
Is Colorado purplish  

enough to show red 

states how to do an 

energy transition? 
 

by Allen Best 

In 2019, Colorado ceased nibbling at the 

edges of the energy transition. It had a new 

governor, Jared Polis, who had run on a 

platform of achieving 100% penetration of 

renewables (for electricity) by 2040. 

Democrats gained control of both chambers 

of the General Assembly. 

Then the legislation gushed. 

Foundational was the law 

adopting economy wide 

carbon reduction goals for 

2030 and 2050. A critical 

early piece was defining the 

pathway for shifting from 

coal to renewables in 

electrical generation. Then, 

after the covid-abbreviated 

session of 2020, more bills 

yet tumbled, this time focused on shrinking 

carbon emissions from buildings by the 

gradual phasing out of methane 

combustion.  

Eric Blank, chair of the Colorado Public 

Utilities Commission, describes as “magic” 

the fast-changed economics that left coal 

generation the most expensive option and 

renewables the least costly at a time when 

most coal plants were deeply depreciated.  

On the reduction of natural gas, “we’re 

struggling to figure out that path forward,” 

said Blank in an early October interview. 

Among those scores of bills passed from 

2019 and 2021, Blank identifies a handful, 

maybe 6 to 10, that were pivotal in giving 

state agencies—including the PUC—new 

directions and mandates. 

“It’s a shift from a reactive, backward-

looking regulatory framework to a more 

forward-looking structure,” says Blank. “It 

will require us to see what is around the 

next bend.” 

To assist the commissioners to look 

around the next bend, the PUC last year 

decided to provide each of the three 

commissioners one staff member to assist 

in researching emerging 

issues as the 

commissioner sees fit. 

They are working on 

transportation and 

building electrification, 

regional markets, 

emissions tracking, water 

use of hydrogen, and 

perhaps a dozen other 

topics. The day after our 

interview, for example, Blank hosted a 

session that has to do with implementation 

of SB21-072, the PUC Modernize Electric 

Transmission law, which requires 

transmission utilities to join a regional 

transmission organization or independent 

system operator by 2030. The thinking on 

this is that for Colorado to deeply 
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“I just think Colorado has 

an opportunity to lead the 

way for a purple state 

model of how you do this 

right.” 

Eric Blank 

Chair, Colorado PUC 
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decarbonize its electricity, it must figure out 

sharing arrangements across broad 

geographic areas.  

With new funding allocated by 

legislators in the 2021 session, staffing at 

the PUC has grown to more than 100 

individuals. The three are part of that 

expansion and have been working for 8 to 

10 months. 

“I have been pushing for this since day 

one, because I thought it was the only way 

to implement the statutes,” says Blank, who 

was confirmed as PUC chair in 2021 soon 

after legislators began their session. 

Driven by the new laws, the PUC has 

started shifting from being quasi-judicial 

and quasi-legislative in its operation more 

toward having a legislative role. 

Other state agencies, notably the 

Department of Transportation and the Air 

Quality Control Commission, have also been 

given mandates to execute the intent of 
new laws that collectively seek to 

dramatically reduce emissions. 

The other picture 

Blank paints is even 

larger. He describes 

Colorado as being at 

a unique moment. It 

begins with Colorado 

wind and solar 

capacity, neither 

superlative by itself 

but together 

perhaps unrivaled in the United States. 

“The economics (of renewables) are 

coming into focus here sooner than some 

other states, and I think we have an 

opportunity to create a replicable purple-

state model for decarbonizing at a 

reasonable cost. It involves everything—

electrification, advanced metering, natural-

gas planning, rules, battery storage, peaking 

capacity, transportation, and building 

electrification, regional markets, and 

enhanced regional cooperation. It’s just an 

extraordinary moment in Colorado. I just 

think that Colorado has an opportunity to 

lead the way for a purple state model of 

how you do this right.” 

Is Colorado truly a purplish state? 

Before the November election, that was the 

oft-used description. Since 2016, though, it 

has become more Democratic. The 

November 2022 election solidifies that 

trend. 

 

n economist by training with a law 

degree, Blank worked for Western 

Resource Advocates, then called Law and 

Water Fund of the Rockies, before setting 

out to develop wind and then, more 

recently, solar. For example, he developed 

the Comanche solar project located directly 

east of the coal-generating complex of the 

same name at Pueblo. 

While developing solar, he said, he saw 

prices plunge to incredibly low prices. 

Supply chain disruptions and other 

problems have interrupted the descent of 

prices, but those price reductions will again 

pick up within the next couple of years. 

The economics of solar aren’t quite so 

compelling in cloud-prone states like the 

upper Midwest or in the South, but he 

predicts they soon will be. 

Blank emphasizes affordability of 

renewable generation in Colorado, 

distinguishing the Centennial State from 

California, the Golden State.  

“We are not going to decarbonize at 

any cost here. We are going to do this in a 

smart, sensible economically rational way 

that the technology opens up as the costs 

have fallen and as technologies have 

improved. And the fact that we are having 

economic growth while utilities charge 

below-average rates, that all helps.” 

Blank sees Colorado consistently ranked 

among the top 3 to 10 states by 

independent power producers, strategic 

plans of environmental foundations, and 

other lenses in a variety of subject areas. 

It's the ability to transition to 

renewables while keeping rates rising less 

rapidly than inflation that may draw 

A 

Eric Blank 
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interest from slower-to-transition 

communities such as Wisconsin, Michigan, 

North Carolina, Georgia, and Arizona, he 

says. 

At the end of the day, the solutions to 

climate change don’t need to provoke tribal 

warfare and partisan politics,” he says. “It’s 

just economics.” 

 

Colorado Energy Code Board 

appointments announced 
In late September, the Polis 

administration announced appointments to 

the new Energy Code Board that will 

review, approve, and recommend energy 

codes for new buildings and retrofits to 

existing buildings. 

House Bill 22-1362 directed the 

Colorado Energy Office and the Department 

of Local Affairs to appoint the task force 

members who will draw up codes. They 

must meet statutory requirements for solar 

readiness and electric vehicle and building 

electrification pre-wiring in the near term. 

In the long term, they must balance carbon 

reduction and housing affordability. 

