcel’s plans are the best for the 3.3 million 

Coloradans who get electricity from the 

company. The PUC filing system on these 

two inter-related dockets already exceeds 

2,000 separate documents. 
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Xcel Energy wants to spend 

billions of dollars for new 

transmission and generation 

by 2028. But who will 

benefit most? And what 

about Comanche 3? 
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This likely is the biggest PUC decision 

since 2004, when a different set of 

commissioners authorized construction of 

$1 billion coal plant in Pueblo called 

Comanche 3. 

The future of that plant—and past—are 

now being hotly debated. Comanche 3 was 

originally projected to operate until 2070. 

Xcel, the operator and majority owner, now 

wants to put it on the bench, a part-time 

performer, beginning in 2030 and close it by 

2040. Others think it should be sent to the 

locker room by 2027. Still unclear is who 

will pay. 

An important development in the 

discussion occurred on Nov. 9 when many 

of the major stakeholders—the Colorado 

Energy Office, Western Resource 

Advocates, Colorado Solar and Storage 

Association, Pueblo County and the staff of 

the PUC, among others—recommended 

approval of Xcel’s transmission plans 

substantially as proposed. 

Xcel, they said, “has met its burden of 
proof of demonstrating that the Pathway 

Project” is needed. The settling parties 

recommend conditional approval for the 

extension to the farms and ranches of far-

southeastern Colorado. 

Consumer groups have also delivered a 

recommendation, this one an alternative to 

Xcel’s plan. This partial stipulation comes 

from consumers: the Colorado Office of the 

Utility Consumer Advocate, Climax 

Molybdenum Co., and Colorado Energy 

Consumers. It advises the PUC 

commissioners to allow Xcel to build just 

one segment of Xcel’s 5 proposed segments 

at first, and with strong incentives to save, 

not spend, money. It calls for phasing of 

construction, including the extension to far-

southeastern Colorado.  

The PUC commissioners are under no 

obligation to accept any of the proposals. 

Today (Nov. 15), they listened as Xcel 

representatives were questioned by 

attorneys from various groups, then quizzed 

the Xcel representatives themselves. Their 

questions indicated they had been following 

the arguments and had some thoughts of 

their own. 

John Gavan, for example, wanted to 

know the vulnerability of Chinese-

manufactured transmission hardware to 

cybersecurity threats. Gavan also asked a 

question that revealed the final costs of 

what Xcel proposes for transmission could 

cost upward of $2.2 to $2.3 billion. The 

hearing continues at least until Wednesday 

afternoon, perhaps to be continued at a 

later date. 

One long-time observer of the PUC 

describes the current commissioners—
Gavan, of Paonia, Megan Gilman of 

Edwards, and Eric Blank of Boulder—as 

“wickedly smart,” with both brains and 
backbone.  

 

cel’s proposed Colorado Power 

Pathway transmission lines would 

create a semi-circle in eastern Colorado: 

extending from the St. Vrain power plant 

near Greeley east to Yuma, then south to 

the Lamar area. From there, it would march 

west along the Arkansas Valley to connect 

to the massive transmission lines in the 

X 

Xcel’s projected shift of fuels from 2005 to 2030.  
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Pueblo area that feed power to 

metropolitan Denver.  

Joined at the hip, or at least the 

substation, to this transmission freeway are 

Xcel’s plans for new generation to replace 
closing coal plants and to meet burgeoning 

demand expected in the next decade and 

perhaps beyond. 

 That’s the big picture for consideration 
of the 90-mile extension of a transmission 

line from the substation north of Lamar 

called May Valley to a substation close to 

Springfield called Longhorn. 

“Landowners in southeast Colorado 
would love to have the ‘mailbox money’ 
that comes with renewable energy 

development on their farms and ranches,” 
the letter from the county commissioners 

says. “Those who currently have 
development will happily tell anyone that 

drought, hail, and commodity prices have 

no effect on the royalty payments they get 

from wind towers. A steady source of 

income is welcome to almost any 

operation.” 

As was noted in a June 2020 story by 

Big Pivots, maps from the National 

Renewable Energy Laboratory show 

Colorado’s southeastern corner as a blob of 
red for annual average wind speeds at 30 

meters. At 80 meters above ground, the 

blob broadens and turns purple. 

Nate Blair, manager of the distribution 

system and storage analysis group at NREL, 

said the theoretical potential of the wind 

https://bigpivots.com/dust-bowl-land/
https://bigpivots.com/dust-bowl-land/
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generation from Baca County alone was 

nearly as great as the total summertime 

generating capacity from all the coal, 

gas, and other generating sources across 

Colorado as of 2017.  

Colorado’s first major wind farm, 
Colorado Green, located about 15 miles 

south of Lamar, began production in 

2003. It was at the time the nation’s 
fifth largest wind farm. 

 But even better wind resources lie 

to the south in Baca County. It was at 

the very heart of the Dust Bowl of the 

1930s.  

Timothy Egan, who wrote “The 
Worst Hard Time,” stopped by 
Denver’s Tattered Cover for a reading 
in 2006. He said Baca County gave him his 

very best material. The book went on to win 

the National Book Award for Non-Fiction. 

Following the success of Colorado 

Green, two wind developers Iberdola and 

Baca Green Energy, jointly leased 42,000 

acres of farms and pastures.  Towers were 

erected to test the steadiness and velocity 

of the wind. There was plenty of wind, but 

it was stranded. Existing transmission lines 

were inadequate to ferry any more 

electricity to markets. For Xcel Energy, Tri-

State Generation and Transmission, and 

other utilities, the lowest-hanging fruit and 

hence the most easily plucked lie along 

existing transmission lines. The wind 

developers let the leases lapse. 

 

t’s useful to compare Colorado today 
with the Colorado of 2003, when 

Colorado Green came on line. No 

renewable portfolio mandate had been 

adopted then. Indeed, Xcel Energy was 

assembling plans for Comanche 3. The coal-

fired power plant at Pueblo was formally 

approved by the Colorado PUC in early 

2005. That was just two months after 

Colorado voters approved the first tepid 

renewable energy mandate of 10% by 2015. 

Xcel famously opposed the amendment 

then blew past it and several more that 

were adopted by legislators. Wind prices 

tumbled and Xcel, and other utilities, 

became more comfortable integrating it 

into the power generating mix without 

sacrificing reliability or cost. 

By 2016, the company was willing to 

step more boldly into renewable energy on 

its own. Even the most ardent renewable 

energy advocates were shocked in late 2017 

when the company revealed the low, low 

bids it had received for wind, solar and 

battery storage. Wind routinely undercut 

the cost of coal, and even solar was 

competitive. 

The next year, U.S. Rep. Jared Polis ran 

for governor of Colorado on a platform of 

100% renewable generation by 2040. He 

won convincingly. 

A month after his election he showed 

up at an event at the Denver Museum of 

Nature and Science sponsored by Xcel 

Energy. David Eves, then the Xcel CEO, 

announced that the company believed the 

technology existed to achieve 80% 

reduction in carbon emission from its 

generating sources by 2030 as compared to 

2004 levels. Further, he said, Xcel was 

willing to set a goal of zero emissions by 

2050, making a leap of faith that technology 

would be devised in the intervening 30 

years to achieve that. 

I 

Colorado Green seen here in 2012.  
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During his time at the lectern, the 

governor-elect Polis said elections have 

consequences, and he pointed to his 

election as a catalyst for Xcel’s action. 
That 2018 election has had enormous 

consequences in the Legislature. Before, the 

Republican-dominated Senate had effective 

veto power over the more ambitious 

climate and energy legislation. Democrats 

gained a majority in both chambers in that 

election. Together with an occasional 

Republican ally (See: “How Kevin Priola 
became a reliable vote for energy & climate 

legislation in Colorado.”) legislators passed 

SB 19-261, setting a goal for decarbonizing 

the economy 50% by 2030 (and 90% by 

2050). Another, almost equally important 

bill required Xcel to achieve an 80% 

reduction in carbon emissions by 2030. 

Dozens more energy- and climate-related 

bills have been passed since then. 

The general plan is to decarbonize 

electricity to replace the use of fossil fuels 

in other sectors, transportation, buildings 

and more. 

That, in turn, makes development of 

wind in southeastern Colorado more likely. 

 

n early May, I drove to Walsh, a town 

518 people in southeastern Colorado. 

Like nearly all small towns on the Great 

Plains, it’s shrinking. It has been for the 

better part of a century. Mechanized 

agriculture has required fewer workers and 

caused farms to be consolidated. Since 

2000, the town has lost a quarter of its 

population. 

Gone are the two cafes that people can 

remember, and the 11-man football team 

has dwindled to 6-man, with just 7 turning 

out the year before last, when I checked. A 

grocery store remains in operation, but only 

because of creation of a cooperative. The 

private sector wasn’t interested. There just 
aren’t enough shoppers any more. 

In their October letter to the PUC, the 

commissioners in the three-county area 

cited job creation of wind generation, a 

strategy to stanch this population erosion. 

I 

Transportation has become the largest sector for greenhouse gas emissions in Colorado. The state 

has a goal of having 940,0000 EVs by 2030. Photo/Allen Best 

 

https://bigpivots.com/how-kevin-priola-became-a-reliable-vote-for-climate-energy-legislation-in-colorado/
https://bigpivots.com/how-kevin-priola-became-a-reliable-vote-for-climate-energy-legislation-in-colorado/
https://bigpivots.com/how-kevin-priola-became-a-reliable-vote-for-climate-energy-legislation-in-colorado/
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“For our communities, the full-time jobs 

with benefits that come with development 

means that there will be careers at home 

for our kids so that they can stay here. Most 

people think that agricultural products are 

our most valuable export from rural 

communities, but those of us who live here 

know that the most valuable export is our 

children who move away for greater 

opportunities,” the letter says. 
“Every 35 wind towers, give or take, is a 

full-time job that can be filled by someone 

from our community.” 

