
Hope for a nuclear 

future springs to 

life in Yampa Valley  
 

by Allen Best 

Colorado’s Yampa Valley has been an 

energy hub since the 1960s. But can it 

remain one even after the last of the 

existing five coal-burning units retires by 

becoming home to a nuclear power plant? 

That’s the intent of a conversation now 

underway. The fulcrum seems to be the 

Associated Governments of 

Northwest Colorado. In 

June, members of the 

various governments met 

with State Sen. Bob Rankin, 

whose district encompasses 

the northwestern part of the 

state. 

Supporters envision a nuclear power 

plant in Craig at the site of the existing 

three coal-burning units. They are 

scheduled to close between 2025 and 2030.  

So far, their comments have steered 

wide of any discussion about the economics 

of nuclear. To be blunt, the economics suck, 

at least right now. 

Nuclear boosters also lack the support 

of one key state legislator they most need: 

Sen. Chris Hansen. He just happens to have 

a degree in nuclear engineering from 

Kansas State, where he first saw a nuclear 

reactor as a high school junior. He also has a 

Ph.D. in resource economics. Nuclear, he 

says, fails the economics test, as evident in 

massive cost overruns in construction of 

nuclear plants in both Georgia and South 

Carolina. 

 That said, reconfiguring the existing 

coal plant into a nuclear reactor has 

elements of logic. It would use existing 

transmission from the Yampa Valley, would 

provide a tax base perhaps comparable to 

the existing coal-mining and burning 

infrastructure, and would provide 

presumably well-paying jobs, just as coal 

does now. Coal — either through mining it 

or burning it — provides 20% of the 

property taxes for schools in Moffat County, 

where Craig is located. 

Will tourism do the same? 

There’s a boating shop in Craig 

that employs a few people, and 

during summer, there’s a regular 

caravan of people traveling 

through, perhaps stopping at 

City Market, to stock up before 

heading down the Yampa River or to the 

Dinosaur National Monument quarry 110 

miles to the west. A destination resort it’s 

not, except during hunting seasons. 

A manufacturing center? It’s 90 minutes 

off both Interstates 70 and 80. Craig does 

not have easy alternatives. 

See: When the coal plants finally close. 

 

A meeting was scheduled for Tuesday, 

Aug. 2, in Craig to sell community leaders 

on the virtue of pursuing nuclear. Big Pivots 
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tried to get details in advance but phone 

calls and e-mails to two state legislators and 

one government agency beginning a week 

before the meeting were not returned. 

This public conversation goes back at 

least to June at a meeting of the Rifle-based 

Associated Governments of 

Northwest Colorado. 

As reported by the 

Grand Junction Sentinel’s 

Dennis Webb last week, 

the Garfield County 

commissioners recently 

approved a letter 

supporting the 

association’s pursuit of 

funding from the U.S. Department of 

Energy. The agency told the Sentinel that 

the “Office of Nuclear Energy will work with 

partners to connect and interact with 

underserved communities that could 

benefit from nuclear energy projects to 

ensure that the growth produced by clean 

energy projects is equitably delivered to 

all.” 

The letter issued by the Garfield County 

commissioners said that while “wind and 

solar have showed their potential, they 

clearly lack base-load capacity and 24/7 

reliability.” 

 

hat to make of this discussion? 

In February, I wrote a column 

titled “Nuclear bill failed, but the 

conversation will 

continue.” This was 

just after the bill that 

Rankin had sponsored, 

calling for a study of 

the nuclear potential 

in Colorado, was 

defeated in 

committee. “This 

debate isn’t over, 

though, nor will it be 

until we’ve learned how to store our bounty 

of renewable energy for weeks or even 

months,” I wrote. 

Rankin had proposed to allocate 

$500,000 (amended to $250,000) to study 

the potential for nuclear energy in 

Colorado. Many people testified for and 

against – and a few people who identified 

themselves as environmentalists testified in 

support because of the very 

reasons identified by the 

Garfield County 

commissioners. The puzzle 

about how to provide 100% 

reliable, affordable and 

carbon-free energy has not 

been solved. Utilities say they 

can get to 85% and even 90%. 

But on a large scale, anything 

beyond that is currently impossible. 

“If we really believe that climate change 

is an existential threat, then how can we 

not look at every option,” said Rankin in 

introducing his bill to the legislative 

committee in February. “How can we not 

put in our tool box every possible tool?” 

The bill, SB-22-073, “Alternative Energy 

Sources,” was defeated by the majority 

Democrats. Conspicuously absent was the 

support of the Colorado Energy Office. The 

office has received legislative funding for 

any number of studies, but did not request 

funding for nuclear.  

Rankin offered to move the study to the 

Colorado Energy Office from his originally 

proposed Office of Economic Development, 

but the die had already been cast. Most 

telling was where it was assigned by 

Democratic leaders: The Senate State, 

Veterans and Military Affairs Committee. A 

more logical place would have been the 

energy committee. 

 

o nuclear plants have been built in 

the United States in decades – and 

yet, nuclear still continues to provide nearly 

19% of all electrical generation, according 

to the Energy Information Agency.  

W 

N 
Bob Rankin  

 

 “If we really believe that 

climate change is an 

existential threat, then 

how can we not look at 

every option?” 
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Why no new nukes? There are 

environmental objections, of course, and 

they are significant in public perception. 

More problematic, though, have been the 

enormous cost overruns. 

A case in point is a Georgia nuclear 

power plant that as of May was projected 

to cost more than $30 billion, according to 

an AP story.  The original estimate was $14 

billion. 

Hansen, the state senator, also points 

to $9 billion spent on a nuclear plant in 

South Carolina before sponsors pulled the 

plug. See: “South Carolina Spent $9 Billion 

to Dig a Hole in the Ground and then Fill it 

Back In.” 

A 2020 study by researchers from the 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology 

examined the cause of the cost overruns 

that have plagued the industry in the last 50 

years. They are complex. Researchers 

reported some potential solutions.  

The leading candidate for nuclear cost-

shaving is the idea of smaller, modular 

reactors. The Tennessee Valley Authority 

has allocated $200 million for pursuit of the 

idea. 

Two such modular nuclear reactors are 

planned in Rocky Mountain states. One is 

proposed at Kemmerer, Wyo., site of an 

existing coal plant (and, the original J.C. 

Penney’s). Bill Gates, who has written a 

book about the risk of climate change, is an 

investor in the company, TerraPower. 

Another company, NuScale Power, wants to 

build a small nuclear reactor to the west, 

near Idaho Falls. 

In June, I interviewed Alice Jackson, 

who had just left her role as president of 

Xcel Energy’s division in Colorado to lead 

the company’s planning across its eight-

state service territory. “What do you need 

to see in nuclear to convince you that it 

might have a role?” I asked. 

“Cost-effective investment in 

construction of the new versions,” she 

replied. “The Idaho National Laboratories is 

working on I think it's a fourth-generation 

SMR. It would be the first in the United 

States to get built. That’s something we'll 

watch very closely.”  

 

ansen remains to be convinced 

that nuclear can compete. “I think 

those technologies will have to prove 

themselves,” he says. “Right now, it looks 

the best-case scenario they will deliver 

electricity at $60 to $70 per megawatt-

H 
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hour. Wind and solar are coming in at less 

than $20.” 

The Idaho best-case price of $65, he 

adds, is pre-construction and pre-

certification. “It’s almost certain to go up.” 

A 2021 study of the levelized cost of 

energy conducted by Lazard, the 

consultancy, backs up 

Hansen. Wind is the 

cheapest, rooftop 

solar the most 

expensive – but with 

nuclear close behind.  

What about the 

value of nuclear in 

providing stable base-

load power? You 

know, the sun doesn’t 

always shine, the wind 

doesn’t always blow, and we have very little 

long-term storage. Even that storage – the 

reservoirs like Powell – are in doubt. 

“It’s a concept that has less relevancy 

than it did 20 years ago,” says Hansen of 

base-load generation, “because we have so 

much more flexibility in the system.” He 

points to greater availability of what is 

called dispatchable load – meaning that 

demand can be managed to match supplies. 