The law also required that the board 

consist of people with a variety of interests 

and experiences and from a variety of 

climatic zones. 
Rick Garcia, director of the Department of 

Local Affairs, made these appointments: 

Aaron Martinez, vice president of 

operations and sustainability, Urban Land 

Conservancy, Denver; 

Lauren DeBell, chief strategy officer, 

Elevation Community Land Trust, Larimer 

County; 

Cody Davis, Mesa County commissioner, 

Grand Junction; 

Zachary Esquibel, licensed electrical 

journeyman, Jefferson County; 

Sean Wyatt, business manager, Denver 

Plumbers Local #3, Denver; 

Thomas Riead, mechanical engineer, Tolin 

Mechanical Systems, Littleton; 

Andrew Harris, senior officer, Richmond 

American Homes of Colorado, Denver; 

Don Suppes, Delta County commissioner, 

Delta; 

Tim Pate, chief building officer for City and 

County of Broomfield, Broomfield. 

 

Will Toor, director of the energy office, 

appointed the following individuals: 

Kevin Eronimous, licensed architect, SAR+ 

Architects, Denver; 

Brad Smith, project manager, utility energy 

services, City of Fort Collins; 

Mary Wiener, energy efficiency program, 

Holy Cross Energy, Glenwood Springs; 

Kristen Taddonio, senior climate and 

energy advisor, Institute for Governance & 

Sustainable Development, Fraser; 

Kim Wheels, mechanical engineer, 

EcoAction, Partners; Telluride; 

Chris Menges, director of climate action, 

The Nature Conservancy, Aspen; 

Elizabeth Gillmor, licensed architectural 

engineer, Energetics Consulting Engineers, 

Arapahoe County; 

Carolyn Elam, sustainability senior 

manager, energy systems, City of Boulder; 

Jason MacMillan, mayor pro tem, Crested 

Butte; 

Ron Flax, chief building officer, Boulder 

County. 

 

 

Might you consider? 
Did you find this issue of Big Pivots 

valuable. Please consider the following: 

1) Know somebody interested in 

seeing what Big Pivots? Maybe forward 

this issue to them? Or direct them to the 

Big Pivots website? 

2) Do you wish to reward the good 

work of Big Pivots during the last year? It 

began with a major story about the 

Marshall Creek Fire? Yes, a long time ago 

– and many good stories since. 

Easiest way to donate is through 

PayPal. Go to BigPivots.com. The 

donation button is in the upper right. 

Checks avoid PayPal’s fees of 5% to 

13%. Send to Big Pivots, Box 994, Arvada 

CO 80001. 
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Despite supply chain 

disruptions, EVs at 

9.6% of sales in Colo. 
 

by Allen Best 

A full disclosure. I bought a car recently, 

and I had hoped it would be all electric. But 

I’m a tough cookie to satisfy. 

Teslas are out of my price range, and 

Chevy Bolts looked to have long waiting lists 

extending into early 2023 at the earliest. 

My car was already gasping and wheezing 

by August. 

Too, I don’t have a garage. Charging 

would have been slow with a 110-kv 

extension cord or charging while at the 

grocery store — if the charger there is 

working. I wasn’t reassured by what I was 

hearing.  

Then there are what I perceive to be my 

needs. I wanted a car to get me to 

Springfield, in the state’s southeast corner, 

or to Cortez, and I didn’t want to have to 

spend days plotting out the charging 

infrastructure for those trips.  

With all this in mind, I instead bought a 

used Toyota Prius. 

Maybe I’ll make the plunge in 2025, 

even 2024, as dozens of new and somewhat 

lower-priced models start flooding the 

market. 

Others were easier sells. EVs were 

responsible for 9.6% of all auto sales in 

Colorado through the first three quarters of 

2022, a brisk increase from 6% for the same 

time frame the prior year. 

Colorado is now fifth in the nation in its 

adoption rate. 

Tax incentives may accelerate adoption. 

The federal government’s new Inflation 

Reduction Act dangles tax credits of up to 

$10,000, although restrictions do apply. 

Unabated are the Colorado state tax credits 

of $7,500. 

Both assume higher incomes. But 

lawmakers in both cases hope their actions 
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will also stimulate the adoption of EVs by 

lower-income people like me. But that is a 

more complicated story. 

Travis Madsen, the transportation 

program manager for the Southwest Energy 

Efficiency Project, says he believes Colorado 

has already reached the level of market 

penetration for EVs that had previously 

been projected for 2025 or 2026. 

“If not for the supply-chain issues we 

have right now, we would be going faster 

yet,” said Madsen. “But I expect those 

supply-chain issues to be resolved.” 

Replacing internal combustion engines 

with electric vehicles has been a high 

priority for Colorado because 

transportation overtook electrical 

generation in 2020 as the state’s single 

largest source of greenhouse gas emissions. 

Nearly 60% of those emissions come from 

cars and light-duty trucks, i.e. pickups.  

Too, auto exhausts have contributed 

greatly to the ozone and other air pollution 

problems that afflict the northern Front 

Range in particular. 

To help make the case for EVs – and to 

provide a helping hand – the Colorado 

Energy Office and the Colorado Department 

of Transportation launched a new website 

called EV CO. The website points out that 

going electric can save owners 40% in 

ongoing maintenance costs and 75% in fuel 

costs. 

It also has links to websites of partners. 

My favorites are those of Xcel Energy, in 

particular the comparison shopping guide 

that lists the models, their prices, their 

range and so forth—including potential 

state and federal tax incentives. 

Bonnie Trowbridge, executive director 

of Drive Clean Colorado, an advocacy group 

that worked with the state agencies in 

creating the website, describes it as a 

“helpful tool” for accelerating the adoption 

of EVs. 

“We want in the next year for people to 

feel more and more comfortable to make 

that leap as manufacturers begin putting 

 
 

EVs now across Colorado, 

even in Cheyenne Wells,   

but Boulder & Pitkin lead  
Every corner of the state now has 

EV owners. I am told that one of 

Colorado’s 64 counties has no 

registered EVs, but my trolling of the 

Colorado Energy Office EV Dashboard 

could fine none. 

Not surprisingly, the highest-per-

capita rate for EVs were in Boulder 

County, with almost 36 per 1,000 

residents, and Pitkin County – home to 

Aspen – with 28.75 per thousand. And 

Douglas County (Castle Rock) comes in 

third at about 20 per thousand. 

After that, it’s a mixture of resort 

counties like Eagle, Summit, Larimer, 

and Denver, who all come in at 16 to 17 

per thousand. 

Cheyenne Wells (top photo), on the 

state’s eastern tier, too small to have a 

restaurant with operations aside from a 

few hours at mid-day, still manages to 

have 4 EVs on its roads adjacent to 

Kansas. On the opposite side of the 

state, Dolores County has 6 on the 

roads going into Utah. 

The dashboard also says that pickup 

trucks now represent 17% of EV vehicles 

in Colorado, behind electric SVS at 39% 

and passenger cars at 19%. 