Those who remain are Fred and Kay 

Lynn Hefley. They own 6,000 acres and 

lease 1,000 acres in Baca County. They grow 

corn irrigated with water from the 

underlying Ogallala Aquifer as well as 

dryland wheat and grain sorghum. 

They had written a letter to the PUC in 

2018 that I happened to notice. They were 

unhappy that Tri-State Generation and 

Transmission, the wholesale provider for 

their local electrical provider, had not 

stepped away from coal to develop their 

wind. 

Others had also recognized the 

potential of renewables in southeastern 

Colorado. In 2009, the Colorado Energy 

Office had commissioned a study called 

REDI (Renewable Energy Development 

Infrastructure) that noted the wind 

potential of southeastern Colorado. Utilities 

had met for several years to talk about a 

transmission line that could have carried 

wind from Wyoming down far-eastern 

Colorado and eventually to the Southwest. 

Nothing much came of all this. 

Fred and Kay Lynn Hefley at a test wind turbine at their farm near Walsh. Photo/Allen Best 
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With Fred driving his pickup, we went 

to the site of one of the four 80-foot wind 

turbines erected over a decade ago as the 

result of grants awarded by the Colorado 

Department of Agriculture and the Natural 

Resources Conservation Council, a federal 

agency. Kansas, he said, was maybe 12 

miles to the east and Oklahoma a similar 

distance south.  

Returning to Walsh, we drove along a 

fence with dust piled two wires high. On 

farm and ranches of southeastern Colorado 

altogether, the margins between prosperity 

and peril seem always to be thin, a constant 

dialogue between hope and 

discouragement. 

In early November, I talked with the 

Hefleys again, this time by phone. They 

seemed heartened. Xcel Energy had held a 

meeting in Springfield, the county seat of 

Baca County 21 miles to the east. “We are 
hopeful,” they said, “but we are not hoping 
for it tomorrow. (Xcel representatives) said 

it would be 5 or 6 years before they would 

ever get this far, to Walsh. I believe they are 

truly working on it.” 

 

ut the PUC commissioners will have 

the final say on that. Since March, 

thousands and thousands of pages of 

testimony have been filed, of which I have 

read just a few hundred. 

Alice Jackson, the chief executive of 

Xcel’s Colorado division, in her Oct. 22 

rebuttal testimony, nicely laid out the scope 

of what is underway in Colorado. 

“The clean energy transition is 
occurring in stages, with changes to the 

bulk electric system and the way it behaves 

at each stage, from the type of power 

injected to where it is injected,” she said.  

“Colorado can show the rest of the 
country how to take the next step in the 

clean energy transition in a reliable and 

affordable manner. Transmission 

infrastructure is a key part of that next step, 

enabling the collection and utilization of all 

forms of clean energy to advance 

decarbonization across various sectors of 

the economy.” 

In the past, transmission and 

generation were treated somewhat 

separately by the PUC. This presented what 

was commonly described as the “chicken or 
egg” dilemma. Build the transmission and 

then figure out the generation, or vice 

versa? This time, the PUC is looking at the 

plans by Xcel for massive new amounts of 

wind and other renewable generation at 

the same time it looks at the transmission 

necessary to get it to where it is needed. 

They are, as Jackson notes in her testimony, 

joined at the hip. 

The end game is closing coal plants: 

Hayden by the end of 2027, the unit at Craig 

of which it is part owner by 2028, and 

converting Pawnee, the plant at Brush, to 

natural gas.  

Questions abound. For example, why 

haven’t Tri-State, Colorado Springs, or any 

other utilities chosen to join Xcel in its 

transmission? Jackson says just because the 

other utilities have not chosen to join Xcel 

in this new transmission highway—for 

reasons not publicly identified—does not 

mean they can’t get on the on-ramp once 

its built.  

Could Xcel use existing transmission to 

add more renewables? That’s one criticism. 
Another criticism is that the system has not 

been configured in a way that will most 

advantageously add the best renewables in 

the next several decades. 

 And there are questions whether Xcel, 

being in a hurry to get this new 

transmission built by 2027, in order to get 

the new renewable generation on line by 

2030, is looking past some potentially 

game-changing technology. 

 

afayettte resident Larry Miloshevich 

argues in a 97-page filing that Xcel’s 
existing transmission system can deliver 

more renewables than Xcel gives it credit 

for. A Lafayette resident, Miloshevich spent 

20 years at the National Center for 

B 

L  
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Atmospheric Research, where he 

researched cloud physics and atmospheric 

water vapor. Since 2016, though, he has 

been following proceedings at the PUC 

where, he says in his Sept. 22 filing, he 

advocates in favor of “forward-looking 

measures that accelerate the transition to 

renewable energy in cost-effective ways.” 
Unlike nearly all those who intervene in 

PUC proceedings, he has no legal training. 

In essence, Miloshevich makes the case 

that Xcel proposes to use 20th century 

technology when better is now available. 

Both Xcel and the Colorado Energy 

Office suggest new technology may be 

appropriate to discuss in coming years, but 

not now. In fact, the major thrust of 

Jackson’s testimony is that this is not time 
for what-if dawdling. 

“We cannot—and should not—study 

potential options in perpetuity,” she wrote. 
 “The State of Colorado’s emission 

reduction goals both for the power sector 

and statewide demand action, and the 

Pathway Project is a considered and well-

supported approach to facilitating that 

action.” 

What-iffing is an 

inherent part of the 

process, though.  What 

effect will time-of-use 

rates have on electrical 

demand in coming 

years? (Too soon to say, 

says the PUC chief 

economist, Erin O’Neill). 
And how much 

electricity do the models 

say will be needed if a 

heat dome occurs in 

Colorado during the summer of 2030 such 

as caused elderly people in Portland last 

June to literally bake to death in their 

apartments. 

Another what-if comes from 

MIloshevich but is echoed by others. 

“Optimizing the existing transmission 
system could enable the integration of new 

renewable energy quickly and cost-

effectively, and reduce the scope and cost 

of needed new transmission,” he says. 
“New transmission, including Power 
Pathway, would also benefit from deploying 

those technologies, especially the advanced 

carbon-core conductor, which would 

increase the capacity and performance of 

the Project while substantially reducing its 

total cost.” 

 

hris Neil, rate analyst for the 

Colorado Office of the Utility 

Consumer Advocates, makes that same 

argument. Instead of waiting until new 

transmission is completed, Xcel can add 

new generation in the next few years, he 

said in his Oct. 22 testimony. 

Front-loading renewable generation—
installing it sooner than the transmission—
has a net-present value that is $318 million 

less than the alternative that would add 

new wind and other generation beginning 

in 2025. 

Developers have proposed thousands of 

new renewable generation for 2022-2024, 

he says, and the existing 

transmission system can 

accommodate those 

additional renewables. 

The indirect background 

for this argument is the 

testimony of James F. Hill, 

the director of resource 

planning and bidding for 

Xcel. His Sept. 3 testimony 

warns against front-loading 

renewables because of 

how much the wind 

turbine and solar panels 

must then be curtailed because of 

transmission congestion. But his chart 

indirectly made the case for front-loading as 

less expensive, despite the increased 

curtailment. 

The Office of the Utility Consumer 

Advocates also hired Chris Clack to review 

Xcel’s plans. Clack has become a nationally 

C 

Colorado Pathway Project 
• 560 miles 
• $1.7 billion 
• 5,500 MW of capacity 
• Projected completion, 2025-2027 
 

May Valley-Longhorn extension 

• 90 miles 
• $247 million 
• Projected completion: 2025+ 
 
But total costs may run up to $2.2-
$2.3 billion.  
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and internationally known figure in the 

realm of climate and energy. He has a Ph.D. 

in applied mathematics and plasma physics 

from the University of Sheffield, England, 

where he focused on nonlinear 

magnetohydrodynamic waves. In Colorado 

since 2012, he was the lead scientist at the 

University of Colorado-Boulder on 

mathematical optimization study of wind 

and solar energy within the United States. 

In 2016, he founded Vibrant Clean Energy. 

Xcel’s transmission plan “is not 
appropriate for its intended purpose and a 

reconfiguration is warranted given the 

widely available wind and solar resources 

across Eastern Colorado and current 

policies” in Colorado, he says. 

Clack argues that Xcel emphasizes 

northeastern Colorado when it would 

better give priority to southeastern 

Colorado. In this, he focuses on Baca 

County—where the Hefleys farm—but also 

adjoining Las Animas County. The county 

seat of Las Animas is Trinidad, but there is a 

lot of (underappreciated) landscape 

between there and Springfield. 

 “The technical potential for wind and 
solar PV in the Southeastern portion of 

Colorado could power the entire state,” he 
writes. The two counties contain 11% of the 

total maximum technical potential or wind 

development in the entire state and 10% of 

the total maximum 

technical potential for 

solar PV development, 

he says. 

In addition to 

diversifying more from 

wind, geographic diversity would help Xcel’s 
portfolio, he says, and minimize need for 

additional backup generation. 