“Absolutely there is extra value for a 

power plant that you can operate at the flip 

of a switch, but keep in mind those units 

have high rates of unreliability because of 

maintenance needs and breakdowns, and 

some nuclear plants have had the exact 

same problems.”   

The unreliability of coal power has been 

notoriously documented at the Comanche 3 

power plant in Pueblo. 

Hansen sees other possibilities for 

ensuring reliability. Broader integration of 

electrical utilities through regional 

organized markets — as a bill sponsored by 

Hansen will require Colorado utilities to do 

by 2030 — will allow utilities to better 

overcome power disruptions. 

“We should look at every option we 

have,” says Hansen. “But looking at our 

recent experience with nuclear, we have 

had massive cost over-runs and very 

expensive projects. This while wind and 

solar keep coming down.” 

 

s for Rankin’s study bill from the 

last session, Hansen says it would 

have been redundant, as the U.S. 

Department of Energy has already done 

that sort of work. 

“The Department of Energy has already 

done the evaluation work, so there was no 

need for us to do that with state money,” 

said Hansen in a telephone interview. 

 

 

A 

Chris Hansen  
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Pushback about 

squeezing gas 

out of buildings  
 

by Allen Best 

To be very clear, this is the biggest 

energy story of the year in Colorado, in my 

read. 

State legislators in 2021 adopted 

several laws that will, in various ways, begin 

squeezing greenhouse gas emissions from 

buildings. 

Now comes the implementation as the 

three commissioners from the Public 

Utilities Commission do their 

required public engagement 

in meetings held in various 

locations in Colorado. All 

available evidence suggests 

to me that this will come 

close to fist-swinging before it’s all done, at 

least of the wordy type. From what I hear, it 

already has.  

I attended the second of the six 

meetings, the one at Montbello Community 

Center in Denver. It was a bilingual meeting 

structure designed for consumption by 

people who had mostly never heard of the 

PUC much less clean heat plans. 

In Montrose a week later, people had 

heard of the clean heat plans – or least that 

an effort was underway to remove natural 

gas from buildings. According to a report in 

the Montrose Press, many were not in the 

least bit happy. “Public Utilities Commission 

gets an earful over Clean Heat Plans,” was 

the headline. 

SB 21-264, which we’ll call the clean-

heat law, requires Colorado’s four privately 

owned natural gas utilities – Xcel Energy, 

Black Hills Energy, Atmos and Colorado 

Natural Gas – to reduce greenhouse gases 

4% by 2025 and then 22% by 2030. This is 

compared to emissions of 2015.  

How can they do this? The law provides 

four ways for the utilities to do so in the 

heat-clean plans they must submit: 

1) Demand-side management 

programs, especially including improved 

energy efficiency. 

2) Beneficial electrification, meaning 

that gas use in buildings for space and hot 

water heating is replaced by electricity. One 

way of doing that is through addition of air-

source heat pumps or, in original 

construction, ground-source heat pumps. 

3) Improved efforts to reduce methane 

leaks from the natural gas infrastructure. 

3) Recovered methane, such as from 

landfills, to supplement the methane 

extracted from wells; 

4) Green hydrogen, 

which means made from 

renewable resources and 

after (but not natural gas); 

5) Pyrolysis of tires, the 

recycling of tires to extract 

heat and energy, as is being considered at 

Fort Morgan.  

The latter two are likely more difficult 

than the first three.  

 Clean Heat Plan 

legislation draws fire in 

Montrose  
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The PUC commissioners have until 

December to draw up the rules governing 

the review of these clean-heat plans. 

I see four very, very big issues here: 

First, this is a lot of work in a short time. 

“A heavy lift for utilities,” John Gavan, the 

PUC commissioner who presided at the 

Montrose meeting, said. 

A Black Hills representative at the 

Montrose meeting said that the required 

reduction coming on top of demand growth 

means that instead of a 4% reduction it’s 

more like a 25% reduction. Nigh on to 

impossible, said Mike Harrigan, the Black 

Hills rep. 

Second, the gas utilities are being 

required to radically change their business 

models and, in the case of three of them, to 

essentially make themselves less relevant. 

Xcel Energy will sell more electricity as it 

sells less gas. For Black Hills, which sells 

both gas and electricity, the trade-off is not 

as easy. It sells gas in Aspen, for example, 

but not electricity. 

One of the attendees at Montrose 

summarized it in this way: “Let me get this 

straight,” said David Combs, speaking to the 

Black Hills Energy representatives. “The 

products you sell, you make money on, 

you’re trying to reduce and you’re giving 

people money to use less of it?” 

There always has been a strange 

tradeoff between regulated utilities. They 

enjoy monopolies in their service territory 

in return for regulation. This was once 

reliable money. Utilities are now being 

required to be far more inventive. 

Third, builders and real estate 

developers have been enjoying a subsidy as 

they build new subdivisions, the gas lines 

that are laid being subsidized by existing 

natural gas customers. At the end of the 

day, this may be the defining issue. High-

spirited filings with the PUC began in 

December 2021. 

At Montbello, there was much to explain about the forthcoming clean-heat plans required of gas 

utilities.  

 



	 7	

Fourth, there are equity issues here as 

we squeeze out natural gas, replacing it 

with electricity. Who will pay for the aging 

natural gas systems? Like so many things, 

it’s likely to be those who can least afford to 

pay. 

I mentioned the Montbello meeting. It 

was designed to reach out to an area that 

met the definition of a disproportionately 

impacted community. I can’t disagree, but I 

must say that I felt very marginalized. I 

struggle to hear well normally, and the 

choice of room configuration left me with 

my back to the speakers and trying — and 

almost entirely failing — to hear the English 

translation of what was being said in 

Spanish. My impression was that the 

meeting was designed with the intent of 

honoring the law, and it did achieve that. 

But one meeting alone will not achieve the 

real purpose with this particular group. 

A meeting in Grand Junction was 

somewhat boisterous, I heard, which did 

not surprise me. The first filings of 

opposition to clean-heat plans in the PUC 

docket in this case were submitted by real-

estate agents and others from the Grand 

Valley and Montrose. Weeks later they 

started arriving from places like Aurora. 

Again, as Gavan identified in the 

Montrose meeting, the key issue here is the 

subsidy for gas lines to homebuilders. 

Nobody likes to lose their subsidy. 

Sandy Head, executive of the Montrose 

County Economic Development Corp. told 

the Press that the cost of extending a gas 

line to a new house was previously $250 to 

$300 but will now cost $800. 

This led to charges that it would 

become too expensive to live in a place like 

Delta County – which, with the exception of 

now pricey Paonia, remains one of 

Colorado’s least expensive places to live 

west of I-25.  

Also balled up into this issue is the high 

cost of natural gas and the failure of Xcel 

Energy to adequately prepare itself for what 

happened in February 2021. Xcel ended up 

paying $600 million extra for high-priced 

natural gas. But there’s also the issue of 

Texans going without power – which some 

people, apparently, still think can be 

blamed on the dependency on wind 

turbines. (It was a part of the problem, but 

only a small part). 

“We’re not going to shut off fossil fuel 

generation in the form of gas overnight,” 

Gavan replied, as per the Montrose Press 

account. “No, our plan is to add another 

gigawatt of combustion technology to back 

up renewables. It’s a balancing mix. As we 

transition, the resource mix will change. It 

will become very different, more 

intelligent.” 

 

Two final PUC outreach meetings are 

scheduled for the clean-heat rulemaking 

sequence: this Thursday at the Bessemer 

Community Center in Pueblo from 11:30 to 

1 and then at 7 p.m. at the Lamar 

Community Building. Eric Blank, the PUC 

chair, will speak at both meetings. 

 

They said it: 
“I’m a firm believer in climate change. 

No hard feelings, but to those climate 

deniers, when they go hungry, maybe 

they’ll figure it out.”  