For a deeper dive, go to the 

Colorado Energy Office EV Dashboard. 
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more new models for sale and more used 

EVs start arriving into the marketplace.” 

The accumulating evidence suggests 

that Colorado’s goal of having 940,000 

vehicles on the road by 2030 is realistic, she 

says. The state already has nearly 68,000 

EVs on its roads. 

Charging infrastructure underlies this 

transformation. Most charging will occur at 

home, but when we do travel, we want 

some assurances, right? 

While Colorado has been adding 

stations at a rapid clip, it still has a way to 

go. The fast-charging stations are certainly 

not as ubiquitous as gasoline stations, and 

the current technology does not yet offer 

the same ease of use as liquid fuels. You 

need to plot your trips carefully. 

And how good will the infrastructure be 

once you get there? That is one of the 

doubts that kept me from making the 

$30,000 plunge for a Chevy Bolt. I see 

charging stations all around at gas grocery 

stories and what not. But are they 

maintained? 

For example, I can drive to southeast 

Colorado, where the Springfield Police 

Department has a charging station for 

public use. But I also see notes that the 

charging station has not been operated 

reliably. “A complete bust,” wrote one 

frustrated would-be EV charger in April 

2022. “Avoid.” Another posting from 

January 2022 told of having to get towed 50 

miles (to Lamar) because of an inability to 

get charged up in Springfield. 

I presume this will get better as the 

market demand rises and more money gets 

poured into charging infrastructure. The 

energy office’s Carrie Atiyeh points out that 

the state plans to spend $25 million next 

year for charging infrastructure.        

Colorado’s planning, done in tandem 

with other states, called for fast-charging 

stations on the state’s major arteries, with a 

goal of having those stations every 50 miles 

or less. It will include the interstates, of 

course, and the state’s other east-west 

corridors.  

At the opposite end of the spectrum, 

Colorado also has set out to make its 

investor-owned utilities partners in creating 

the charging infrastructure. The intent is to 

provide charging infrastructure altogether 

—but with a special concern about making 

it possible for people in apartment houses 

and other multi-family living arrangements 

that may lack garages to charge. The 

intermediary for this planning has been the 

Public Utilities Commission, or PUC. 

SWEEP’s Madsen points out that Xcel 

has had two years to work on these 

programs. The utility didn’t get everything 

right the first time, especially in the 

North Star 
Renewables

Consulting

Supporting Colorado utilities, 
communities, and stakeholders 
with the energy transition

www.northstarrenewables.com ?
Wouldn’t you like to Wouldn’t you like to 

put your put your 
organization’s organization’s 

name herename here
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application of programs intended to help 

lower-income individuals have access to 

charging infrastructure. But they’re 

tinkering. 

“I think Xcel has increased the 

incentives to do charging installations in 

low-income housing because the original 

incentives weren’t enough,” he says. 

Utilities across Colorado are learning 

from each other about how to get it 

right. 

 

eanwhile, dozens of new all-

electric models with a variety 

of price points are planned for entry into 

the U.S. market by 2024, Consumer 

Reports pointed out in a September 

article. 

“These more affordable models have 

the potential to sway a significant 

percentage of the car-buying public 

toward buying an EV with their 

efficiency, performance, and lower 

ownership costs,” says Gabe Shenhar, 

associate director of Consumer Reports’ 

Auto Test Center. 

General Motors this past week 

announced it expects to stop 

hemorrhaging money on its electric 

manufacturing assembly lines and begin 

to make profits by 2025 comparable to 

those of its gasoline-powered vehicles. 

This is years ahead of original projections 

for profitability. 

Helping drive demand will be the 

sack of carrots delivered by the federal 

government’s inflation. The effect of the 

tax incentives will be muddled in the 

short term, however, by the application 

limited to those models with battery 

components sourced from within North 

America.  

Princeton University’s Jesse Jenkins told 

Ezra Klein of the New York Times in 

September that this will limit the impact of 

the federal tax incentives in the short term. 

In the near term, said Jenkins, the law 

won’t greatly affect the total volume of EVs 

sold in the next couple of years “because 

we are still scaling up that supply chain and 

demand already outstrips supply.” 

Auto-makers are pouring investment of 

what will end up being a trillion dollars into 

manufacturing capacity during the coming 

decade, says Jenkins. 

M  

Xcel begins showing off its all-

electric bucket truck 

Xcel Energy in June announced it was going to 

start adding electric vehicles to its fleets. It did so 

first in Minneapolis, and in late October it had a 

bucket truck on display at the Westminster Westin 

during the Colorado Rural Electric Association’s 

annual Energy Innovations Summit. 

Xcel said it was the nation’s first utility to have 

the all-electric bucket trucks.  

“By adding these clean energy vehicles to our 

fleet, Xcel Energy is demonstrating its commitment 

to leading the clean energy transition by becoming 

a net-zero energy provider for all our customers’ 

energy needs – electricity, heating and 

transportation, while also helping shape the 

electrification of the truck industry, which 

complements our overall vision to provide 100% 

carbon-free electricity by 2050,” said Bob Frenzel, 

the chief executive. 

Xcel plans to electrify 100% of its light-duty 

vehicles and 30% of its medium and heavy-duty 

fleet by 2030.  

The truck features two electric sources: one for 

the drive train and one for the lift mechanism. It 

has a 135-mile driving range.  
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by Kate Collins 

Martin Luther King Jr. received the 

Nobel Peace Prize; America grieved 

President Kennedy’s assassination; Lyndon 

Johnson signed the Civil 

Rights Act. It was the 

last year of the Baby 

Boom and the first year 

of my life: 1964. 

Exactly one century 

earlier, my great-great 

grandmother, Matilda 

Sage Spoonhunter, was 

only 18 when she 

miraculously survived the violent assault on 

the peaceful tepee camp she shared with 

Cheyennes and her fellow Arapaho women, 

children and elders 

at Big Sandy Creek 

on Colorado’s 

eastern plains. 

The Sand Creek 

Massacre, during 

which 230 of 

Matilda’s friends 

and family were 

slaughtered and 

mutilated, is now 

acknowledged as 

the deadliest event 

in state history. It 

has brought lasting 

scars of 

generational 

trauma to exiled 

descendants who 

struggle to retain 

and maintain the ancient culture and 

language that the perpetrators endeavored 

to erase on that frigid November day in 

1864 — and in the subsequent decades. 

Every day, there is a visceral familiarity I 

experience with my Arapaho heritage: Give 

me directions in terms of peaks and 

drainages, not roads and developments. My 

eyes quickly spot game and wildlife. I crave 

collaboration and consensus. Despite these 

regular touchpoints, I experience a lingering 

disconnect from the culture, customs, and 

traditions of my ancestors. 