Clack also finds Xcel’s plan failing to 

look forward past 2030, when by a new 

Colorado law, Xcel and other utilities must 

figure out how to integrate into a broader 

electrical market to allow greater sharing of 

electricity. The premise is that costs can be 

lowered and vulnerabilities reduced. The 

wind seems to always be blowing 

somewhere.  

 

ne final and very important piece 

of testimony was delivered by the 

Sierra Club and Natural Resources Defense 

Coalition, banded together in one of these 

dockets as the Conservation Coalition. they 

hired Derek Stenclik, who has a consulting 

business called Telos Energy in New York 

state that specializes in grid planning and 

technologies that enable renewable 

integration. 

Stenclik, in his 68 pages of testimony, 

talks in depth about models, especially as 

they relate to the reserves that utilities 

want in order to ensure reliability and how 

effectively an individual resource can serve 

that purpose. In Xcel’s filings, he testified, 
he found a “clear bias toward new natural 
gas resources in the upcoming procurement 

process.”  

O 

The smokestack for 

Comanche 3 on the 

right and the two 

older units, 1 and 2, 

which are to both be 

by 2022. Photo/Allen 

Best 
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The upshot? Increased capacity and 

higher cost to Xcel’s ratepayers., he says.He 

similarly found that the Xcel studies 

“discounted the capacity contributions of 
renewable resources and energy storage.” 

Wonky enough for you? Hey, read these 

studies yourself. But it matters immensely. 

No utility wants to see the lights go off, and 

especially for extended periods. The most 

recent horror show was in Texas during 

February 2021—although it must be noted 

that it was natural gas, not wind, that was 

the primary failure in that case.  

That takes us to Comanche 3. In theory, 

this coal-fired power plant can deliver 

reliable power because—well, it doesn’t 
rely upon the sun shining or the wind 

blowing. In practice, it has been down 

often, including nearly all of 2020 and also 

during the summer of 2019 when demand 

on Xcel’s system peaked. 
Xcel wants to keep it operating from 

2030 to 2040 as a backup, about 33% of the 

time. Stenclik disputes this value, as it’s 
slow to crank up. 

“Comanche 3 may not be able to start 
in time when needed for reliability 

purposes,” he says. 
While he does not dwell on the future 

of Pawnee, the coal plant Xcel wants to 

convert to natural gas, Stenclik suggests it 

could be closed down by 2024 with no real 

loss of reliability. 

 

ften, PUC commissioners have 

closely hewed to advice from the 

Colorado Energy Office. Keith Hay, who 

shepherds public policy for the Colorado 

Energy Office, generally supported Xcel in a 

Sept. 24 filing. He also warned that Xcel, 

even with the May Valley-Longhorn 

extension, which he recommends get a 

conditional approval, will need more 

generating resources to meet demand 

looming beyond 2030 as Colorado 

electrifies transportation and other sectors.  

“The commitment to electrification will 
propel load growth for” Xcel and other 
utilities “for years to come,” he said. 

Seen very broadly, one issue here is 

whether Xcel will create transmission that 

will enable Colorado to meet its 

decarbonization goals, not just of electricity 

but also in other sectors. But a secondary 

issue is whether Xcel is doing so in the most 

expeditious way. 

On the latter question, the expertise of 

a long-time Xcel observer from 

Minneapolis, home base for the company, 

may deserve attention. 

John Farrell, of the Institute for Local 

Self Reliance, pointed out why investor-

owned utilities were needed—but also 

need to be watched. The formula used to 

determine the revenues the company can 

earn are based on capital expenditures. 

“Utilities even now still generally make 
their money when they build stuff, so they 

are always going to be biased to spend 

capital and get a return on investment,” he 
said last week in a forum sponsored by 

Empower Our Future, a Boulder-based 

group.  

Xcel has the lobbyists to prevent 

changing this incentive, said Farrell. The 

company’s position is “we will give you the 
energy you want, and we are happy to own 

it.” 

 
 report to investors in early 

November more or less makes the 

same point. The PowerPoint reports Xcel 

plans $9.93 billion in capital expenditures in 

Colorado from 2022 through 2026 on 

transmission, electrical generation and 

other assets.  

 

O A 
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New wind farm makes 

Colorado county a bit  

wealthier, Tri-State a 

little bit cleaner 
A new wind farm in northeastern 

Colorado has made a county treasury a little 

richer, the income of landowners a little 

more secure, and the electricity distributed 

by Tri-State Generation and Transmission a 

little cleaner. 

The 200-megawatt Niyol Wind Energy 

Center was celebrated on Nov. 4 with a 

ribbon-cutting that included Logan County 

Commissioner Jane Bauder and Colorado Lt. 

Gov. Dianne Primavera plus officials from 

the utility and the wind developer.  

In the next 30 years, the wind farm will 

generate $25 million in payments to owners 

of the underlying land about four miles 

from Fleming, a town of 400 people amid 

the wheat-farming and cattle-grazing 

country east of Sterling. One third of the 

wind farm is on trust land governed by the 

Colorado State Land Board, with revenues 

earmarked for schools. 

NextEra Energy Resources, the owner of 

the wind farm, will sell the power 

generation to Tri-State, Colorado’s second-

largest electrical utility, in a power-

purchase agreement. NextEra projects that 

the 74 wind turbines and other 

infrastructure will generate $24 million in 

property taxes for Logan County and other 

taxing districts. 

The world’s largest generator of 
renewable energy from wind and the sun, 

NextEra has become a major figure on the 

Colorado energy landscape in the last 

decade. It has 10 of what are now called 

“energy centers,” with about 2,000 
megawatts of generating capacity. They 

range from a small solar project between 

Boulder and Niwot, to major wind farms on 

the eastern plains. Included are two solar-

storage projects under construction. 

Tri-State had clung to coal generation 

for far too long in the eyes of critics, 

including many member cooperatives, but 

has begun to pivot significantly toward 

renewables. Duane Highley, the chief 

executive, called the commissioning of the 

wind farm near Fleming “another significant 
step in our energy transformation.” 
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The utility supplies electricity to 42 

member cooperatives and public power 

providers, 18 of them in Colorado and the 

remainder in Nebraska, Wyoming, and New 

Mexico. 

It now has six large, utility-scale wind 

and three solar projects in place. Two of 

these have come on since Tri-State 

announced in January 2020 its plans to 

completely exit coal generation in Colorado 

– although not in Wyoming and Arizona – 

by 2030, to be largely replaced by 

renewable generation. The first wind farm 

to come on line after that was Crossing 

Trails, near Siebert Colo., with 104 

megawatts of generating capacity. 

In 2024, Tri-State expects to have more 

than 800 megawatts of solar, 670 

megawatts of wind and 600 megawatts of 

large and small hydropower generating 

capacity. That’s more than 2,000 
megawatts of emission-free resources on 

Tri-State’s 3,000-megawatt system.  

The resource plan submitted to the 

Colorado Public Utilities Commission also 

calls for an additional 2,000 megawatts of 

renewables and storage resources by 2030. 

On May 20, Tri-State set a peak when 

renewables altogether served 64% of 

demand from Tri-State’s members. 
 

Investigative dead-end in 

case of Christmas sabotage 

of Aspen natural gas lines 
Aspen police say they have reached a 

dead-end in their effort to figure out who 

sabotaged natural gas lines serving the 

community the day after Christmas in 2019. 

The saboteur or saboteurs turned off 

the valves of the Black Hills Energy natural 

gas lines at one location within Aspen and 

two just outside the city. Left behind at two 

locations were “Earth First!” graffiti.  
Nobody within that loosely affiliated group 

has taken credit, however. 

The Aspen Times says the sabotage 

caused 3,500 people and businesses to lose 

natural gas for about three days beginning 

the day after Christmas, a time of sub-zero 

temperatures. Black Hills reported spending 

$1.4 million to restore natural gas 

deliveries, as it was not a simple matter of 

turning on the three valves. Visits to each 

location to restore service were necessary. 

 

Vail Resorts reports it’s now 

at 85% clean electricity  
Vail Resorts reports that the company 

has achieved renewable energy portfolios 

responsible for 85% of electricity used at its 

34 resort mountains in North America. 

The company doesn’t necessarily 
provide that much electricity at each of its 

resorts. Instead, it is responsible for 

purchases of giant amounts of electricity 

from select locations, including a wind farm 

in Nebraska that went on line in 2020. 

Another project, the Elektron Solar project 

being built west of Salt Lake City, will push 

the percentage above 85% when it is 

completed in 2023. 

The report, the 2020-21 EpicPromise 

Progress Report, says Vail Resorts has 

achieved an overall reduction in 

greenhouse gas emissions of 50.5%. That 

again is based on Scope 2 emissions, 

meaning this is market-based reduction, not 

necessarily a reduction at each resort. 

Overall, electricity was responsible for 

64% of the emissions at Vail Resorts 

properties in 2021. Diesel fuel was 14%, 

natural gas 11%, propane and heating oil 

6%, and unloaded fuel 4%. 

“Energy efficiency remains a key 
strategy in reducing the emissions 

associated with our operations,” the report 
said. The company has set a goal of a 15% 

energy efficiency savings in its overall 

energy operations by 2030 as compared to 

2017. 

 

https://www.aspentimes.com/news/gas-line-sabotage-investigation-hits-brick-wall-ends/
http://epicpromise.com/media/2275/epic-promise-progress-report-2021_final-1.pdf
http://epicpromise.com/media/2275/epic-promise-progress-report-2021_final-1.pdf
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Another big solar project 

in Pueblo as questions 

loom about Comanche 3 
The abundant higher-elevation 

sunshine of Pueblo has resulted in another 

major solar farm. Xcel Energy and 

Lightsource bp have announced the 

development of a 298-megawatt project to 

be called Sun Mountain Solar. 