— John Harold, Tuxedo (Olathe) corn 

grower, in a story in the Colorado Sun 

Donate? 
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Will this biogas project 

in the San Luis Valley 

provide a model for 

methane conversion? 
 

by Allen Best 

If driving to the Great Sand Dunes 

National Park, you might remember Mosca 

as the place where you turn off. It’s a few 

miles south of the alligator 

farm. 

A new enterprise has 

started taking shape at 

Mosca, inspired by the idea 

that change must happen at 

the grassroots. 

That ambition recently got a substantial 

plug of $200,000 from the Environmental 

Protection Agency for purchase of an 

anaerobic digester. 

The project, in its application to the 

federal agency, proposed to become a 

tourist attraction itself, a place where 

people could inspect the apparatus. The 

digester will use bacteria to break down 

organic matter, including potato residue 

from an organic distillery, in the absence of 

oxygen. Methane, the primary constituent 

of natural gas, results. The methane will, in 

turn, be burned in lieu of propane in the 

various elements envisioned for the former 

campus of the old Sangre de Cristo High 

School. 

“The outputs of one micro-industry are 

the inputs for another,” explains the project 

proposal submitted to the EPA. 

The anaerobic digester is a project of 

the San Luis Valley Local Foods Coalition. 

The coalition was among 11 organizations 

who received more than $2 million from the 

EPA to divert food waste from landfills. 

“Keeping food waste out of landfills and 

converting it into fuel is a powerful tool for 

combatting the climate crisis,” said KC 

Becker, the EPA regional administrator, in a 

press release. She said the San Luis Valley 

project can be a model for other similar 

projects in Colorado and beyond. 

Colorado seems to be short on major 

anaerobic digesters. The EPA doesn’t track 

that sort of thing. An individual with the 

Colorado Department of Public Health and 

Environment said Colorado has nothing 

comparable to what is being planned at 

Mosca but offered no other comment. 

However, Big Pivots in July 2020 

reported completion of a 

biogas project at Boulder, at 

that time the fourth in 

Colorado. 

Landfill gas is harvested at 

Erie and Fort Collins, possibly 

elsewhere. A1 Organics has 

composting operations at several locations 

along the northern Front Range but does 

not produce biogas. 

It’s hardly surprising that a project 

involving agriculture would come out of the 

San Luis Valley. The valley is home to 

60,000 people, a triangle of high-elevation 

sunshine defined by the Sangre de Cristo 

and San Juan Ranges. That sunshine makes 

it one of Colorado’s most attractive 

locations for solar development, now only 

EPA awards $200,000 

for anaerobic digester 

amid the potato and 

quinoa fields.  

 

Rocky Mountain 
Biological Laboratory: 
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partially realized, owing largely to 

transmission constraints. 

For now, agriculture remains the 

dominant commercial enterprise. Of the 

crops grown there it is best known for its 

potatoes. Of Colorado’s 57,000 acres in 

potato production, 52,000 are in the San 

Luis Valley. 

One element of the plans in Mosca calls 

for a distillery using potatoes. This is to be 

in the gymnasium of the former school. The 

anaerobic digester that will process the 

food and other wastes will be in the area 

where students once sprinted the 100-yard 

dash and jumped broadly. 

The gas that is harvested in this will be 

consumed on the campus. No attempt will 

be made to gather food from other 

locations, such as from Alamosa, about 10 

miles to the south.  

The anaerobic digester will produce the 

energy equivalent of 6.5 gallons of gasoline 

per day while treating a maximum of 15,831 

gallons of water per day. 

There are other components: the solar 

thermal, of course, but also a wood-chip 

gasification, part of combined heat and 

power. 

Overseeing all this will be Nicholas 

Chambers. He is the executive director of 

the Valley Roots Foods Coalition and its 

offshoot program for this project, the Valley 

Roots Food Hub. The latter is a wholesale 

aggregator and distributor of local produce 

and value-added produce from area farms. 

The goal is to provide a link between local, 

small-scale farms and restaurants, 

institutions, and other customers across the 

San Luis Valley as well as other locations in 

Colorado. 

Chambers lives farther up the road in 

Crestone, at the base of Challenger Peak 

and Kit Carson, both among Colorado’s 

14,000-foot mountains. From that base he 

has been installing small, solar-powered 

anaerobic digesters for the last 15 years via 

a business called Living Arts Systems. 

The specific technology, a fixed-dome 

biogas plant, is meant for backyard 

applications. They typically cost $10,000 to 

$20,000. If well managed, he says, such 

units typically produce the methane 

equivalent – the primary constituent of 

natural gas – of two gallons of gasoline per 

day. 

Kitchen/
Barn

Water Heater Biogas

Lamp

Pressure Guage

Desulfurizer Stove

Fertigation

Farm Crop

Algae 
OxidationGas Holder

OutletInlet

Gas
Pipe

Solar
Hot Water
Heating

Fish Pond/
Wetland

This is similar but not identical to what is being planned at Mosca, in the San Luis Valley.  
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Chambers believes development of 

biogas will expand substantially in coming 

years. He reports attending a conference in 

Las Vegas in late April where 400 people 

were expected. Instead, more than 1,000 

arrived. 

Anaerobic digesting, however, remains 

a difficult economic proposition. “What I 

learned was that even though the EPA Is 

upping the game in scale, it is still small.”  

 

hambers brings an interesting back-

to-the-land perspective. A Colorado 

native, he earned a degree in anthropology 

from the University 

of Montana but then 

lived in a teepee for a 

decade and 

apprenticed on a 

biodynamic farm in 

British Columbia. 

Biofarms aspire to 

generate their own 

fertility through 

composting, 

integrating animals, 

cover cropping and crop rotation. 

Returning to Colorado 15 years ago, he 

has applied his knowledge of permaculture 

biodynamics and deep organics in a small 

mixed farm and homestead. 

He has also been teaching part time in 

New Mexico at the biofuels lab at the Santa 

Fe Community College. 

The application to the EPA says the 

campus at Mosca will include a wood-chip 

gasification system for processing heat that 

generates biochar.  

Part and parcel of this project will be 

education. The pitch to the EPA describes 

the park at Mosca becoming an ecotourism 

destination of its own, working in synergy 

with the nearby national park. Tours will be 

offered, reports will be generated and 

Chambers will integrate what he learns into 

his teachings in Santa Fe. 

 

Colorado Electric Transmission 

Authority taps Kathleen Staks  

as the temporary chair 
The Colorado Electric Transmission 

Authority had its first official meeting on 

Friday, Aug. 22, and the major outcome was 

selection of Kathleen Staks as the interim 

chair.  

Her chief tasks will be to help negotiate 

legal counsel for the new organization and 

also a website. 

The nine-member board was created by 

legislation in 2021. It has delegated broad 

authority to fill in the gaps of transmission 

in Colorado beyond what the utilities are 

planning.  

One question mark that the new agency 

may address is how to unlock solar 

potential of the San Luis Valley. The valley 

has among the best solar resources. There 

is not as much sunshine as in the desert 

Southwest, but the high elevation results in 

less heat, which has benefits. Louis Bacon, a 

landowner at La Veta Pass, blocked a 

previous effort to build transmission from 

the valley. Underground – if very expensive 

– remains an option. There is a railroad 

crossing across the pass. A tourist train 

currently goes up the pass from Alamosa. 

 

C 

Nicholas Chambers 

 

North Star 
Renewables

Consulting

Supporting Colorado utilities, 
communities, and stakeholders 
with the energy transition
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Electric pickups start 

to make their way 

into farm country 
 

by Allen Best 

John Stulp is the proud owner of what 

he has reason to believe is the first electric 

pickup in Southeastern Colorado’s Prowers 

County. 

A few Teslas can be found in and 

around Lamar, he says, but his Ford F-150 

Lightning is the first pickup. He grows wheat 

and other crops seven miles south of Lamar. 

Stulp says he was counseled against the 

purchase. 

“Everybody has 10 reasons why 

something won’t work,” he said. He thought 

otherwise, and paid $100 to enter a 

reservation in Colorado to purchase a 

Lightning, which retails for just under 

$40,000. Now he answers questions. 