So I was excited to attend History 

Colorado’s new Sand Creek Massacre 

exhibit, by Tribal invitation, for its pre-

opening ceremony day with my Colorado 

family and husband and my Wyoming 

relatives from the Wind River Reservation. 

In an emotional, revelatory ceremony and 

presentation from fellow descendants of 

both Tribes, contributors named Colorado 

their forever home. But now they live on 

reservations in Wyoming, Montana and 

Oklahoma and traveled great distances to 

participate.  

So they too feel a disconnect. 

Not only did their testimony reinforce my 

Past is prologue 
 

Reflections of a descendant of an 

Arapaho woman who survived the 

massacre on November 29, 1864  

Kate Collins  
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gratitude for life in Colorado, it also 

augmented my knowledge of our family’s 

history. When the Northern Arapaho were 

relegated to the reservation in 1878-79, I 

learned, there were just 383 individuals; 

only 53 of whom were men.  

At the same time, the roughly 60 million 

buffalo of the early 1800s were diminished 

to 450. 

My dad, John Edward Collins, was born 

on the Wind River Reservation in 1928 to 

Frances E. Collins (Gibson). Frances 

attended boarding school at Genoa in 

Nebraska and Haskell in Kansas, “where she 

excelled even as she endured brutal 

treatment,” Dad says. Grandma rode horses 

and hiked with me on the trails in Palmer 

Park in Colorado Springs, and she taught me 

to bead and sew. She re-used everything 

and was eminently resourceful. 

Frances’s mother was Edith 

Spoonhunter, who was married to Dad’s 

namesake: John Edward Collins of Wicklow 

County, Ireland. He was a great friend to 

the tribe, putting in irrigation and other 

infrastructure. 

Dad left the reservation at age 14 and 

has had a remarkable life as an Air Force 

pilot and officer, businessman and intellect. 

He earned both his undergraduate degree 

and MBA while actively flying missions in 

the military. Dad was a warrior in his own 

way. Although he rarely talked about his 

wartime experiences, he did describe that if 

you felt fear it seemed a certainty you 

would die. 

He’s still alive at age 94 — the winter of 

his life in Arapaho terms — and happily 

living in Colorado Springs, a place he loves. 

It only occurred to me in my adult life that 

the “sense of place” he experiences must 

be strong for him, as it was Cheyenne, 

Arapaho and Sioux ancestral homeland. We 

understand that our ancestors ranged from 

Cherry Creek (Denver) to Manitou Springs, a 

sacred place for all three tribes. Dad loves 

to gaze at Pikes Peak every day. 

I may never know if Matilda hid in the 

creek bed or fled, but the Sand Creek 

Massacre exhibit creates an individual and 

collective blueprint for moving forward. 

Colonizers aren’t the only ones telling the 

story anymore. It’s one of trauma and 

attempted annihilation, but it’s also a story 

of resilience, courage, survivors and family. 

Perhaps in Colorado’s fourth-grade 

history curriculum, when we learn that our 

state tree is the blue spruce and the state 

fish is the greenback cutthroat trout, we 

will also teach about the original people 

here. 

Whatever race, ethnicity or tribe you’re 

a part of, we’re all connected by this land, 

this survival story and the future. And we 

have an ongoing job to do in both 

commemorating the past and healing in the 

present. 

Kate Collins is a Carbondale resident 

and member of the Northern Arapaho Tribe.  

 

Edith Spoonhunter Collins and Frances 

Elizabeth Collins, circa 1917. Frances was born 

in 1909.  
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A new docket about 

transmission in the 

San Luis Valley 
 

by Allen Best 

The San Luis Valley is loaded with solar 

energy potential. It is uncommonly sunny, 

even by Colorado 

standards, and it lies at 

7,000 feet in elevation, 

which means that solar 

photovoltaic production 

occurs efficiently — actually 

more efficiently than some hotter, even 

sunnier places such as in the Mojave 

Desert. 

If the Pueblo area has solar values of 7 

or 8 on a scale of 10, as the developer of 

the Bighorn solar project associated with 

the steel mill said, then the San Luis Valley 

has to be even better. 

Absent is the necessary transmission, a 

way to get the solar production to markets. 

Now comes a new docket at the 

Colorado Public Utilities Commission that is 

intended to provide a 

"repository for comments and 

as a means to further examine 

potential transmission solutions 

for the San Luis Valley.” 

The way such processes at 

the PUC work, parties who want to 

participate in the proceeding must file their 

notice of intent. That deadline is Dec. 30. 

The deadline for initial comments will be 

Feb. 3, 2023. 

Transmission has frustrated Colorado’s 

two largest electrical utilities for more than 

a decade. In 2009, Xcel Energy and Tri-State 

The San Luis Valley has several solar 

installations, including the 30-megawatt Icepco 

Alamosa plant. It was the largest such plant in 

the world when it was completed in 2012. 

Photo/Allen Best 

 

 

PUC indicates its wants to 

move along discussion 

about how to develop 

solar resources 
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Generation and Transmission set out to 

build a 136-mile transmission line across La 

Veta Pass and to the I-25 corridor. The PUC 

approved the plan, but a mixture of 

landowners and others – most notably Louis 

Bacon – prevailed. Bacon, a hedge fund 

manager, owned the adjoining Trinchera 

and Blanca ranch properties’ 171,400 acres. 

Xcel formally withdrew its proposal in 2015 

and Tri-State went in other directions. 

The utilities had rejected Bacon’s 

argument that it should hew to an existing 

transmission corridor out of the north end 

of the valley; they said it would put too 

much transmission in one area. For a time, 

Tri-State explored new transmission from 

the valley south into New Mexico. 

Increased transmission capacity came 

up again in 2021 as Xcel Energy and various 

industry and other groups sorted through 

Xcel’s proposal of nearly $1.7 billion in 

transmission to access new wind and solar 

resources, primarily in eastern Colorado. 

Colorado Solar and Storage Association 

teamed with the Alamosa County 

commissioners to make the case that the 

PUC needed to nudge Xcel into more 

aggressively pursuing new transmission. 

“Some of the first solar fields were built 

in Alamosa County decades ago,” a Sept. 

13, 2021, letter from the commissioners to 

the PUC said. “The demand for additional 

growth in solar farms has been muffled by 

the lack of transmission lines to explore this 

valuable resource and support the demand 

for power on the Front Range.” 

The San Luis Valley – there are six 

counties in the valley – is among Colorado’s 

poorest, and it has its back up against the 

wall because of the need to trim water 

consumption used for irrigation. 