San Francisco-based Lightsource bp—
the renewable energy partner of British 

Petroleum—will finance, build, own, and 

operate the facility and deliver the solar 

energy it generates to Xcel Energy under a 

long-term power purchase agreement. 

Construction of the project is expected to 

begin before the end of 2021.  

This comes just as Lightsource bp wraps 

up work on a slightly larger, 300-megawatt 

solar farm called Bighorn Solar. That solar 

farm is located on 5,000 acres of land 

owned by Evraz, the owner of the steel mill 

that has been at the core of Pueblo’s 
economy for 140 years. It’s the largest 
behind-the-meter solar project in the 

country. It allows Evraz to claim to be the 

only solar-powered steel mill in the world. 

With these two projects, Lightsource bp 

will have made a cumulative investment of 

$500 million in Colorado. Both are within 

the city of Pueblo and will contribute $48 

million in property tax payments to Pueblo 

over their lifespan. 

The Pueblo area has a solar resource 

that ranks 8 or 9 on a scale of 10, Kevin 

Smith, the chief executive of Lightsource 

bp, Americas, said at a recent ceremony 

marking the near completion of the solar 

project for the steel mill. 

The new project will create 300 jobs 

during construction, which Lightsource 

expects to be filled mostly by locals. 

“This collaboration is a win for Pueblo 

and for the State of Colorado and 

demonstrates our commitment to the 

communities as we lead the energy 

transition. We will continue to explore new 

and innovative projects that benefit our 

Kevin Smith of Lightsource bp and Mike 

Kruger of Colorado Solar and Storage 

Association at the Oct. 13 gathering to 

celebrate Bighorn Solar work. 

Photo/Allen Best 
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customers,” said Alice Jackson, president of 

Xcel Energy’s Colorado division. 
For Xcel, the solar farm will help replace 

power generation lost by the retirement of 

Comanche 1 and 2 in 2022 and 2025 

respectively. The two coal plants being 

retired in the next several years together 

have 779-megawatt generating capacity. 

The two big solar farms will together deliver 

598 megawatts of generating capacity – 

when the sun is out.  Other solar projects 

are also being built in Pueblo County along 

with wind farms farther to the east, and 

storage is being added to the mix near 

Pueblo and metro Denver. 

Looming before Pueblo but also Xcel 

and state regulators is when Comanche 3 

will be retired. Xcel wants to retire it in 

2040 while operating it at only a third 

capacity. Environmental advocates have 

been calling for a retirement of between 

2027 and 2035. 

In filings with state regulators, Pueblo 

County calls for Comanche 3 to remain in 

operation until 2040 or for Xcel and its 

minor partners—Holy Cross Energy and 

Core Electrical Cooperative—to pay the 

taxes in lieu. But Pueblo County also 

supports converting the coal plant to a 

nuclear plant, to preserve the tax base. 

 

United Power looking 

for a partner to create 

a pilot microgrid 
United Power has started looking for 

partners to develop several microgrids 

using battery and solar, or other energy 

resources, throughout its electrical service 

territory in northern Colorado. 

A microgrid is a small network of 

electricity users with a local source of 

supply that is usually attached to a 

centralized national grid but is able to 

function independently. 

“We have been discussing the viability 
of a microgrid project for some time now 

and want to find a partner willing to invest 

both money and expertise into this pilot 

venture,” said Dean Hubbuck, the chief 

energy resource officer for the electrical 

cooperative that serves 103,000 meters 

along Colorado’s northern Front Range. 
United Power will be soliciting requests 

for information for the microgrid project 

through the end of the year and plans to 

begin work on the project in 2022. 

Hubbuck noted United’s long record of 

investing in a variety of innovative 

technologies to learn more about how 

these systems work and how they can help 

improve reliability and reduce costs. In 

2009, United had Colorado’s first 
community solar field, Sol Partners. Since 

then, United has added 84 megawatts of 

renewable generation, including a landfill 

methane project, multiple utility scale solar 

fields, and a 4.5-megawatt Tesla battery 

storage system. 

“This project is the natural evolution of 
our interest and investment into alternate 

energy solutions,” said Hubbuck. 
United has a 900-square-mile service 

territory extending from the mountains of 

Coal Creek and Golden Gate Canyon to the 

to the farmlands and oil fields around 

Brighton, Hudson, and Keenesburg. 
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A case for the energy 

equivalent of locavore 

in western Colorado 
 

by Allen Best 

At first glance, a study of the solar 

potential of the Pitkin, Eagle, and Garfield 

counties makes no real sense. It talks about 

job creation if the potential solar 

development were realized—as if Aspen 

and Vail needed more jobs to fill and more 

affordable housing to build. 

Ah, but Garfield County might be 

another matter. It’s already partly a 

bedroom community for the resort 

communities, and its fossil fuel sector likely 

will never regain the vigor that produced 

miles-long traffic jams out of Rifle 15 years 

ago. 

“The Three-County Solar + Storage 

Study and Action Plan” reports that the 

potential for community-scale solar could 

grow by more than 25-fold and meet 24% 

of the electricity demand in the three 

counties. It provides maps to show suitable 

locations. 

And the mapping just happens to show 

the greatest potential lies in Garfield 

County, especially in that area where the 

Colorado River Valley widens out around 

Rifle. 

The plan recommends actions—
including lobbying to change federal 

policies that would make increased 

community solar and storage, what the 

report calls “CCS+”—more attainable in 

semi-rural and rural areas of Western 

Colorado. 

A $120,000 grant from the Colorado 

Department of Local Affairs plus matching 

funds from Garfield, Eagle and Pitkin 

counties paid for the study. It was 

sponsored by Walking Mountains Science 

Center in Avon, the Community Office for 

Resource Efficiency in Aspen, and 

Carbondale-based Clean Energy for the 

Region, or CLEER. 

“What this study shows is that local 
solar and storage is an important part of an 

A solar project near the Garfield County 

Airport, near Rifle. 2014 photo/Allen Best 

 

http://wccleanenergy.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/SolarStorage-Study.pdf
http://wccleanenergy.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/SolarStorage-Study.pdf
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overall strategy for reaching our 100-

percent renewable energy goals in a way 

that benefits our communities,” said 
Katharine Rushton, renewable energy 

program director for CLEER, the study’s 
primary author. 

It’s not as if existing utilities haven’t 
already set high bars. Two municipal 

utilities, Aspen Electric and Glenwood 

Springs, have already hit 100% renewable 

electricity targets. The electricity for both is 

mostly imported, especially from wind 

turbines on the Great Plains. 

Holy Cross Energy, the largest utility in 

the three counties, already has contracts in 

place that will soon push the cooperative’s 
renewable portfolio to cover 73% of the 

fuel mix. Negotiations underway could grow 

that to 85%. It has a new solar farm near 

Aspen and one under construction in the 

Glenwood Springs area. This is in addition 

to both wind and solar power from Eastern 

Colorado. 

Xcel Energy, another utility provider in 

the region (and a major supplier of the 

electricity delivered to Holy Cross), expects 

to achieve 80% renewables by 2030, 

perhaps higher.  

The two utilities collectively have 7 

parcels in the planning process in the three-

county area that could yield 31 megawatts 

of generating capacity. 

 

his report takes aim at Xcel, 

especially, because it has the service 

territory where some of the best solar 

potential lies. The report also addresses 

Holy Cross, but in a different way. 

It argues for local generation of solar 

power even if local comes at a higher cost 

than that which can be imported from large 

solar farms elsewhere. 

Think of this as the locavore argument 

applied to energy. A microgrid may be the 

closest equivalent. What is a microgrid? 

“The main market competition for CCS+ 
on the distribution grid is from much larger 

utility-scale solar projects developed on the 

transmission grid that sell power through 

bulk supply contracts,” the report says. 

“These larger projects benefit from 
economies of scale, which deliver a lower 

levelized cost of energy than is possible for 

T 

Piceance Basin officials say 

state stalls gas production 
County commissioners in Garfield and 

Rio Blanco counties—the center of the 

natural-gas rich Piceance Basin—told 

state officials at recent meetings that new 

state regulations have slowed 

development of natural gas there, reports 

the Glenwood Springs Independent. 

“We’re at a slowdown on the Western 
Slope … at a time when we should be 
seeing an uptick,” said Tom Jankovsky, a 
Garfield County commissioner. 

The Piceance Basin was the center of 

fossil fuel extraction early in the 21st 

century when natural gas prices hit $14.5 

per million Btu in 2008 Then came the 

success of hydraulic fracturing, boosting 

yields of oil and natural gas. Prices of 

natural gas plummeted to $2 and even 

less. Drilling all but stopped in the 

Piceance Basin. Now, of course, they are 

rising again—if nowhere near the prices of 

13 years ago. 

The Piceance Basin natural gas 

deposits are located in deeper formations 

and hence are more expensive to extract. 

The newspaper also reports a dispute 

about whether the public was properly 

barred from joining members of the 

Colorado Oil and Gas Conservation 

Commission on an educational tour in 

Garfield County. 

The Colorado attorney general’s office 
ruled the meeting didn’t have to be public 

because it was educational in nature and 

was on private property. Nonsense, says 

Steve Zansberg, an attorney who is 

president of the Colorado Freedom of 

Information Coalition. 