“Everyone is curious.” 

After 13 years as a Prowers County 

commissioner, Stulp was the agriculture 

commissioner in the administration of Gov. 

Bill Ritter. He then was the water czar in the 

administration of former Gov. John 

Hickenlooper from 2011 to 2019. 

All of Colorado’s 64 counties have at 

least one EV registration. Sedgwick 

(Julesberg) and Hinsdale (Lake City) had 

only one as of July 1. A few farm counties 

only have 2, 3, or 4 EV registrations. Stulp’s 

Prowers County had 9. Presumably his 

recent purchase boosted it to 10.  

Denver County, perhaps not 

surprisingly, leads the state in EV 

registrations, with nearing 10,000 on the 

road. Boulder County comes in second at 

8,500 and Jefferson County — still the 

state’s most populous county — lags only a 

little at 7,000. 

Colorado altogether as of July 1 had 

nearly 60,000 EVs on the road. The state 
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goal is 940,000 by 2030. That’s roughly half 

of all auto sales. 

That sounds like a huge gap, but the 

model variety coupled with lowering price 

points in the next few years looks to 

significantly increase the adoption of the 

new technology in the next few years. In 

the first half of this year, 6.4% of all 

automobile sales were for EVs, according to 

Colorado Auto Outlook, a newsletter 

sponsored by the Colorado Automobile 

Dealers Association. 

 

 website called EValuateCO, which 

was created with help and support 

from the Colorado Energy Office, provides a 

wealth of information. For example, what 

two of Colorado’s counties would you 

expect to lead the state’s 64 counties in EVs 

per thousand residents? I’ll provide the 

answer at the end. 

In general, EV uptake has been stronger 

in urban and suburban areas than in those 

that are distinctly rural for perhaps obvious 

reasons. The models useful for those 

engaged in agriculture have been slower in 

coming. Most EV models have been sedans 

or small SUVS, often without all-wheel or 

four-wheel drive.  

Now comes the Ford F-150 and others, 

including the Rivian. Experts point out that 

EVs deliver even greater benefits to rural 

residents than urban and suburban 

residents because they tend to drive more. 

That will increase the cost savings from the 

lesser fuel costs of electricity.  

Ben Westby can see the Ford F-150 

Lightning delivering value added to farmers 

and ranchers because of its electrical 

capacity. An option is to have a 9-kw 

onboard generator, which would allow it to 

provide tools at 240 volts or multiple 110-

volt outlets. 

“It’s a work horse,” he says. 

Ford has an even catchier slogan: “It’s 

ready to work, even when parked.” And if 

power to the house from the grid goes out? 

Well, the pickup can pick up the slack for 

awhile, too.  

Westby is a member of the Western 

Colorado EV Club. It’s an informal 

organization, made up primarily of EV 

owners from the Glenwood Springs to 

Grand Junction areas. They stay in touch via 

Facebook but have monthly meetings. Last 

year, they all went to a drive-in theater in 

Montrose for their monthly meeting. 

An elementary school teacher in New 

Castle, Westby described improving 

charging infrastructure from Aspen to Rifle, 

stations in every town along the way, 10 or 

so miles apart. When his family drove to 

San Diego last year, they had to stop about 

every three hours. That was just fine with a 

young family, with the need for stretching 

and restrooms during a 20-minute charge. 

Such charging stations tend to be located in 

more interesting areas than gas stations, he 

points out. The Westby family favors Green 

River, Utah. The John Wesley Powell River 

Museum has a charger and a nice path 

along the river, too. 

Charging of EVs still requires 

forethought. I considered renting an EV to 

drive to Lamar and Springfield in 

southeastern Colorado earlier this year but 

then checked out the charging stations. 

They exist, but not like in an urban area. 

And the story here lies in fast-charging 

stations. The 480-volt chargers take longer 

to fill a battery than it takes to fill up a car 

or pickup with gas. As for 220-volt 

chargers? Good for home and overnight 

applications. 

 

efore buying his F-150 Lighting, 

Stulp calculated his distances. The 

pickup he purchased has a range of 270 

miles. (Ford says 320). Still, that’s enough to 

cover his drives between his farm south of 

Lamar and a house in Lakewood where he 

spends part of his time. He also owns 

property in Yuma County, where he grew 

up. He is getting 220-volt outlets installed at 

all three corners of that triangle.  

A 

B 
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Colorado in a partnership with 

ChargePoint and site hosts has committed 

to build 34 fast-charging stations across 

Colorado’s major corridors. As of late July 

24 were operating. The remainder are 

expected to be ready by year’s end. This is 

the result of a $10.33 million grant awarded 

in November 2018 using federal funds. 

“Fast-charging stations give EV drivers 

the confidence to reliably travel to all 

corners of the state,” said then-Gov. 

Hickenlooper.  

That program funded stations in Lamar, 

Burlington, and Sterling, among other 

locations. New funding from the federal 

National Electric Vehicle Infrastructure 

program will yield even more fast-charging 

stations along Federal Highway 

Administration routes. 

The EV dashboard funded by the state 

projects an increase from roughly 600 fast-

charging stations in Colorado in 2021 to 900 

through 2024. 

 

It has a more complicated plan for 

medium- and heavy-duty vehicles. Ford F-

150s qualify as medium in this classification. 

Stulp was an early supporter of 

developing wind energy in the Lamar area. 

His farm is about 15 miles from Colorado 

Green, Colorado’s first major wind farm. 

The repowered wind farm now produces 

more energy than all the oil and gas 

production in Prowers County.  

In a sense, he sees himself driving down 

the highway powered by the same wind 

that blusters across the highlands of 

Prowers County.  

 

• As for those two counties that lead 

Colorado in EV registrations per 1,000, they 

are Boulder at 24.21 and Pitkin (Aspen) at 

24.21. Broomfield is third at 19.13, followed 

by Douglas, Eagle, and Larimer counties 
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United Power enters the 

intersection of EVs and 

grid operations 
United Power, the electrical 

cooperative serving 110,000 members on 

Denver’s northern fringe, has a deal for 50 

residential customers with electric vehicles. 

It will install wall-mounted 220-volt 

(level 2) chargers. This will cost $19 a month 

for servicing. 

In turn, United will be able to manage 

the intersection of these battery chargers to 

enable United to most effectively manage 

the grid on its distribution system. 

Dean Hubbuck, the chief energy officer 

at United Power, says the cooperative 

wants to learn how to reduce peak demand, 

which utility managers call “load.” 

Think about an electric vehicle. It’s 

almost certain to be the large “appliance” in 

a home, says Hubbuck. If United has the 

ability to reduce or eliminate charging of 

the EV when United’s distribution grid is 

straining to meet demand, United can pay 

less for electricity from its wholesale 

providers.  

Xcel Energy has long had a similar 

program involving larger air conditioners. 

Customers participating in the program 

allow Xcel to eliminate power to the 

energy-sucking air conditioners for 15 

minutes every hour. This allows Xcel to 

ensure continued reliable power deliveries. 

Customers get a little price break. 

Many utilities are thinking about 

demand-side management techniques, but 

with this new program, United Power will 

join the front tier. 

Other electrical cooperatives, as well as 

some other utilities, have started 

investigating the interface of electric 

vehicles with the electrical grid in other 

ways, too. Durango-based La Plata Electric 

has a program involving school bus 

batteries in which it is attempting to tap 

those batteries to meet peak demands. 

Holy Cross Energy has approached the 

same intersection in a slightly different way. 

It offered to install Tesla home batteries to 

members in its 55,000-member service 

territory in the Vail, Aspen and Rifle areas. 

Again, the utility will be able to manage 

the interface between residential needs, 

including electric charging, and the needs of 

the grid. The goal of utilities in all this is to 

shift demand, not eliminate it or to 

preempt choices made by consumers 

without their advance consent. 

La Plata Electric was first in Colorado to 

move in yet a different way, providing an 

interface between electrical demand and 

batteries of electric school buses. 