“Shut down the wells? Those family 

farms and ranches that once had value will 

no longer be able to support themselves,” 

the letter from the county commissioners 

continued. 

“However, when additional 

transmission lines are added or able to 

transport additional solar energy, we can 

convert some of those farms and ranches 

into solar farms, making good use of the 

land, preserving the water, and satisfying 

the Front Range’s hungry appetite for 

additional green energy.” 

Mike Kruger, chief executive of the 

solar industry organization, argued that the 

La Veta Pass has the scenes that grace Colorado calendars. Photo/Allen Best 
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decision whether to build transmission 

belongs to the PUC, not to Xcel. He also 

pointed out that SB21-272, the PUC 

modernization act, requires accounting for 

socioeconomic disparities when making 

decisions regarding electrical generation.  

The San Luis Valley is “one of the areas 

of the state that could most benefit from 

renewable energy. It is heavily reliant on 

agriculture, and with a changing climate 

and reduced water, requires economic 

diversity.” 

Not so fast, said Xcel in its filings from 

2021. Testimony by Carly Rowe cited the 

land administration of a multitude of 

federal agencies, a national park, and three 

national wildlife refuges as being among the 

factors that make the valley a “more 

difficult, time-intensive, costly and risky 

location in which to develop a large-scale 

transmission project.” Too, the geography is 

more difficult than, say, the plains of 

eastern Colorado. 

The upshot was called by these and 

other parties at the table (the Colorado 

Energy Office, labor organizations, Western 

Resource Advocates and others) to have 

this sorted out in the proceeding that the 

PUC commissioners approved on Nov. 16. 

Also relevant is that Xcel has various 

upgrades underway, such as to reduce 

wildfire risk. The commissioners said in 

their decision that they want to examine 

how the utility’s “substantial investments in 

that area may, in the not-too-distant future, 

host significant solar-generating resources.”  

Likely germane to this proceeding is the 

potential undergrounding of transmission. 

It’s far more expensive than standard 

overhead transmission techniques, but 

legislators in 2021 created a new state 

agency, the Colorado Electric Transmission 

Authority, that will have expanded powers 

and the ability to finance projects. See the 

next story: 

 

New transmission agency 

seeks executive director 
 

The new Colorado Electric Transmission 

Authority is advertising for an executive 

director. The pay scale is $160,000 to 

$210,000 annually. The application deadline 

is Dec. 15. 

The agency was established by the 

Legislature in 2021 and given the task of 

planning, financing, building, and operating 

new electric transmission lines and storage 

facilities. 

Legislators gave the agency broad 

powers. It may provide revenue bonding 

authority to finance projects, which could 

involve owning or leasing the facilities, and 

charge participating entities fees to service 

the bond debt and recover administrative 

costs. 

For the full job description, see the 

listing at the Colorado Energy Office. 

Kathleen Staks, the interim director of 

the board of directors, said that Colorado 

has studied closely what New Mexico did in 

creating its parallel agency 11 years ago. 

“They’ve had some pretty significant 

transmission lines built in New Mexico,” she 

says. 

In addition to creating a website, 

perhaps by the end of the year, the board 

at its future meetings will go about 

adopting policies.  

Still to be decided is to what extent, if 

any, the new CETA will get involved in cases 

before the Colorado Public Utilities 

Commission, such as the case about 

transmission in the San Luis Valley. Staks 

says it will be up to the new executive 

director to decide that question. 
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Gas or electric? In 

Steamboat, not 

an easy decision 
 

by Allen Best 

It came down to a choice between 

natural gas and all-electric (with diesel 

backup) for the new city 

hall and fire station in 

Steamboat Springs. 

Geothermal wasn’t 

even in the running. 

By a 4-3 vote, the city 

council chose the electric 

route, despite increased operating costs 

estimated at $44,000 per year plus greater 

capital costs for the air-source heat pumps 

and other infrastructure. 

 Most passionate in favor of the natural 

gas proposal was Robin Crossan, the 

president of the council. She pointed to the 

vast improvement of the building code to 

which the structures will be built. “We are 

splitting hairs on efficiency factors, gas vs. 

electricity,” she said.  

The electric will cost an ‘"insane 

amount of money,” she said. “This is not 

ours. This is our community’s money, and it 

is a very hard for me to say we’ll just keep 

spending it.” 

Still to be decided is whether the 

Steamboat Springs Area Fire District, a 

separate taxing district, will go along with 

electricity. A fire district representative said 

his organization favored natural gas. 

In theory, the decision should have 

been easy. Both Steamboat and Routt 

County last August adopted a climate action 

plan. That plan calls for beneficial 

electrification, a strategy in which fossil fuel 

combustion in buildings is displaced by 

electricity. 

Steamboat’s power comes from Xcel 

Energy (via Yampa Valley Electric, a 

cooperative). Xcel promises to deliver 80% 

emission-free energy by 2030 and 100% by 

2050.   

But electricity costs more than natural 

gas. Tom Leeson, the deputy city manager 

in Steamboat, told the council that 

consultants had estimated the cost of 

heating the adjoining buildings with 

electricity using air-source heat pumps and 

electrified boilers will be $44,000 more 

annually than if natural gas was used. 

Snowmelt for the fire 

department driveways is 

planned, something that 

the firefighters currently do 

not enjoy. 

However it is heated, 

the building will be more 

energy efficient than the 1962 structure 

where city officials currently work. Many 

offices have space heaters, because the 

building leaks like a sieve. 

 

hy not geothermal? The carbon 

footprint is zilch and the 

operating costs, once the system is 

installed, are minimal. 

Colorado Gov. Jared Polis in July 

announced that geothermal would be his 

initiative during his year as chair of the 

Western Governors Association. 

Geothermal can mean tapping the Earth’s 

heat to produce electricity, as is now done 

in California north of San Francisco. It can 

also refer to using the heat to displace fossil 

fuels from buildings. 

Colorado Mesa University has deployed 

geothermal extensively on its campus in 

Grand Junction, and with spectacular 

success. More is planned.  

Easily 100 homes and likely many more 

have used geothermal to displace natural 

gas from homes in the Montrose-Delta-

Grand Junction area. In September, I had 

lunch with an individual who had a home 

and orchard near Palisade. He swore by the 

system he had installed in 2002. I have also 

written about how the owner of an estate 

W 

 Despite Gov. Polis’s “Heat 

Beneath Our Feet” 

initiative, geothermal 

doesn’t make the cut 



	 14	

in Eagle County had used geothermal to at 

least defray the fossil fuel use needed for 

his outdoor swimming pool. 