 

file://///users/gregwright2015/Desktop/AB/A%20microgrid%20is%20a%20self-sufficient%20energy%20system%20that%20serves%20a%20discrete%20geographic%20footprint,%20such%20as%20a%20college%20campus,%20hospital%20complex,%20business%20center,%20or%20neighborhood.%20Within%20microgrids%20are%20one%20or%20more%20kinds%20of%20distributed%20energy%20(solar%20panels,%20wind%20turbines,%20combined%20heat%20&%20power,%20generators)%20that%20produce%20its%20power.%20In%20addition,%20many%20newer%20microgrids%20contain%20energy%20storage,%20typically%20from%20batteries.%20Some%20also%20now%20have%20electric%20vehicle%20charging%20stations.
https://www.postindependent.com/news/cogcc-listens-gets-a-pretty-good-earful-on-oil-and-gas-issues-at-glenwood-springs-hearing/
https://www.postindependent.com/news/cogcc-listens-gets-a-pretty-good-earful-on-oil-and-gas-issues-at-glenwood-springs-hearing/
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smaller community-scale projects built on 

the distribution grid.” 

Why develop local juice if imported 

can be cheaper? The answer is at the heart 

of the report. 

Rushton, in an interview after the 

report release, stressed the importance of 

“community benefits.” Solar and storage 
can augment local property taxes and, 

particularly in the case of Garfield County, 

deliver jobs as the local economy built on 

gas extraction ebbs over time.  

A report on the economic impact to 

Garfield County will be forthcoming. 

To assist local communities and the 

utilities, the report partnered with a 

mapping company to create a tool that 

Rushton believes may be a first in Colorado 

in identifying suitable parcels for 

development. The report also provides a 

variety of other resources to landowners 

interested in solar development. 

The mapping is “probably more 
important to Garfield County than to Eagle 

County, primarily because Garfield County 

is in transition,” she said. “We are not 
suggesting that solar plus storage will take 

(the place of natural gas extraction), but we 

are showing what role it can play in the 

transition.” 

Rushton is among many who foresee 

the need for Colorado to eventually aid oil- 

and gas-based communities in achieving a 

smoother pivot, what is being called a just 

transition, as it has already set out to do 

with coal-dependent communities. 

 

s regards Holy Cross, it has a 

strategy that emphasizes local 

generation to balance imported power. But 

Holy Cross faces barriers. It’s partly a 
reliance upon Xcel’s control of its 
transmission. But there are also regulatory 

barriers to stand-alone battery storage. One 

is the federal Investment Tax Credit, which 

is limited to storage when placed in the 

same place as solar. 

The Public Utility Regulatory Policies 

Act, a 1978 law, also needs to be amended 

to provide flexibility in location of stand-

alone battery storage. That same 

amendment could also boost potential for 

hydro pump-back storage, which Rushton 

says could provide much larger-scale, 

longer-term capacity. 

“We won’t be able to achieve 100% 

clean energy goals just with battery 

storage as it is too small and of short 

duration to meet the total storage need,” 
explains Rushton. 

Beyond these and several dozen other 

action items, the plan also acknowledges 

that local generation alone will not be the 

answer to achieving the deep, deep 

penetration of renewables. For that, a 

regional transmission organization, or RTO, 

will be needed. 

“Without the services of an RTO, 
Colorado’s grid is too small to balance out 
supply and demand with increased levels of 

renewable energy,” the document states. 
“Achieving higher levels of renewable 

energy grid penetration in Colorado will 

require participation in a power pool that 

can provide a larger geographic area for 

balancing demand with supply across time 

zones and from a diversity of energy 

generation resources.” 

Jenna Weatherred, a spokeswoman for 

Holy Cross, which worked with the study 

team, credited the report with adding 

valuable information. “We just really 
appreciate the work they have done,” she 
said. 

Ben Bohmfalk, a board member of 

Garfield Clean Energy and Carbondale town 

trustee, had a slightly different takeaway: 

“What this study emphasizes for me is that 
we’re moving forward on the clean energy 
transition at both the local and regional 

level, and our communities are embracing 

the opportunity and moving forward 

without waiting for action at the federal 

level.”  
 

A 
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5-megawatt solar farm  

completed near Aspen 
A 5-megawatt solar installation has 

been completed near Aspen to serve Holy 

Cross Energy. 

The project owner and developer, 

Primergy Solar, erected the 13,000 solar 

panels on 35 acres along Woody Creek. The 

land is leased from the Aspen Consolidated 

Sanitation District. Holy Cross has access to 

the production under a 25-year power-

purchase agreement. It is expected to 

generate enough electricity to power about 

900 homes. 

“Primergy Solar is extremely 
knowledgeable and resourceful – even 

using local contractors when appropriate – 

and they have been a seamless partner for 

the Pitkin County solar project," said Pitkin 

County Commissioner Greg Poschman.  

The Pitkin Solar Project is located under 

a flight path near the Aspen Airport, which 

posed unique site challenges including 

landscape requirements and glare concerns. 

The panels are also black to cut down on 

reflected light for both planes flying over 

and for neighbors.  

The solar project also serves as a 

component in the effort by Holy Cross to 

create microgrids. A microgrid is a network 

of electrical consumers and generators that, 

at least temporarily, can be independent of 

the broader grid. 

Need for this approach was 

demonstrated by the Lake Christine wildfire 

that erupted at El Jebel, midway through 

the Roaring Fork Valley, in 2018. The fire 

very, very nearly resulted in loss of 

transmission to Aspen before the busy July 

4th weekend. See: “With wildfire risk rising, 
utilities bet on solar + storage.” 

 

Progress on 13 solar projects 

in Yampa Valley celebrated 
A ribbon-cutting ceremony will be held 

on Nov. 19 to celebrate completion of 13 

new solar arrays in the Yampa Valley from 

Yampa to Craig. 

Northwest Regional Partners – a 

consortium of local governments—in March 

2020 contracted with McKinstry to study 

feasibility of solar at sites in Routt and 

Moffat counties. The consortium in January 

2021 announced a $2.1 million grant from 

the Colorado Department of Local Affairs 

Photo/Greg Poschman 

 

https://bigpivots.com/with-wildfire-risk-rising-utilities-bet-on-solar-storage/
https://bigpivots.com/with-wildfire-risk-rising-utilities-bet-on-solar-storage/
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Energy Impact Fund. The partners—5 towns 

and cities, 2 counties and one school district 

—will be able to buy their individual project 

paybacks down to 11 years. Assistance per 

project ranged from $63,500 to $900,000 

The celebration will be held at the 

Yampa Valley Regional Airport near Hayden 

from noon to 1:15 on Nov. 19. 

 

Routt County and towns 

now looking for group to 

implement climate plan 
Routt County in August adopted a 

climate action plan model, and now the 

county and its five municipalities who also 

approved the plan are looking for members 

to fill out a collaborative. 

The collaborative, based in part on 

those adopted in Eagle and Summit 

counties, is to provide a means to 

implement the plan, explains the 

Steamboat Pilot. 

 

Fort Collins blew past its 

emissions targets by 20%  
Fort Collins as of 2020 had reduced 

greenhouse gas emissions by 44% as 

compared to 2005 levels, easily exceeding 

the goals the community had originally set.  

Improvements were credited mostly to 

the new Roundhouse wind farm that 

displaced coal generation in the Platte River 

Power Authority generating mix, but also 

reduced vehicle travel and emissions from 

industrial sources. 

The Fort Collins Coloradoan reported in 

October that the Fort Collins Sustainability 

Group, a non-government organization, 

applauded the progress but warned that 

similar emission reductions were unlikely in 

2021 and warned against complacency. The 

city plans call for increased adoption of 

renewable energy, reductions in 

transportation emissions, and universal 

composting. 

Colorado study identifies 

pilot projects and other 

next steps for hydrogen 
Hydrogen seems to be where solar was 

maybe 15 to 25 years ago. Great idea – but 

who can afford it? 

But a report commissioned by the 

Colorado Energy Office sees more near-

term opportunities for hydrogen as 

technological issues are worked out and 

costs decline. 

The most promising short-term 

application lies in the medium- and heavy-

duty vehicle sector, says the report, 

“Opportunities for Low-Carbon Hydrogen in 

Colorado: A Roadmap.”  

In the medium time frame, there’s 
significant potential in the electric sector, 

especially as greenhouse gas pollution 

reduction targets exceed 80% to 90% and 

the need for firm zero carbon generation or 

long-duration, multi-day storage increases. 

Eventually, hydrogen could replace 

fossil gas use for electric peaking generation 

—such as on hot summer afternoons. This 

could be done by both hydrogen production 

through grid-powered electrolysis and 

hydrogen-fueled electric generation. 

The report says hydrogen produced 

from renewables could achieve cost parity 

with hydrogen from steam-methane 

production combined with carbon capture 

and storage by the mid-2030s. 

The report by Energy & Environmental 

Economics, a consulting firm, identifies 

potential actions, including development of 

pilot projects in the electricity generation 

sector and in the gas-distribution sector. It 

also recommends investigating regional 

hydrogen hubs. 

See press release here. 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.steamboatpilot.com/news/climate-action-collaborative-will-guide-countywide-plan/
https://www.steamboatpilot.com/news/climate-action-collaborative-will-guide-countywide-plan/
https://www.coloradoan.com/story/news/2021/10/20/fort-collins-city-council-narrows-scope-1041-regulations/8516563002/
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1qP0N0AstQuhWwGQ3voxH4J_VmpKhCucp/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1qP0N0AstQuhWwGQ3voxH4J_VmpKhCucp/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/16rlPaFM8hM_LZsMA3BPVWMPYWMxW9toA/view
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Colorado takes up 

task of trimming 

natural gas from 

state’s buildings 
 

by Allen Best 

Led by Berkeley, several dozen 

jurisdictions in California and other states 

have forbidden new natural gas 

connections to buildings. 