United already has two sets of batteries 

of its own. A 4-megawatt array of Tesla 

batteries can be found inside a chain-link 

fence behind the electrical cooperative’s 

Carbon Valley service center, located along 

I-25 between Firestone and Longmont. 

Another battery assembly of 500 kilowatt-

hour capacity is located at the United 

headquarters along Interstate 70 near Barr 

Lake.  

Hubbuck said United Power is still 

investigating what kind of a battery 

program involving its individual members 

will be offered somewhat similar to that of 

Holy Cross Energy. He predicted an 

announcement in the next six months. 

 

Progress on a hydroelectric 

project in Gunnison County 
The idea of a hydroelectric project at 

Taylor Park Reservoir, at the foot of 

Cottonwood Pass, has been talked about for 

decades, maybe longer. The dam was 

completed in 1937 and was originally 

designed to incorporate a hydroelectric 

facility. 

Now comes news, via the Crested Butte 

News, of planning in a collaboration of the 

Gunnison County Electric Association and 

the Uncompahgre Valley Water Users 

Association. In 2020, they formed the Taylor 
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River Hydro to jointly develop, own and 

operate the plant. The team members 

report that they are about 60% of the way 

into the design phase. It will cost $3.2 

million. 

Once completed, the plant will be 

capable of deliver 500 kilowatts of 

electricity 24/7/365. 

Once this and two solar projects are 

completed, Gunnison County Electric will be 

generating close to 7% of its own electricity. 

The balance will be delivered by Tri-State 

Generation and Transmission, as before. 

 

Jared Polis goes underground 

for his initiative as incoming 

chair of Western Governors 
As the incoming chair of the Western 

Governors Association, Colorado Gov. Jared 

Polis seems to have chosen an initiative for 

the next year that can appeal broadly across 

the political spectrum: geothermal. 

Geothermal has several different 

iterations. When the year-round 

temperature of 55 to 60 degrees is found in 

the ground 8 to 10 feet below the surface, it 

can be used for both heating and cooling of 

buildings. Drilling down deep into the 

ground can deliver enough heat to generate 

electricity, as is already done in California’s 

geyser country northeast of San Francisco. 

What’s not to like? Democrats 

love emissions-free energy, and 

Republicans love to drill and dig. 

Oh, it’s probably not that simple. 

In seriousness, look for a deeper dive 

on this in the next issue of Big Pivots. 

 

Two corrections and 

clarification about 

community choice  
The last issue (Big Pivots 59) 

misidentified the chief executive of 

Leeward Renewable Energy. He is Jason 

Allen. That same issue incorrectly identified 

the town in New Mexico that was among 

the first customers of Guzman Energy. It 

should have been Aztec. 

A story in Big Pivots 58 about 

community choice aggregation also 

deserves clarification. That story explained 

that community choice aggregation would 

give communities served by Colorado’s two 

monopoly electrical utilities the authority to 

secure energy from independent suppliers. 

Boulder County’s Larry Milosevech, who 

believes strongly in the value of community 

choice, writes to emphasize just that. 

“It’s not the utilities that secure energy 

from alternative suppliers, it’s the 

communities that make their own 

procurement decisions,” he writes. 

“Thus the competition is driven by the 

communities that make the choice between 

continuing to get their energy from the IOU 

vs getting it from third-party suppliers that 

they contract with (and/or the community 

can produce some of their own power 

too). My contention is that enabling CCE in 

Colorado and thereby authorizing wholesale 

competition would drive the IOUs to keep 

rates lower and accelerate decarbonization 

and offer more innovative and effective 

energy programs in order to satisfy their 

wholesale customers (communities) and 

keep them from defecting and taking their 

business elsewhere.” 
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Alice Jackson talks 

about some of the 

questions her team 

at Xcel will explore 
 

Alice Jackson brings a diverse 

background to Xcel Energy’s new position of 

senior executive for planning the company’s 

future of energy. As a girl she was a 

ballerina who performed internationally, 

aspired to be a surgeon but instead became 

a computer 

programmer. 

She was working 

at Enron, her first job 

out of college, when it 

collapsed. “I learned 

what it feels like to get 

laid off with 3,000 of 

your closest friends 

and not know what 

the next day or the 

next paycheck is going 

to come from,” she says. Still working in 

Houston, near the town of Spring, where 

she was reared, she then started making 

her mark at Occidental Petroleum. 

Joining Xcel Energy at its Amarillo office 

in the Texas panhandle, she says, her work 

became more than a job. It was, she 

decided, a way she could make a difference 

in the way that she had once hoped to be a 

surgeon. She arrived in Denver in 2013, and 

soon after gave birth to the fourth of four 

boys who now range in age from 8 to 19. 

Computer programming seems like an 

odd stepping stone to becoming a high-

ranking executive at one of the nation’s 

largest utilities, but she describes a certain 

logic. In information technology, she 

explains, she had to design systems with 

internal logic that nonetheless made sense 

to outside users. With a utility, there is also 

an internal logic that must mesh with 

customers, regulators, and other 

stakeholders. 

In early June, on her first day in her new 

position, Big Pivots sat down with her at her 

office in downtown Denver, the windows 

from her 11th-floor office opening to an 

expansive view to the west, to discuss 

nagging, unanswered questions about how 

to fully decarbonize electricity while 

keeping a lid on costs and maintaining 

reliability, and also about balancing home 

and work. 

This interview was edited extensively 

for length. 

 

Big Pivots: How do you balance your 

home life and this broad purview of the 

world that you need? 

Alice Jackson: I would never say that I 

have a balance. It ebbs and flows depending 

what the greatest needs are. You figure it 

out with your partner, my husband, how to 

make it all come together. From my family 

side, there's appreciation for the value that 

I am contributing to society. And from the 

work side there’s an appreciation that I 

have a family. It ebbs and flows, but more 

than anything, it's acceptance. And there's a 

lot of self-forgiveness at times for maybe 

missing a few things, figuring out how to, 

you know, make life work.  

 

Pivots: Your new position at Xcel Energy 

is great title for a business card. What's 

your elevator description? 

Jackson: This new team is responsible 

for building the energy system of the 

future. I deliberately call it an energy 

system versus the electric system or the 

natural gas system, because it really is 

looking at how these different energy 

systems are coming closer together.  

 

Pivots: How would you contrast 

Colorado and Minnesota, the two states in 

which Xcel has the most dominant 

Alice Jackson 
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positions, as well as the other six states in 

which Xcel operates? 

Jackson: Xcel Energy operates in the 

upper peninsula of Michigan, Wisconsin, 

Minnesota, North and South Dakota, 

Colorado, Texas, and New Mexico. Those 

jurisdictions have not only geographic 

differences, but also climate differences 

and political differences. 

Interest levels differ in how you build 

out the system. Incredibly consistent among 

all of them is the expectations our 

customers have of us of having a highly 

reliable system that is affordable and is 

increasingly clean.  

 

Pivots: How does the regulatory 

environment in 

Minnesota, in particular, 

differ from Colorado?  

Jackson: Colorado 

typically sees the policy 

changes more quickly. For 

example, Colorado has 

some of the first 

legislation around electric 

vehicle adoption. 

Minnesota is considering 

that now but catching up quickly. Whereas 

(Minnesota) is also ahead of us on some 

other things. So they started looking at 

advanced metering before we did in 

Colorado. And even though we're installing 

it first in Colorado, they were more 

advanced on the theory behind it and the 

need for it.  

The biggest difference is they have 

nuclear in Minnesota, whereas we don't in 

our other jurisdictions.  

 

Pivots: What excites you about this new 

position? But what could divert your 

attention from the family dinner at times?  

Jackson: The energy system of the 

future really excites me. We really are 

looking at how is this going to come 

together, with distribution interacting more 

with the transmission level. Think about 

rooftop, solar and community solar garden 

installations, but also EVs and battery 

storage being added at the distribution 

level, where customers are making the 

choices and the batteries of those EVs 

potentially becoming not only consumers 

but also generators. How does that then 

flow back onto the transmission system? 