Steamboat’s case was more 

complicated. The plan that was examined 

would have required 60 to 80 wells be 

drilled about 300-feet deep in a half-city 

block where the new municipal building and 

fire station are to be located. Each well 

takes a day.  

City staff and consultants estimated 

that the additional work required for 

geothermal would added capital costs while 

delaying construction, now scheduled to 

start on May 1, by two months The delay 

would have added a potential $3.4 million 

to the cost.  

Too, there were questions about 

whether tapping the geothermal heat might 

have robbed the heat of the existing hot 

springs along the Yampa River a few blocks 

away. 

Paul Bony, who oversaw installation of 

about 100 geothermal heating (and cooling) 

systems on behalf of Delta-Montrose 

Electric before moving to Steamboat 

Springs, spoke passionately in favor of the 

geothermal proposal. He also questioned 

the underlying assumptions used in the 

energy modeling. He pointed out that local 

prices for natural gas are higher, $1.15 a 

therm, than the statewide average of 75 

cents per therm used in the modeling. He 

also said the assumed electricity rate was 

higher by a half-cent a kilowatt-hour. 

Christine Berg, from the Colorado 

Energy Office, also urged Steamboat to be 

daring – but with all-electric. “This is the 

best time to build a new facility,” she said. 

“There is more funding available than ever 

to build all-electric.” 

But certainty was lacking in precisely 

what funding might be available to defray 

the upfront costs. Steamboat, as a 

wealthier community, likely won’t have 

high priority for funding granted by the 

Colorado Legislature earlier this year. Craig, 

yes, it would qualify easily because it’s a 



	 15	

disproportionately impacted community 

and one in the midst of the energy 

transition as its coal plants scale down 

production and, beginning in 2025, begin to 

close. 

There seemed to be much confusion 

about whether Steamboat might be eligible 

for state grants that could defray the costs  

The federal Inflation Reduction Act will 

produce money for buildings, but the 

funding criteria will not likely be worked out 

until January.  

“You should budget for the project with 

the assumption that no grants will be 

received,” Leeson said. “And then if we do 

receive grants, it’s a bonus.” 

 

fterward, I talked with Gary Suiter, 

the city manager in Steamboat 

Springs, whom I have known for close to 20 

years as he has moved around From 

Snowmass Village to Minturn and various 

other towns in Colorado. We talked for 35 

minutes as he laid out his reasoning. 

“I cut my teeth writing block grants 40 

years ago, and it doesn’t matter whether 

it’s the state or the federal government or 

what kind of promises they make,” he said. 

Don’t count on the money coming through. 

Those experiences, he said, “make your 

more conservative.” And he concurred that 

wealthier communities usually don’t fare as 

well. 

Suiter is familiar with geothermal from 

his days as administrator of Alamosa 

County. His wife ran a solar program. That 

was in the 1980s. Later, he was in the 

Roaring Fork Valley as renewable energy 

became celebrated there.  

In this case, he says, the staff and 

consultants studied all sorts of options. For 

example, might heat be extracted from the 

city sewage stream, as Denver began doing 

in 2020? Might batteries be deployed in 

concert with solar PV?  “We are doing a 

solar feasibility analysis, but that has been 

lost in the sauce,” he said. 

Suiter said he was driven most by the 

uncertainties associated with geothermal in 

this particular case. He told me he had 

consulted Major, a Wheat Ridge -based 

heating and cooling company that has 

become a specialist in geothermal. The 

company representative, said Suiter, told 

him stories of both spectacular success and 

abject failure. 

“One takeaway is that geothermal is 

tried and true, yet it has to be done right. 

You can’t screw it up. You have to have 

people who know what they’re doing.” 

The company said a diligence study 

would be required, and that would include 

studying the peak energy needs of the 

building and its annual heating and cooling 

needs. As for snowmelt for the fire 

department driveway – no, not with the 

amount of snow that Steamboat can get, he 

was advised. 

But most worrisome was the potential 

impact on Steamboat’s name-sake hot 

springs seven or eight blocks away. Suiter 

said he didn’t wany to rob the heat from 

the hot springs.  

That hot springs when the town was 

established emitted a chug-chug sound, 

inspiring memories of steamboats. Arrival 

of David Moffat’s railroad in 1908 ended 

the chugging. Railroad construction had 

somehow altered the geology and 

hydrology. 

”I didn’t want to have a screw-up on my 

watch,” said Suiter. 

Why not slow the process down—wait 

another year to build? 

Spiraling construction costs, he replied. 

Supply chains chokepoints and all other 

inflationary pressures have pushed prices 

upward and added uncertainty to major 

construction projects. The boilers, for 

example, require lead time of about a year. 

Barring a recession similar to that of 

2008, Steamboat assumed higher costs 

coming from continued delay, something 

the council couldn’t accept. 

 

A 
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Builder in Pueblo hits 

stride with high-end 

no natural-gas homes 
 

by Allen Best 

It took Rod Stambaugh a couple of 

years before his vision of high-performance 

housing on the northeastern edge of Pueblo 

had anything to show. Now he and his two 

partners have started piling up the 

statistics. 

In recent weeks they’ve sold three 

houses for an average price of $780,000. All 

three were cash buyers. 

“It’s been a long road, but it’s getting 

easier,” says Stambaugh. 

The company, Pure Zero Construction, 

has 14 of the single-family houses under 

construction with work also underway on 

the first of 51 townhomes.  

None will have natural gas. The no-gas 

component of North Vista Highland that the 

company has rights to build on could 

ultimately have 500 homes. 
“We will compete all day on the merits 

and benefits of high-performance, all-

electric homes, as compared to the stick-

built housing that uses natural gas,” says 

Stambaugh. “We will win that battle every 

time.” 

The townhomes will have 2,200 square 

feet and come in at around $600,000, he 

says. The company expects buyers to come 

from the northern Front Range. 

Pueblo has a deserved reputation for 

lower real estate prices, but it does have 

pricier homes, too. But Pure Zero is staking 

its reputation on both environmental 

performance, which translates into cost 

savings over time, and in health benefits. 

Accumulating evidence points to harmful 

Three high-performance homes have been sold 

in this new subdivision in Pueblo, and dozens 

more units are underway or being planned. 

Photo/Allen Best 
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impacts of indoor air quality from natural 

gas combustion, whether for space and 

water heating or for cooking. 

Gene Meyers, a long-time “green” 

builder in the metro area, has also 

concluded recently that if for no other 

reason than health considerations, it’s time 

to get rid of natural gas in the homes he 

builds. 