Colorado has embarked 

on a gentler, more 

complex but still firm 

approach to reducing 

emissions from buildings. 

The state’s path is 
outlined in a 62-page 

decision issued by the Colorado Public 

Utilities Commission on Oct. 1. The decision 

explains why existing regulations governing 

Xcel Energy and the three other investor-

owned utilities must be revised but also 

expanded. The utilities deliver natural gas 

to heat homes, warm water, and for 

cooking. 

PUC commissioners and staff will be 

addressing “really big questions and really 
big challenges,” says Justin Brant, co-

director of the Southwest Energy Efficiency 

Project’s utility program. He calls this effort 

“ground-breaking,” a description echoed by 
others. 

Other states—particularly California, 

Massachusetts, and New York, but also 

Minnesota, Nevada, and Washington—have 

been having broad conversations about the 

future of natural gas utilities and 

decarbonization of buildings. And in Europe, 

some countries, particularly the 

Netherlands, have created a 

framework for 

decarbonizing gas networks 

across the country. But 

none have gotten very far 

yet. With the work now 

underway, Colorado ranks 

among the nation’s leaders, 
Brant and others say. 

Utilities must reduce the carbon 

intensity of the fuels they provide 22% by 

2030, which they can do by providing 

alternative fuels. Another strategy is to 

improve efficiency of buildings, so that they 

require less natural gas to warm.  

State has more than 1.8 

million residential gas 

customers and has been 

adding 20,500 per year. It’s 
digging a deeper hole. 
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Colorado’s journey to 

decarbonization of buildings began 

with a 2019 law that specified 50% 

economy-wide reductions in 

greenhouse gases by 2030. That same 

law targeted a 90% reduction by 2050. 

(See also: State Sen. Chris Hansen, 

a key architect of Colorado’s 
decarbonization agenda, says this pace 

needs to be picked up. See: State 

senator says climate change demands 

Colorado elevate its decarbonization 

goals.) 

Transportation and electrical 

generation are the top two sources of 

climate-warming pollution, according 

to the “Colorado Greenhouse Gas 

Reduction Roadmap.” But “fuel use in 
residential, commercial, and industrial 

buildings is not far behind,” added the 
document. 

A pie chart in the document 

suggests that buildings, both 

commercial and residential, cause 

about 10% of the state’s emissions. 

Decarbonization of electricity is 

already well underway.  Coal 

combustion as a source of Colorado’s 
electricity dropped from 68% to 36% 

between 2010 and 2020, according to 

the U.S. Energy Information 

Administration. By 2030, utilities plan 

to close all but one coal-burning unit in 

Colorado. Xcel Energy wants to operate 

that final coal plant, Comanche 3, at 

only one-third of capacity. 

Colorado also has 23 natural gas-

fired plants that generate electricity, 

but they are expected to be used 

selectively as electric utilities expand 

their use of renewables to at least 75% 

and conceivably 100% in the coming 

decade. 

 

uildings, with their dependence on 

natural gas or, in rural areas, 

propane, pose arguably a far greater 

challenge. Unlike a handful of coal plants, 

there are perhaps a million buildings in 

Colorado. Nor is this as simple as trading in 

a car with an internal-combustion for one 

with an electric motor—not that that is 

particularly simple, at least not yet. 

Technologies exist, among them air-

source heat pumps, as an alternative to gas-

B 

Two key laws define Colorado’s 
approach to decarbonization 

Colorado’s approach to decarbonizing buildings 
was defined by two key laws adopted in June. 

SB21-264, sometimes called the clean-heat law, 

requires the state’s four regulated gas utilities to 
submit clean heat plans that show how they will 

reduce emissions 22% by 2030 as compared to the 

2015 baseline. 

The law assigns responsibility to the PUC to 

oversee this process governing the private gas 

utilities with an Oct. 1 deadline for launching the 

rule-making process. Municipal utilities that provide 

gas will be governed by the state’s Air Quality Control 

Commission. The AQCC has until September 2022 to 

kick off its process. Yet another provision applies to 

the agency that regulates the oil and gas industry. 

A second law, HB21-1238, orders regulated gas 

utilities to institute demand-side management 

programs to reduce need for natural gas, such as by 

improved insulation in homes or other efficiency 

measures. In evaluating such programs, the PUC 

must use metrics that favor work that, if more 

expensive in the short term, provides long-term 

savings. 

Three other bills also address building energy 

use. SB21-246, the beneficial electrification law, 

directs the PUC to oversee energy saving targets by 

regulated electric utilities that use efficient electric 

equipment in place of less efficient systems that burn 

fossil fuels. HB21-1286 addresses energy 

performance of buildings 50,000 square feet and 

larger.SB21-230 provided funding for energy 

efficiency programs 

Three of the five laws order that the social costs 

of carbon and methane be used in evaluations of 

programs by utilities. 

 

https://bigpivots.com/senator-colorado-decarbonization-goals/
https://bigpivots.com/senator-colorado-decarbonization-goals/
https://bigpivots.com/senator-colorado-decarbonization-goals/
https://bigpivots.com/senator-colorado-decarbonization-goals/
https://energyoffice.colorado.gov/climate-energy/ghg-pollution-reduction-roadmap
https://energyoffice.colorado.gov/climate-energy/ghg-pollution-reduction-roadmap
https://www.eia.gov/state/?sid=CO
https://www.eia.gov/state/?sid=CO
https://www.eia.gov/state/?sid=CO
https://leg.colorado.gov/bills/sb21-264
https://leg.colorado.gov/bills/hb21-1238
https://leg.colorado.gov/bills/sb21-246
https://leg.colorado.gov/bills/hb21-1286
https://leg.colorado.gov/bills/sb21-230
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burning furnaces ordinarily found in 

basements. The replacements will be costly, 

though.  

Easier will be to cease installing natural 

gas pipelines, stoves, and hot-water heaters 

in new buildings. That has started to 

happen, but most of the 30,000 or more 

houses built each year are connected to 

natural gas pipelines. That compounds the 

problem, as 

depreciating the 

infrastructure can 

take decades. 

“The issues are 
complex and they 

are new, as no one 

in the world has 

decarbonized a gas 

system, but that is 

what needs to happen one way or another,” 
says the Rocky Mountain Institute’s Mike 
Henchen, who specializes in building 

decarbonization.  

 “This is a big transition that nobody has 

done yet,” he says. The goal will be to 
create a transition that works for everyone. 

“We want the system to be decarbonized, 
but we don’t want to do it in a way that 
raises people’s bills. That might require 

some creative solutions that go beyond 

what we typically see.” 

PUC commissioners and staff will have 

to work through many issues while 

consulting with environmental groups, 

consumer advocates, and the utilities 

themselves. 

 

ne major issue will be that of 

stranded assets. If we’re going to 
abandon some of the existing natural gas 

pipelines and other infrastructure, who 

pays? Do natural gas customers pay for that 

infrastructure that is no longer needed but 

which hasn’t been fully depreciated? Or do 
the electricity customers pay for this 

transition through their rates?  

This transition challenges the existing 

business model of gas utilities. Installation 

of pipelines to new housing developments 

and other buildings typically assume a 

payback of up to 50 years, explains RMI’s 

Henchen. Existing customers, through their 

rates, subsidize this extension of natural gas 

lines to new customers.  

A closely related question is why do we 

add natural gas infrastructure, including the 

pipelines that underlie most residential 

streets, if we’re going to start abandoning 
them? 

O 

Mike Henchen 
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Colorado during the last decade has 

added an average of 20,500 residential, 

7,000 commercial and 350 industrial 

customers of natural gas per year, 

according to the U.S. Energy Information 

Administration. It now has 1.8 million 

residential gas customers. 

Hydrogen will also be part of the 

discussion. Can green hydrogen, made from 

water and renewable energy, displace 

natural gas? Can it be blended with natural 

gas? Or can hydrogen made from natural 

gas and the carbon sequestered 

underground be used? A study, 

“Opportunities for Low-Carbon Hydrogen in 

Colorado: A Roadmap,” by the consulting 

firm E3 recommends developing a pilot 

project. 

Costs will invariably be an issue. The 

clean heat bill, SB21-264, caps the increase 

on customer bills caused by this transition 

at 2.5%. 

Among those already carefully 

monitoring the proceedings is the Office of 

the Utility Consumer Advocate. The state 

agency has the statutory responsibility to 

represent residential, small-business, and 

agriculture consumers in proceedings 

before the PUC. 

“It’s huge,” Cindy Schonhaut, the 
director of the agency, says of this building 

decarbonization effort now underway. The 

challenge, she says, will be “how can we 
decarbonize our natural gas system in a way 

that is cost-

effective and that 

minimizes 

imposing costs on 

consumers?” 

Consumers 

will pay for this 

transition, says 

Schonhaut. “It’s 
a question of 

how much.” 

Schonhaut also points to a dramatic 

shift in the business model of gas utilities. 

The utilities currently must deliver natural 

gas to new customers in their service 

territories. This conflicts with the goal of 

decarbonization.  

Too, she sees a safety issue that 

differentiates this natural gas transition 

from electric resource planning. “For 
example, abandoning a pipeline isn’t a 
matter of simply turning off the valves, 

because gas will remain in the pipe,” she 
explains. If a contractor using a backhoe 

broke a pipe, there could be mayhem. 