How will the changing climate and 

weather impact these systems? And what's 

the resiliency look like between them, how 

they would support each other? Does that 

lead to more microgrid areas? 

In beneficial electrification, are you 

converting customers that have historically 

heated their homes with gas to home-

heating with electricity?  

And how do we make 

investments as a utility 

that are optimized? For 

example, if we go into a 

neighborhood because a 

pad-mount transformer is 

at end of life, something 

malfunctioned, or we had 

a bad weather storm that 

caused damages. Do you 

put the exact same one 

back in, or do you upgrade it in expectation 

that this same neighborhood's going to 

have more EVs and more rooftop solar, so 

you don't have to come back again? 

Those are the types of questions that 

this team is going to be looking at. It excites 

me to think of what does this look like 10 

years down the road? How do we start 

preparing for that now? What are the 

investments we can make to lower costs for 

customers and increase resiliency and 

reliability as we move forward?  

 

Pivots: In the context of Colorado, Xcel 

has made only a very early start on 

microgrids, I believe in a project in Denver’s 

Central Park neighborhood. How do you see 

microgrids coming about — particularly, I 

guess in the context of Boulder, where 

there is great interest. 

 

“We still require the 

combustion turbines of 

natural gas resources in order 

to be able to meet the 

resource adequacy needs of 

our system.” 
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Jackson: In Boulder, we have our 

energy partnership agreement. We’re 

working closely with them to look at things 

like microgrids. Does it make sense in 

certain of the canyons that are reached 

with greater difficulty or might be 

separated due to some kind of weather 

event?  

Does it make sense in other places, such 

as community centers, including fire and 

police stations and other places when you 

might want resiliency built into their 

systems by doing small microgrids? 

On a large scale, does it make sense 

that you build those out or for an industrial 

park or for the airport? What does it look 

like to build out those systems so that they 

could truly isolate from the grid and 

operate for a period of time?  

How do you cost that out? Does that 

cost go to everyone on the system or just 

those that are on the microgrid?  

There are questions of how this would 

be done, not from a physics perspective, 

but also from a financial perspective.  

 

Pivots: How long do you think will be 

needed to resolve some of those questions 

before we start seeing a transformation of 

electrical system at various places—for 

example, at the airport? 

Jackson: Probably a couple of years to 

have those conversations, to identify what's 

the best way to do this for the customers 

on the system and where the investments 

would be made. I know we're already 

examining the best situation or places to do 

it first.  

 

Pivots: What concerns do you have 

about resource adequacy in Colorado and 

other states? 

Jackson: As a utility, we have a 

responsibility for reliability for our 

customers. And part of that reliability is 

resource adequacy: Are there enough 

generation assets available at any point in 

time, under normal weather conditions, to 

satisfy the needs of the customer?  

In the West, we have seen a decrease in 

resource adequacy. The Western Electric 

Coordinating Council has done a good job of 

highlighting where some of those decreases 

have occurred.  

In Colorado, we go through the electric 

resource planning process with the Public 

Utilities Commission to look at whether we, 

as an investor-owned utility, have adequate 

resources to meet the needs of the system. 

And then we stress-test that with 

sensitivities to look at, for example, if we 

have really extreme weather, are we still 

able to meet the needs of our customers? 

We still require the combustion 

turbines of natural gas resources in order to 

be able to meet the resource adequacy 

needs of our system. We don't have other 

technologies that can take that place and 

provide the resiliency and the longevity 

that's necessary. They are the insurance 

policy to make sure that when we have 

events like winter storm Uri or there's a 

really high heat wave in the West that 

makes it so that there is no excess energy 

for you to import, that we have the 

resources on the system to maintain 

reliability for our customers in Colorado.  

That doesn't mean (those new systems) 

are not coming or that you can't fire those 

natural gas generators of today with an 

alternative fuel in the future and get to zero 

carbon. That requires continual evaluation. 

It’s something that my new team has 

significant responsibility for.  

 

Pivots: Let’s talk about a regional 

transmission organization. The question is 

whether Colorado might be knitted 

together with existing organizations east or 

west or – as you’ve said in the past – with 

Want to be a regular subscriber?  

 
Sign up at BigPivots.com 
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some third way. Has your thinking advanced 

on that? And once again, since Xcel has so 

much service territory in the Midwest, are 

there ways that we might want to move 

east instead of west? 

Jackson: All great questions. We are 

looking at a lot right now. As the Public 

Service Co. of Colorado, we’re kind of like 

the Hawaii of the West. We’re in a bit of a 

donut hole. To the east of us you have the 

east-west interconnection, the major 

dividing line in the United States between 

electrical grids. The only way that you move 

power across that is through AC-DC 

conversion portals. 

This was designed many moons ago, 

deliberately so, to provide a higher level of 

reliability on the system. If there were a 

cascading outage on the Eastern half of the 

U.S., it wouldn't then take out the West, 

and vice versa. And you could help each 

other restart as you needed to. But it makes 

it harder for us to share energy to the east 

and for us to get energy from the east when 

we need it.  

You have hundreds of gigawatts of load 

on the Western interconnection. You have 

transfer capacity of 1.5 gigawatts between 

the east and the west. It's a very small 

amount that you can move back and forth 

between the East and the West. Going east 

would take a significant amount of 

investment. 

 

Pivots: How much investment? 

Jackson: On a DC-type basis, it would be 

billions of dollars. For an AC 

interconnection, you'd have to put DC ties 

on our borders to the rest of the West in 

order to bridge that divide. 

 

Pivots: You don't think the federal 

government will fund that sort of 

investment anytime soon? 

Jackson: I do not, but I don’t personally 

know.  

Then we look west at the utilities that 

are close to us. We look at how do you take 

the balancing area that we're in and would 

you consolidate that somewhere else? 

What would be the transmission 

investment necessary to have better 

interconnections?  

We're looking at all those things: How 

do we better interconnect with other 

utilities? Where are benefits for those other 
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utilities, maybe to get access to the wind 

resources on our Eastern plains? And how 

does it help our customers? 

It comes down to does it help with 

system reliability? Does it improve resource 

adequacy as a whole? And does it increase, 

maintain, or decrease costs for our 

customers as a whole?  

 

Pivots: Mark Gabriel of United Power 

says he believes his electrical cooperative 

will be in an organized market by 2024 or 

2025. Do you think that could be possible? 

Jackson: I absolutely think there's a 

high probability we will be participating in a 

day-ahead, energy and ancillary services 

market, probably in that timeframe. I’m not 

yet convinced of the timeframe for the fully 

organized market 

because of the 

complexity that we face 

in the West. How we 

operate transmission is 

very different than the 

East. We have 

contractual pathways in 

the West, bilateral 

contracts with 

complicated ownership 

rights. Much work must 

happen to make those flow-based pathways 

open to anyone on the system. That will 

take unpacking that long contractual history 

that we have in the West on each one of 

these lines in order to move forward. 

That is the real question when you sit 

down and talk with utilities in the West 

about what the potential is for us to 

collaborate on an organized wholesale 

market. It's the question about how do you 

step into it? With the population density of 

the West and the distance between our 

major city centers, there’s a higher hurdle 

to show cost benefits to our customers 

from the transmission investment that's 

necessary to build out a very integrated 

system. That’s why we're doing things like 

the Western Market Exploratory Group, to 

have those dialogues. I am very 

encouraged. We've made more progress 

than I've seen in the West in a very long 

time. 

 

Pivots: In recent months? 

Jackson: In the past year. The openness 

for that dialogue and the recognition that 

for resource adequacy across the region, we 

are dependent on each other. I think there's 

a lot of hope. 

 

Pivots: You have said many times that 

to go from 80% to a 100% reduction in 

greenhouse gas emissions will require new 

forms of firm zero-carbon resources. What 

is the range of these resources, both in 

Colorado and other states too? 