Having no natural gas comports with 

Colorado’s goals for greenhouse gas 

reduction goals. Several laws passed in 

2021 provide direction to decarbonizing of 

buildings through various new metrics, 

including building codes that make natural 

gas less desirable. Colorado has so far, 

however, not imposed bans. The lone 

exception is Crested Butte, and the 

restriction there applies to relatively few 

units. 

 

tambaugh got into the building 

technologies world about eight 

years ago when he began pursuing the 

concept of 189-square-foot “tiny” homes 

after he returned to Colorado from living in 

California. That business is called Sprout 

Tiny Homes. He sold some of the tiny 

homes to the Aspen Skiing Co. for use in 

Basalt. He is now at work on a third 

generation of workforce housing for Aspen. 

Then, in 2020, he purchased land in a 

subdivision in Pueblo called North Vista 

Highlands. He had thought that there would 

be no natural gas at all in the giant 

subdivision. That has not, to Stambaugh’s 

discomfort, been completely true. But it’s 

true for the housing he and his two partners 

are building—and he has no plans to 

change.  

“We will not deviate from our mission. 

We are not going to race to the bottom,” 

says Stambaugh. “We are going to build 

high-performance homes where you can 

see, feel and breathe the difference. That is 

our mission.” 

One measure of a building’s 

performance is a metric called HERS, short 

for home energy rating system. Existing 

homes may have HERS ratings of 130. New 

stick-built homes have improved to 100 – 

although a few production builders are 

shooting for lower. KB Homes has said it 

plans to achieve HERS scores of 45 

nationally by 2025. 

How do the Pueblo homes rate?  

“We’re in the low 40s and we actually 

had a negative 9 after you add solar,” says 

Stambaugh. 

High-performance building has several 

components. One is building tightly to avoid 

loss of heat or, in the summer, cool air. 

Unlike houses built from two-by-fours and 

S 

Heat pumps manufactured by Mitsubishi both 

heat and cool the houses at North Vista 

Highlands. 

North Star 
Renewables

Consulting

Supporting Colorado utilities, 
communities, and stakeholders 
with the energy transition

www.northstarrenewables.com
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two-by-sixes, the Pure Zero houses use 

structural insulated panels, or SIPs. They 

provide superior installation and, says 

Stambaugh, provide corners that are always 

on the mark. They cost more than wood at 

one point, but no longer. 

No natural gas is another fundamental 

of the houses. Instead, electric-powered 

Mitsubishi air-source heat pumps wring the 

heat from outside temperatures efficiently 

down to zero (and to a lesser extent when 

colder). They can do the reverse during hot 

weather, replacing the need for air 

conditioning. 

Stambaugh swears by Mitsubishi. They 

cost $1,500 more than other air-source 

heat pumps, but their superior performance 

at lower temperatures will result in less 

need for backup electricity. Those lower 

costs will recoup the original investment in 

five years. 

Instead of natural gas stoves, the 

houses in Pueblo have induction-heating 

stoves. Bathrooms are tiled from top to 

bottom. Temperatures throughout the 

3,900-square feet houses (with full 

furnished basements) are consistent. 

They’re so structurally tight that they are 

quiet even within a construction zone. 

There used to be a higher cost premium 

for the materials. That has somewhat gone 

away.  

But building high-performance homes 

requires rethinking, including finding 

subcontractors willing to learn new 

techniques.  

Stambaugh admits his team had 

difficulties at first finding craftsmen willing 

to learn how to install the new technology. 

Some refused. Now, as the housing market 

has slowed, some have returned, looking 

for jobs.  

“We said fine, if you don’t want to learn 

how to do it our way, we will find 

somebody who will,” says Stambaugh. 

“Now they’re coming back, saying ‘Are you 

sure you don’t have any work for us.’” 

“We said yep – we don’t have work for 

you.” 

The homes have almost 3,000 square feet, including basements. Photo/Pure Zero Construction 
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A biggest ever for 

battery storage – 

but not for long 
 

by Allen Best 

The 13,500 solar modules sandwiched 

by hillsides of sagebrush, piñon, and juniper 

near Glenwood Springs capture the eyes. 

It’s the four shipping containers of lithium-

ion batteries, capable of 15 megawatt-

hours of storage, that will briefly set a new 

high mark for Colorado. 

Battery storage is coming on in 

Colorado. This project narrowly eclipses the 

previous record in Colorado set four years 

ago. Late next spring, the 275 megawatts of 

battery capacity planned by Xcel Energy at 

Pueblo and in Adams County will dwarf this 

record of 15 megawatts-hours. More yet 

will be coming after that. 

We need storage to complement the 

intermittency of the renewables but also 

because this makes economic sense. This 

transition to an energy system with fewer 

emissions has so far slowed or stopped 

increased costs in prices of electricity. If 

only we could be so lucky with organic food. 

Storage capacity within Colorado will 

rise significantly in the next five years. 

Imagine driving on Interstate 70 across the 

Great Plains into Denver. In the city’s 

western suburbs, the highway rises slightly. 

In this analogy with battery storage, we’re 

still in the suburbs. Lying immediately 

ahead is the sharp rise to Floyd Hill with 

plenty of uphill beyond. 

Mike Kruger, the chief executive of 

Colorado Solar and Storage Association, a 

trade organization, rejects this analogy. 

Instead of uphill struggle, he describes 

The five megawatts of battery storage at the Spring Valley campus narrowly surpasses the four-

megawatts of storage that United Power installed in 2018 at its office along I-25 between Longmont and 

Frederick.  
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downhill glide. Lithium-ion storage will 

expand, he explained, because of rapidly 

declining costs that parallel those of solar 

panels a decade before. 

In his view, we’re about to descend 

from Loveland Pass. 

“Imagine the tiniest thing you can think 

of,” Kruger said at a Colorado Renewable 

Energy Society webinar. “That’s storage in 

Colorado today. Now think of the biggest 

thing you can think of. That will be energy 

storage in the future.” 

All of Colorado’s larger utilities plan 

significant storage but in somewhat 

different ways. Platte River Power Authority 

recently received 31 bids for various non-

carbon generation and storage proposals in 

and near the four communities it serves in 

northern Colorado. For example, Estes Park, 

whose frightened residents had to flee in 

2020 as two megafires approached, might 

need both storage and solar panels if power 

deliveries get interrupted. 

Wildfire threat also figures into the 

solar and storage at the college campus 

near Glenwood Springs. Should outside 

power be cut off, students could shelter in 

place. 

Colorado Springs Utilities, the state’s 

fourth largest utility, is soliciting bids for 

batteries with 400 megawatt-hours of 

storage to become operational in 2024. 