Decommissioning pipelines will involve 

many questions. 

Looming over this decarbonization are 

rising prices of natural gas. In September, 

prices surged above $5 per million Btu, 

about double the price of six months ago, 

and the highest September price since 

2008, Inside Climate News reported. 

 

ot least in the months and years 

ahead will be the question of what 

happens to the natural gas utilities 

themselves as they decarbonize. The 

journey will perhaps be most difficult for 

Atmos Energy and Colorado Natural Gas, 

the two investor-owned utilities in Colorado 

who do nothing but sell gas. Two others, 

Xcel Energy and Black Hills Energy, sell both 

gas and electricity, if not always in the same 

places. 

“They have 
invested millions of 

dollars in the ground in 

Colorado, as has 

happened across the 

country,” explains 
SWEEP’s Brant. “If we 
are to meet the state’s 
roadmap 

decarbonization 

goals, there will be a need to change the 

business model of natural gas. Underlying a 

lot of these decisions will be how do you do 

that in an equitable manner?” 

Both the gas utilities and the PUC 

commissioners have been preparing for this 

N 

Cindy Schonhaut 

 

Justin Brant 

 

https://www.eia.gov/dnav/ng/ng_cons_num_a_EPG0_VN3_Count_a.htm
https://www.eia.gov/dnav/ng/ng_cons_num_a_EPG0_VN3_Count_a.htm
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1qP0N0AstQuhWwGQ3voxH4J_VmpKhCucp/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1qP0N0AstQuhWwGQ3voxH4J_VmpKhCucp/view
https://insideclimatenews.org/news/23092021/inside-clean-energy-natural-gas-prices/
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process even before the laws were adopted 

in 2021.  

In September 2020, Black Hills Energy 

issued a 109-page analysis conducted by 

the Gas Technology Institute titled 

“Assessment of Natural Gas and Electric 
Decarbonization in State of Colorado 

Decarbonization Sector.” 

That analysis argued for a core focus on 

energy efficiency, with a special emphasis 

on creating tight building envelopes, to help 

reduce energy use. But the analysis warned 

of rising overall energy costs by electrifying 

and warned of the intense energy use of 

space heating.  

“There is no evidence wind or solar 
resources can address prospective seasonal 

energy-intensive space heating electricity 

peaks during Colorado winters,” the Black 
Hills study concluded. 

Xcel Energy in November 2020 also 

issued a report, “Transitioning Natural Gas 
for a Low-Carbon Future.” That 27-page 

paper urged a go-slower approach, one 

devoid of mandates, because of the need 

for technological breakthroughs plus the 

need for time to create the electrical 

infrastructure needed to replace natural gas 

on a broad scale. 

The paper was one for all eight states in 

which Xcel operates. In Colorado, it lost that 

argument about mandates. But perhaps it 

scored points in the pacing. 

The PUC commissioners have also been 

prepping themselves. Beginning in 

November 2020, they heard from experts in 

such diverse topics as leak detection, coal-

mine methane, and hydrogen pipeline gas 

in an effort to better get their minds 

wrapped around the challenge of methane, 

the primary constituent of natural gas. 

Commissioners have been told that 

baseline information that will be needed for 

evaluating progress remains scarce. Even 

basic definitions have yet to be worked out. 

 

nvironmental groups are eager to 

begin wrestling with the challenge. 

 “As daunting as these issues appear, 

it's really important to take them on now,” 
says RMI’s Henchen. “There are steps that 
make sense to get us started, like cutting 

back on spending on expanding the gas 

system, targeting funding to help the most 

vulnerable customers shift to cleaner and 

more stable alternatives than gas, and 

piloting new approaches to ‘non-pipe 

solutions’ instead of replacing old pipes 
with new pipes.” 

 

Since this was posted on the 

BigPivots.com website on Oct. 25, Xcel 

Energy has announced its plan for 

net-zero by 2050. Look for an 

analysis in Big Pivots 49. 

 

That same website posting  

elicited this question from a reader: 

“I know it’s a drop in the 
bucket, but we’re interested in 
finding ways to eliminate most of 

the natural gas we use in our home 

today. Are there contractors who 

specialize in retrofitting homes with 

existing natural gas to all or almost 

all electric?” 

 

 

E 

https://www.gti.energy/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/27888-Final-Report-Black-Hills-Energy-CO-GHG-Analysis-w-Appx-A-09-2020_Rev1-03-2021_GTI.pdf
https://www.xcelenergy.com/staticfiles/xe-responsive/Environment/Carbon/Xcel%20Energy%20Transitioning%20Natural%20Gas%20for%20a%20Low-carbon%20Future_Nov%202020.pdf
https://www.xcelenergy.com/staticfiles/xe-responsive/Environment/Carbon/Xcel%20Energy%20Transitioning%20Natural%20Gas%20for%20a%20Low-carbon%20Future_Nov%202020.pdf
https://bigpivots.com/colorado-building-decarbonization/
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Is La Plata deal a 
model for coops 
who want to only 
partly break away 
from Tri-State? 
 
by Allen Best 

Directors of an electrical cooperative 

serving Durango and several other 

communities in southwestern Colorado 

have identified a potential pathway that 

would allow it to accelerate 

decarbonization of its power supply. 

The plan disclosed by La Plata Electric 

Association in a town-hall video meeting on 

Oct. 25 would result in half the electricity 

coming from Tri-State Generation and 

Transmission, the current wholesale 

supplier, and half from Crossover Energy 

Partners, a private company. 

Crossover as of June had deployed more 

than $4.7 billion in renewable assets with a 

power generation capacity of 12.5 

gigawatts. In June, it gained the financial 

backing of KKR, formerly called Kohlberg 

Kravis and Roberts, the investment firm. 

Crossover was described as the “exclusive 
energy transition solutions partner for 

KKR.” It has five offices nationally, from 
New York to San Francisco. 

La Plata has made no commitments 

beyond a memorandum-of-understanding 

with Crossover. If the plan goes forward, 

said Dan Harms, the vice president of grid 

solutions for La Plata, the switch would 

occur sometime in 2023. 

A 20-year contract is being negotiated 

that would require Crossover to deliver 

power to La Plata and develop local 

renewable resources. La Plata would have 

set prices, and the company would agree 

that 75% of the generation comes from 

renewable sources, achieving a more rapid 

decarbonization than would be possible by 

relying solely on Tri-State. Harms said the 

contract being negotiated would result in 

$7 million average annual savings for La 

Plata. 

Importance of the proposed plan may 

extend beyond La Plata Electric. Others 

among Tri-State’s 43-member electrical 

cooperatives in Colorado and three other 

states have been exploring their options in 

the fast-changing world of energy. 

The discontent has been about both the 

relatively high carbon footprint of the 

electrical generation but also the relatively 

high cost. There was also unhappiness 

about the all-requirements contract, which 

gave members authority to obtain only 5% 

of their power generation from sources 

other than Tri-State. 

La Plata and seven other cooperatives in 

Colorado, New 

Mexico and 

Nebraska have 

wanted to know 

what it would cost 

them to exit their 

all-requirement 

contracts to 2050. 

Those eyeing the 

door have included United Power, the 

largest member, with 103,000 meters. La 

Plata has 55,000. 

Tri-State has made two major 

announcements in the last two years. In 

January 2020 Duane Highley, the then-new 

chief executive, announced it was ditching 

its coal assets in Colorado during the 

coming decade for cheaper generation, 

especially wind and solar. It has not 

similarly agreed to exit its coal plants in 

Arizona and Wyoming. 

In April 2020, Tri-State adopted a new 

partial-requirement contract option for 

members. The option, hammered out in the 

course of 11 meetings, allows members the 

flexibility to significantly increase the local 

renewable energy development and 

otherwise choose how to satisfy up to 50% 

Dan Harms  

 

https://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20210630005231/en/Crossover-Energy-Partners-Teams-Up-with-KKR-to-Accelerate-The-Clean-Energy-Transition
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of their power needs. In the first open 

season, three of Tri-state’s 42 members 
nominated proposals for an aggregate of 

209 megawatts of new generation; the 

available pool was 300 megawatts, which is 

10% of Tri-State’s system peak demand. Of 
these 209 megawatts, La Plata would be 

responsible for 71 megawatts. 

Mark Gabriel, the chief executive of 

United Power, has insisted that United does 

not necessarily want to leave Tri-State but 

does want to see Tri-State reform its 

business mission to reflect the growing 

value of distributed generation. Last week, 

United announced it was seeking a financial 

partner to create a microgrid, which can be 

viewed as a self-contained network of 

generation and storage that can at least 

temporarily be isolated from the much 

larger electrical grid. 

“It’s a win-win for our members and 

their consumers, and for Tri-State as we 

continue our clean energy transition,” said 
Lee Boughey, vice president of 

communications for Tri-State, of the partial-

requirements contract. 

 

t the town hall meeting in Durango, 

La Plata’s Harms explained La Plata’s 
journey thus far beginning in 2018. That’s 
when directors adopted a goal of reducing 

the carbon footprint associated with its 

electricity 50% by 2030 as compared to 

2018 levels while keeping the cost of 

electricity of members lower than 70% of 

Colorado electrical cooperatives. The cost 

of wholesale power is the No. 1 driver of 

electricity costs, he said. 