Jackson: We are not a 

research and development 

organization. Part of my 

duty—our duty as a 

utility—is to identify where 

are the energy hours, the 

kilowatt hours that are not 

currently, or don't have a 

high probability of, being 

served from renewable or 

a zero-carbon resource? 

Then, it’s a matter of 

identifying the patterns. Is it a spring month 

that looks like this under these conditions? 

Then putting that out there to 

laboratories, universities, private entities to 

help develop the technology that we need 

to fill those gaps.  

People talk about battery storage. 

They’re like, just build your wind, solar and 

battery storage technology. (Using) battery 

storage (that we have today) will not 

provide the reliability our customers 

demand of us. Lithium-ion batteries of four 

hours duration are great as a peaking 

resource, but not for a three-day winter 

storm unless you daisy-chain them, and 

that’s really expensive. 

Long-duration battery storage is maybe 

not as efficient in a round trip but it solves 

 “People talk about battery 

storage. They’re like, just 

build your wind, solar and 

battery storage technology. 

(Using) battery storage (that 

we have today) will not 

provide the reliability our 

customers demand of us.” 
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the hours that we're unable to solve. We’re 

looking at those technologies, such as that 

of Form Energy. That's a long duration 

battery storage. That's exciting to see. Is it 

going to have a part to play? 

Hydrogen is another one. It's been five 

years out for about the past five decades. 

Are we really into five years out now? 

There's a lot of investment that's going into 

it, and it has significant potential because 

you can use excess resources from wind 

and solar potentially to generate. It takes 

water, which is another question, especially 

in the arid West. 

Deep geothermal is also very exciting. 

Can we use the technology that was built 

for fracking to access warmer layers of the 

earth to provide geothermal heating of 

water and do the heat exchange and create 

energy we can use?  

Figuring out how does that come 

together? Is it a solution? Is it the right 

solution? Is it going to be cost effective? 

These are all 

questions that utilities 

are coming together 

to work on.  

I love pointing to 

two areas where we 

directly invest 

shareholder money, 

not customer money.  One is Energy Impact 

Partners, which is a venture capital 

organization that invests in up-and-coming 

technology companies that are looking at 

these problems. We also invest shareholder 

dollars along with other utilities in the 

Electric Power Resource Institute’s Low 

Carbon Resources Initiative.  

We’re looking at a variety of 

opportunities and options, including SMRs 

(small modular nuclear reactors) in the next 

generation. So there's a bunch of different 

things to look at right now. 

 

Pivots: What do you need to see in 

nuclear to convince you that it might have a 

role? 

Jackson: Cost-effective investment in 

construction of the new versions. The Idaho 

National Laboratories is working on, I think, 

a fourth-generation SMR. It would be the 

first in the United States to get built. That’s 

something we'll watch very closely.  

 

Pivots: That won’t come online until 

around 2030 or something like that. 

Jackson: I don't think we're going to see 

something before 2030. It’s a longer-term 

one that we have to keep an eye on. 

 

Pivots: Are there any particular 

elements of energy storage that really have 

caught your attention the recent months or 

the last year? 

Jackson: I think lithium-ion has made 

some great advancements as far as price 

and in the density of batteries. You've been 

able to double the size of the battery in the 

same amount of space over the past several 

years. The technology itself, including the 

round-trip efficiencies, hasn't 

changed a whole lot.  

When I start thinking 

about other types of battery 

storage, a lot of people tend 

to forget about pumped-

storage hydro. It's a proven 

technology, but it also takes 

up more land space. So you've gotta figure 

out is there a right place. But the longer 

duration is essential to the system. 

We need a variety. It's not going to be, 

oh, this is the golden ticket. It has to be a 

variety of pieces of puzzle that come 

together to build the system. 

 

Pivots: Incidentally, just last week I was 

in Unaweep Canyon, where your company 

has expressed interest in creating a 

pumped-storage hydro project. How far 

away are we from having any kind of an 

idea about whether that might be an 

option? 

Jackson: Developing pump-hydro 

facilities is usually a 10-year process to 

 “I don't think we're going to 

see something (in nuclear) 

before 2030. It’s a longer-

term one that we have to 

keep an eye on.” 
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determine whether you're going to break 

ground on it. This early stage we're in may 

come to a conclusion sooner rather than 

later. 

 

Pivots: During your four years as chief 

executive of Xcel’s operations in Colorado, 

the state has made — pardon me, but I 

have to use this expression — a big pivot. 

What about your time here are you most 

proud. And what has been the most difficult 

part of those four years? 

Jackson: There's much similarity 

between what I'm most proud of as a leader 

here in Colorado and what was the most 

difficult. Two-plus years of my four years in 

this seat have been consumed by the 

pandemic and operating in a very different 

environment while half of our workforce in 

Colorado worked from home and the other 

half couldn't. Our gentlemen and ladies 

who are our field employees had to stay in 

the field. When somebody had an 

emergency call to us and said, I smell gas in 

my home, we could not say, we're not 

coming. We had to show up. It’s our duty. 

And we did. But there was a lot of 

uncertainty, lots of questions. 

The other piece of what I'm really proud 

of is we continued to look at options, do the 

outreach, have the conversations about 

how to maintain a reliable system that is 

cost-effective for our customers and will be 

increasingly clean and beat the goals that 

we set out. We're not going to miss them. 

We're not going to delay them.  

So those are pieces that took a lot of 

hard work by the team here at the company 

to figure out. How do you negotiate over 

Zoom with 65 people simultaneously to 

figure out what is the pathway that 

everybody can agree to? 

 

Pivots: Before the pandemic started, in 

September 2019, I saw you in Pueblo, and 

of course, Comanche 3 has been a big issue 

and will continue to be an issue looking 

forward. Does Comanche 3 provide any 

lessons as you now try and create the 

energy system of the future? 

Jackson: When you build a large asset 

on which the system depends, there’s 

always a question of whether it was the 
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right decision versus building less sizable 

assets or in a more geographically diverse 

area. I think those are questions that we 

will ask. 

I don't believe that we're going to see 

(another) generation unit of that size. We 

were talking about nuclear and small 

modular reactors. There’s a reason that 

you're looking at more flexible resources for 

the system, because it's no longer about 

building base load units that are on the 

majority of the time. 

We've kind of flipped the puzzle a little 

bit. We're building significant amounts of 

wind and solar that are significantly 

variable. So we are now building assets that 

are very flexible to work around the wind 

and the solar of our system. It's a very 

different paradigm. 

We're going to see 

smaller assets that have 

a lot of flexibility. 

 

Pivots: I've been told 

that you were a 

competitive dancer.  

Jackson: Yes, I was a 

ballerina. I'm blind in my 

right eye. I was very 

independent as a child, as you can imagine, 

and very stubborn. I decided to dress myself 

when I was two, and I went into my closet 

and pulled on my dress and the hanger 

broke and went through my eye. And so I 

have very, very reduced vision in my right 

eye.  

My parents, to help me with facial 

awareness, put me in ballet because I was a 

fairly active child. My parents couldn't pay 

for my lessons. I was fortunate to be on 

scholarships. 

From the time I was 11, I traveled 

internationally during the summers and 

advanced with different ballet companies in 

summer programs and organizations. 

I came back from one summer in 

London, dancing with the company there, 

and I had an offer to join them 

permanently. My parents said, ”It's up to 

you.” I decided not to go, because 

academically I was always really interested 

in being a doctor. 

I still enjoy the arts, whether it's some 

form of theater or ballet, or the symphony 

or opera. It’s just something that connects 

with me. 

 

Pivots: A doctor? Why? 

Jackson: Why I wanted to be a 

surgeon? Because at the end of the day I 

wanted to help people. I had found this 

article about a ballerina who, while she was 

a principal dancer with the New York City 

Ballet, went to medical school and became 

a pediatrician. I shared that with my ballet 

instructor. She was like, oh, you can't do 

that. I was like, well, why 

not? Ultimately I pursued 

the academic side.  

 

Pivots: So instead of 

becoming a ballerina or a 

surgeon, you became a 

computer programmer 

who —after an important 

stop at Occidental 

Petroleum in Houston — 

went on to join Xcel and become a chief 

executive. 