Utilities spokesman Steve Berry predicts 

growing importance of battery storage as 

long as the technology becomes 

increasingly cost-effective, efficient, and 

reliable. 

“Battery storage will help us better 

manage the intermittent characteristics of 

renewable energy, but it will also provide 

greater grid resiliency, help insulate 

customers from market volatility, and help 

us modernize our grid for emerging 

technologies,” he says. 

We are also beginning – just beginning 

– to see batteries in homes and businesses. 

In a program called Power+, Holy Cross has 

assisted in placing batteries at 68 homes 

and businesses. Supply chain issues have 

122 still on the waiting list. It is doing this 

partly to learn how to draw on these 

batteries to meet peak demands, such as 

when the snowmaking guns at Aspen and 

Vail power up as temperatures dive during 

November evenings. 

 

ow come state and federal 

programs that Kruger describes as 

a “really amazing confluence of incentives” 

via tax rebates. A new Colorado law will 

award an income tax credit equal to 10% of 

the purchase price for storage systems 

purchased in 2023 and 2024. The systems 

are also exempt from sales tax. The federal 

Inflation Reduction Act provides an even 

bigger tax incentive of 30%. 

Xcel customers will be eligible for 

additional incentives next year: $500 per 

kilowatt of storage up to 50% of the cost of 

N 

Bids received by Tri-State Generation and Transmission suggest substantial future investment in 

storage during the next two or three years for its member electrical cooperatives. 

Want to be a regular subscriber?  
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the battery and $800 per kilowatt for 

income-qualified (up to 75% of the cost of 

the battery). 

Supplies of batteries remain tight, but 

manufacturing capacity has been ramping 

up and prices should fall. Globally, capacity 

grew by a third last year to reach 600 

gigawatt-hours in manufacturing capacity. 

Wood Mackenzie, a consultant, reports 

3,000 gigawatt-hours being planned or 

under construction. 

In “The Big Fix,” Aspen-reared Hal 

Harvey and co-author Justin Gillis describe 

how scaling up of industrial processes has 

caused prices of everything from Model Ts 

to computer chips to tumble. They call it 

“the learning curve.” The most recent 

examples were wind and then solar. 

Cheaper lithium-ion batteries alone will 

not allow Holy Cross and other utilities to 

realize their goals of 100% emissions-free 

electricity by 2030. We also need longer-

term storage. Options include molten salt, 

hydrogen, and pumped storage-hydro, the 

latter a technology used in Colorado since 

the 1950s that remains the state’s largest 

“battery.” Nuclear and geothermal are 

other options. All will take time to deploy. 

Likely a decade. 

For now, it’s time to charge the 

batteries. 

 

Holy Cross looking 

at other locations of 

solar + storage + 

community benefits 
 

When the ribbon was snipped in mid-

September for the solar and storage project 

at the Spring Valley campus of Colorado 

Mountain College, the phrase “win-win-

win” was used. 

The wins were credited to the college, 

which has a goal of zero-carbon electricity, 

the same as that of Holy Cross Energy, the 

electrical supplier at 3 of the college’s 11 

campuses.  

Holy Cross benefited, gaining use of the 

22 acres for the project and in a way that 

furthers its goals. 

And the solar and storage combination 

makes the campus a refuge in times of 

power disruption, said Bryan Hannegan, 

chief executive of Holy Cross. 

“In a pinch, if there was a nearby 

wildfire or if there was an outage on our 

system because of a power failure,” he said, 

the solar and storage complex was 

“sufficient to power this campus and keep 

people safe and comfortable.” 
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Expect more such community energy 

system projects, Hannegan said. “We are 

now starting to work in cooperation with 

Colorado Mountain College, with towns and 

counties, with developers and homeowner 

associations and still others to think more 

holistically about what it means to provide 

sustainable energy for the people we serve, 

the people who are our neighbors.” 

Storage was the key to making the deal 

come together, says Jenna Weatherred, the 

vice president of member and community 

relations at Holy Cross. 

“We are always looking for additional 

generation in the valley, but it’s not as 

beneficial to our membership if it doesn’t 

have storage attached,” she says. “We end 

up with more solar in the middle of the day 

when we don’t need it.” 

Holy Cross plans additional solar 

installations in its service territory between 

Aspen, Parachute, and Vail. Two projects, at 

the Garfield County Airport at Rifle and the 

second at Battlement Mesa, have been 

identified. 

The utility has also had discussions with 

a school district within its service territory 

for a project that will, if it is consummated, 

have parallels to that of the CMC Spring 

Valley project. School district officials have 

been leery of publicity until details get 

ironed out. 

In addition, Holy Cross has also been 

talking with developers of low-income 

housing projects about solar as well as 

some smaller projects in the Eagle Valley, 

but land scarcity there makes projects such 

as found at the CMC campus less likely, said 

Weatherred. 

Colorado Mountain College had been 

thinking about how it could advance its 

sustainability goals. It had land.  

“It’s south-facing and there are no 

neighbors to complain,” says Seth Goddard, 

who was then with the college and is now a 

consultant based in Carbondale. Plus there 

was already a substation in the area 

because of a wastewater treatment plant 

for the college campus. 

He traces the first study of the 22-acre 

site to 2019. In early 2020, Holy Cross set 

out to develop more solar in its service 

territory to balance the wind and other 

generation being imported from eastern 

Colorado. It is providing some incentives 

when it sees projects that check off multiple 

boxes.  

Helping nudge along the process at the 

college campus was CLEER, Clean Energy 

Economy for the Region, a Carbondale-

based non-profit with a mission of 

accelerating the energy transition and 

increasing energy independence. Erica 

Sparhawk, a subcontractor for CLEER, says 

her organization primarily tried to assist the 

college in putting together its proposal for 

consideration by Holy Cross. 

The deal that finally emerged allows the 

college to offset its electrical use at its 

campuses, Spring Valley plus those in 

Edwards and Aspen. “This was a classic case 

of what you want to see in projects, where 

everyone is a winner,” says Sparhawk. 

 

t the CMC campus in September, 

Hannegan extolled the flexibility 

given to Holy Cross by the batteries.  

The solar energy being harvested could 

be sent directly into the grid or it can be 

saved in the batteries, which can then be 

ramped as needed. The batteries can store 

the entire output of the solar array for 

three hours. 

“It gives us a measure of control over 

this clean energy resource. From a utility 

perspective, that is massively important,” 

he explained. “This takes the place of a 

natural gas combustion turn in its 

traditional role of balancing the grid. That is 

an important step in our journey.”  

In coming years, he added, even greater 

benefits will be derived from storage at the 

solar projects in Rifle and Parachute as 

technology continues to improve. 

 

A 