The board’s three-prong strategy called 

for flexibility in the current contract with 

Tri-State. That resulted in authority to 

install two megawatts of community solar 

in Southwestern Colorado. La Plata has also 

been the beneficiary, along with other Tri-

State members, of a 4% decrease in 

wholesale rates by mid-2022. A second 

element was to seek a partial-requirements 

contract from Tri-State. 

The third element was to investigate 

what it would cost to exit the Tri-State 

contract, as two other cooperatives—Kit 

Carson in 2016 and Delta-Montrose in 

2020—have previously done after paying 

fees. That option remains on the table even 

if the contract with Crossover is completed, 

said Harms. 

Despite the tentative nature of this 

agreement, the plan was described in more 

definitive terms. 

“Cooperatives like La Plata want to 
better meet the needs of their members, 

and Tri-State wants to partner to facilitate 

this,” said Pat Bridges, senior vice president 
and chief financial officer of Tri-State, at the 

Durango meeting. “The partial contract 
option can be a win-win for La Plata and 

other coops and Tri-State and the 

generation and transmission business 

model.” 

Tri-State currently had 35% of electrical 

production from renewable sources but 

expects to hit 50% by 2024. 

But Tri-State retains a valuable asset, 

6,000 miles of high-voltage transmission 

lines cross its four-state service territory. 

The wholesaler was created by its member 

cooperatives in 1952, to transmit power 

from federal dams to members. Only later 

did it add massive amounts of generating 

capacity from coal plants. 

Today, while coal plants will almost 

entirely be retired within the next decade, 

the transmission remains important in 

ferrying wind-generated power from the 

Great Plains. 

In other news, Tri-State reported it has 

filed an uncontested, comprehensive 

settlement on the open access transmission 

tariff, or OATT, that it had originally filed in 

2019. The settlement has several 

provisions, including reduced fees to 

members. 

 

For background on dispute, see: How 

exactly did Tri-State G&T come up with 

these huge contract buy-out figures?  

A 

https://tristate.coop/tri-state-files-major-ferc-settlement-its-open-access-transmission-tariff
https://bigpivots.com/how-exactly-did-tri-state-gt-come-up-with-these-huge-contract-buy-out-figures-for-member-cooperatives/
https://bigpivots.com/how-exactly-did-tri-state-gt-come-up-with-these-huge-contract-buy-out-figures-for-member-cooperatives/
https://bigpivots.com/how-exactly-did-tri-state-gt-come-up-with-these-huge-contract-buy-out-figures-for-member-cooperatives/
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New Mexico governor 

pushes for framework 

for hydrogen projects 
New Mexico Gov. Michelle Lujan 

Grisham urged oil and gas executives to get 

behind a push into hydrogen at a recent 

industry meeting. She wants legislators 

when they meet in January to approve a 

legal framework for hydrogen energy 

development. 

“We believe that being the first state to 
have a statutory framework (that) … puts us 
in the driver’s seat when it comes to 
hydrogen,” said Lujan Grisham, according to 
a report published by the Albuquerque 

Journal.  

The proposal, explains the newspaper, 

would create a regulatory framework of the 

new industry and incentivize public-private 

sector partnerships that can accelerate 

development. 

Under the governor’s plan, New Mexico 
wants to have one of the four hydrogen 

hubs around the country that are part of 

the President Joe Biden’s proposed $1.2 
billion infrastructure bill. Also in the 

running, she said, are Oklahoma, Texas, 

Wyoming, and Montana. 

The Journal reported a tepid response 

to Lujan Grisham’s 25-minute speech at the 

annual meeting of the New Mexico Oil and 

Gas Association. Her remarks “marked the 
latest stanza in her delicate two-step with 

the extractive energy industry, which Lujan 

has both pushed to adhere to stricter 

environmental rules and defended as a key 

producer of revenue.” 

New Mexico has become the nation’s 
second-biggest oil producer, and with 

natural gas prices surging, economists 

project the state will take in $8.8 billion in 

revenue during  the coming budget year 

from the sector, a record. 

The newspaper had earlier in October 

noted reservations of environmentalists, 

who fear hydrogen based on natural gas 

could slow deployment of solar, wind, and 

battery-storage technology. 

 

Securitization an issue in 

plans regarding coal plant 

in New Mexico 
Public Service Co. of New Mexico, the 

state’s largest electrical utility, plans to get 
out of the Four Corners Power Plant near 

Farmington by the end of 2024. But its plan 

for doing so is drawing criticism. 

Included are questions about the 

utility’s plans to use securitization, a 
financial device approved by New Mexico 

legislators in 2019, the same year that 

Colorado authorized its use in Colorado. 

The case in New Mexico in some ways 

mirrors the dialogue now underway in 

Colorado about the state’s youngest coal 
plant, Comanche 3. 

The Albuquerque Journal reports that 

the staff of the New Mexico Public 

Regulation Commission has concluded that 

PNM, the utility, “has failed to meet the 
test established by the Commission for 

approval of abandonment of the Four 

Corners Power Plant.” 

PNM wants to issue $300 million in 

bonds, as permitted by the 2019 law, in part 

to cover capital costs at the plant. But many 

organizations believe that the utility 

showed poor spending judgement. And the 

New Mexico Attorney General’s Office said 
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it would only accept $29.3 million in bonds 

being “securitized, or backed, by customers’ 
electricity payments.” 

The company would also give 13% of its 

stake in the plan to Navajo Transitional 

Energy Co., which owns the coal mine that 

feeds the power plant. That also doesn’t 
strike the Sierra Club as wise. “In the name 
of getting PNM out of coal, PNM has signed 

contracts that require other companies to 

stay in coal,” the Sierra Club wrote in a 
filing. 

Colorado’s debate about the Comanche 
3 coal unit is similar to that underway in 

New Mexico absent the proposed hand-off 

to a coal company. Xcel Energy says it plans 

to use securitization to retire the debt on 

Comanche 3. The unit, which began 

operations in 2010, is currently scheduled 

to retire in 2070. 

 

Nuclear engineer warns 

against cost of nuclear 

ambitions in Wyoming 

(and in Colorado) 
An advocacy group for what is called 

next-generation nuclear technology has 

issued a report that contrasts the proposal 

in Wyoming with other nuclear reactors in 

other locations. But an engineer from 

California who has a PH.D. in nuclear fusion 

warns against thinking that nuclear energy 

can hold its own financially. 

The Nuclear Innovation Alliance issued 

the report as an introduction and guide to 

next-generation nuclear for state policy 

markets, the Casper Star-Tribune reported. 

The Wyoming modular nuclear power 

facility would be at the Davey Johnston 

coal-fired power plant, between Douglas 

and Casper. It is proposed by TerraPower, a 

company co-founded by Bill Gates, Rocky 

Mountain Power, and the U.S. Department 

of Energy. 

The report contrasts the plans in 

Wyoming with a proposal for four 80-

megawatt modular reactors in Washington 

state, one in Puerto Rico; and a plan 

coordinated by the Utah Associated 

Municipal Power Systems to build six 77-

megawatt modular reactors at the Idaho 

National Laboratory by 2030. 

Unlike conventional nuclear plants, 

which nearly always operate at full capacity, 

the three proposed projects would be 

designed to have more flexibility. 

Wyoming’s reactor would store excess 
energy using molten salt, enabling it to 

ramp from 345 to 500 megawatts for 5.5 

hours/ Wyoming’s plant is designed to 

reroute surplus electricity toward 

alternative uses, such as hydrogen 

production. 

Writing from California, Arjun Makhijani 

warns against Wyoming getting excited 

about the multi-billion-dollar 

demonstration nuclear power plant.  

“The long history of similar nuclear 

reactors, dating back to 1951, indicates that 

Wyoming is likely to be left with a nuclear 

lemon on its hands,” said Makhijani, the 
president of the Institute for Energy and 

Environmental Research. 

He singles out the proposed use of 

molten salt as a coolant, which is likely to 
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be problematic, as it has been at a nuclear 

reactor in France. The design will be “even 
more expensive than practically every other 

form of electricity generation.” 

Of course, he concluded, the nuclear 

reactor proposed in Wyoming “might be 
made into lemonade by converting it to an 

amusement park if it is never switched on, 

like the Kalkar reactor, now refashioned 

into Wunderland Kalkar, an amusement 

park in Germany, near the border with the 

Netherlands.” 

He didn’t explain why he got a Ph.D. in 
nuclear fusion.  

 

In Wyoming, questions 

about desperation over 

continued use of coal 
The desperation of lawmakers in 

Wyoming to save the coal economy was 

highlighted in an op-ed by Lander resident 

Greg Findley in the Casper Star-Tribune. He 

pointed out that in 2019 legislators passed 

a law that required public utilities planning 

to retire old and uneconomical coal units in 

Wyoming to first attempt to sell them. 

“If this sounds like government 
interference in the private sector, it is,” he 
writes. “But in 2020, government overreach 
got worse.” 

That year, legislators passed a “coal 
standard” that required utilities to add 
carbon capture technologies onto coal 

plants before recovering the costs of 

investments in renewables. 

Wildly uneconomical, Findley charges, 

citing a report by Rocky Mountain Power, 

the PacifiCorp subsidiary that is the largest 

utility in Wyoming. That utility’s modeling 
found that “reasonable capital costs for 
carbon capture would need to come down 

at least 33%, or revenue for captured 

carbon dioxide would need to increase by at 

least 84%, to achieve break-even 

economics.” 

Wyoming’s Public Service Commission, 
he added, has produced draft rules that say 

utility companies can avoid installing carbon 

capture technology if they can prove it is 

not economically feasible. 
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