Jackson: I was still down in Houston and 

working for Oxy, I had young kids, right? 

Both my husband and I come from, let's say, 

low to moderate income families. We put 

ourselves through college, all those things. 

A lot of it was about figuring out how you 

feed your family, how you plan for their 

future.  

When I took the job with Xcel and we 

moved to Amarillo, it was a job. It was 

completely a job. Maybe a year or 18 

months after being with Xcel in Texas and 

New Mexico it went from being a job to 

being a passion and a mission. It became a 

way to give back. There is not another 

company business role that I could have 

that is more impactful to people's lives.  

 

“I came back from one 

summer in London, dancing 

with the company there, and I 

had an offer to join them 

permanently. My parents said, 

‘It's up to you.’” 
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Pivots: What triggered this new 

outlook? 

Jackson: More than anything, just 

sitting with people and listening. It's 

something I've done ever since then. I had a 

great leader down there who’d just like go 

out and sit down and talk with people. And 

that was literally sitting in substations and 

talking with substation engineers and 

understanding how they worked, how they 

were impacted by decisions and sitting with 

community leaders or farmers or ranchers, 

just understanding how the decisions that 

we were making flowed down and 

impacted their lives. 

There’s not another socially active 

organization that I could work for that 

would impact more people. So I think of it 

as, as if I do a really good job, I am not only 

serving my community, I am also serving my 

owners and I can deliver on that by doing a 

really good job of balancing and looking at 

what does it mean to be a leader of the 

clean energy transition? What does it mean 

to keep bills low simultaneously? And then 

also look at how do I enhance the customer 

experience to make sure that they are 

involved, educated and understanding. So 

to me, it is a mission.  

 

Pivots: Were they willing to talk about 

climate change or was it the other things? 

Jackson: No, I think a lot of it, 

particularly in Texas and New Mexico, was 

about cost.  

I moved here in November 2013, very 

pregnant with my fourth son. And in fact, 

David Eves, my boss, drove me to the 

hospital. That was in the midst of what 

people referred to as solar wars. There was 

a big conversation around rooftop solar and 

net metering. People assumed that Xcel 

Energy was anti solar. Really what we were 

looking at was the cost impact on our 

customers who can't afford it? The public 

perception was very poor on the 

conversation, the actions that we were 

taking, the questions we were asking. 

I learned very much how to sit down 

and look at others' perspectives, in figuring 

out how do I understand what their 

objectives are. And if I align with their 

objectives, maybe there's a different way. 

We can both achieve a common outcome 

that isn't averse to my company or our 

customers or to them. Finding that sweet 

spot was really my biggest challenge was 

when I first came to Colorado.  

 

Pivots: Have the origins of you and your 

husband in low to moderate income 

families given you a perspective that 

informs your decisions. 

Jackson: Yes. We're a very faith-based 

foundational, we have very values-driven 
decision-making in our household, and 

hopefully we're passing that on to our four 

boys as well. Yeah.  

 

Pivots: Good. Well, thank you. 

Jackson: Absolutely. It was fun, and it's 

nice to see you in person. 

 

 

 

 

?
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Briefly, a smile in 

the Powder River 

Basin coal fields 
 

Arch Resources and Peabody Energy, 

the two big operators in Wyoming’s Powder 

River Basin, delivered news to investors last 

week that has become rare. They delivered 

profits, and handsome ones, in the telling of 

Wyoming media. 

Coal can compete with natural gas 

when prices of the latter rise above $3 per 

million Btus. Last fall, natural gas prices 

have hovered between $4 and $5 and, in 

June, soared to more than $9. 

Powder River Basin coal ended the 

second quarter at $16.55 per short ton—

higher than any price in the previous 

decade, reported the Casper-Star Tribune’s 

Nicole Pollack in a story headline. Spot 

prices paid for Powder River peaked in 

November at more than$30 per short ton, 

roughly triple the usual price. 

Both the Star-Tribune in its story, “Coal 

yields huge second-quarter but Powder 

River Basin troubles persist,” 

and the story by Dustin Bleizeffer in Wyofile 

emphasized the downward trend for 

Wyoming coal.  

“This is just a blip, and it’s a relatively 

small blip, too,” said Shannon Anderson, 

staff attorney for the Powder River 

Resource Council. Coal for all of the coal 

plants along Colorado’s Front Range – at 

Pueblo, Colorado Springs, Fort Collins and 

Brush — comes from the Powder River 

Basin, according to the 923 report issued in 

May by the U.S. Energy Information 

Administration. This includes purchase from 

both Arch and Peabody properties, but also 

those owned by Cloud Peak and Blue Grass 

Commodities. All those coal plants are 

scheduled to retire during the next 8 years 

and even the last one slated for retirement, 

Comanche 3, is projected to be used 

significantly less. 

Tellingly, the coal companies made 

their money off the spot market but did not 

report new long-term contracts. That poses 

problems for Wyoming and the revenue 

structure of the state government. 

The coal companies said they could 

have actually sold more coal but they 

couldn’t get the railroads to ferry all 

that was needed. 

Wyofile’s Bleizeffer analyzed an 

even-more nuanced story under the 

headline of “Arch: Record earnings 

from Wyo coal doesn’t change exit 

plan.” 

He talked with Seth Feaster, an 

energy data analyst with the Institute 

for Energy Economics and Financial 

Analysis. He stressed the contrast 

between the two companies. In 

theory, said Feaster said, they should 

be reporting somewhat similar results. 

Arch Coal has said it intends to close its 

biggest operation, the Black Thunder 

Mine, but has not set a date.  

2011 photo/Allen Best 
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“Instead, they’ve gone in two completely 

different directions.” 

Peabody lost about 11 cents for every 

ton of coal mined in the basin. It owns the 

North Antelope, Rochelle, Caballo and 

Rawhide mines. It also continues to operate 

its mines and has continued to invest 

portions of its earnings back into future 

operations in the Powder River. 

Arch, however, is not investing in future 

operations. Instead, it is setting aside 

earnings to close those mines and pay for 

required reclamation work. In the 18 

months ending in June, it had reduced the 

asset retirement obligations at its Power 

River Basin operations by more than 20%, 

according to its report. 

“Arch has been a little more clear-eyed 

about the long-term outlook for coal in the 

PRB,” Feaster said. “They’re positioning 

themselves very well to make money right 

now by not pouring more money into those 

mines.” 

Arch plans to close its Coal Creek mine 

this year and had been preparing to close 

its flagship Black Thunder mine but has not 

indicated a target date. 

 

Enviro groups scold 

Polis administration  
Five environmental 

groups last week filed a 

lawsuit about Colorado’s 

largest coal mine in what 

amounts to a scold of the 

administration of Gov. Jared 

Polis. 

The lawsuit filed by 

WildEarth Guardians and 

four other groups alleges 

that a state agency, the Air 

Pollution Control Division, 

violated law by failing to act 

on a permit for the West Elk 

Mine near Paonia. That 

deadline passed in September 2021. 

Associated Press explained that a 

federal permit, granted by the state, allows 

greater oversight over the mine’s 

compliance with clean air laws and 

regulations. The mine, like others in the 

North Fork Valley, is a major emitter of 

methane. 

The same five conservation groups had 

filed a federal lawsuit against Arch Coal 

over methane and other toxic air emissions 

at the mine. 

Earlier in July, Polis issued a statement 

pointing out that state legislators in the last 

session provided funding for significant 

improvements in resources for the state 

agency.  

“Recent expansion in core 

responsibilities specifically related to the 

EPA ozone non-attainment did not come 

with adequate resources,” noted the letter 

to department heads in his administration. 

“These investments now empower the (Air 

Pollution Control) Division to expand 

monitoring and emissions work, accelerate 

the transition to cleaner technologies 

across various industries and to more 

thoroughly engage with communities across 

the state, particularly those most affected 

by air pollution.” 

The West Elk Mine near Paonia in late 

March. Photo/Allen Best 


