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Charting 26 years of transition through 

the lens of the Colorado Renewable 

Energy Society 
 

by Allen Best 

Cleve Simpson was one of two state 

legislators who attended the Colorado 

Renewable Energy Society’s annual 
conference in 2022. The reason was not 

immediately obvious. 

The second legislator was scheduled to 

receive an award that afternoon at the 

sunshine-dappled Unitarian Church 

between Golden and Wheat Ridge. But why 

was Simpson, a Republican who represents 

the San Luis Valley as well as southwestern 

Colorado, there to hear about microgrids, 

agrivoltaics, and other presentations? 

Since its founding in 1996, the Colorado 

Renewable Energy Society has been a fount 

of educational programming about solar, 

wind, and other subjects related to energy.  

The organization has often provided 

grassroots and sometimes grasstops—some 

members are unusually well connected—
advocacy for taking steps to achieve this 

deepening penetration.  

Simpson, a graduate of the Colorado 

School of Mines, is listed on the General 

Assembly website as being a 

“farmer/rancher.” That description falls 
short of his resume. He was a mining 

engineer who worked 20 years in the lignite 

coal fields of Texas as well as in Australia 

before returning to his roots. He’s a fourth-

generation farmer in the San Luis Valley. 

And farming in the San Luis Valley has a 

very fundamental challenge. Current levels 

of water extraction cannot be sustained. 

Land must necessarily be trimmed from 

production. Simpson attended the CRES 

conference, he 

confided later, 

because he was 

interested in how 

renewable 

energy–solar, in 

particular–can 

leave his farming-

based 

communities 

economically 

whole. He was at the meeting to inform 

himself for his work as a state legislator but 

also as director of the Rio Grande Water 

Conservancy District, the agency that must 

oversee those cuts in water. 

Just how the CRES conference may 

influence Simpson in his duties as a state 

legislator cannot be said. Only occasionally 

can dots be directly connected. But he was 

there, listening intently. 

That has been the role of CRES from its 

founding in Golden during a time when 

solar was still expensive and the near-term 

risks of climate change not as clearly 
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defined. It has been, first and foremost, an 

educational forum, but also a place for 

people focused on renewable energy to 

connect and sometimes take direct action, 

as in advocacy on behalf of the nation’s first 
voter-initiated renewable energy mandate. 

At times, CRES has also articulated visions 

that have resulted in the bills considered 

and then passed by state legislators. 

Many of the challenges that 25 years 

ago seemed so imposing have now been 

surmounted. Renewable energy has 

become the first, not the last, option in 

electrical generation. 

Has CRES outlived its purpose? Certainly 

not. If old arguments against renewables 

about cost and integration have been 

dismantled, renewables must still be scaled 

even more rapidly than has now occurred if 

the worst of climate change impacts are to 

be avoided. There are questions about the 

impediments to transmission and the 

proper role of large and central renewables 

vs. local renewable resources such as 

rooftop solar. There are questions about 

the role of storage and its formats, the role 

of nuclear—if any, and how agriculture can 

be integrated into decarbonization. 

Too, the atmospheric situation has 

deteriorated so rapidly that the question of 

mechanisms to draw carbon dioxide from 

the sky has become legitimate.  

Colorado is well on its way to achieving 

penetration of renewables that was 

unimaginable even a decade ago. That 

summit is within sight. But beyond lie many 

other mountains yet to be climbed. No, 

CRES has not outlived its purpose. 

 

Coming together of minds 
Colorado was a logical place for solar 

supporters to gather. The state’s 300 days 
of sunshine is a cliché that happens to be 

true. It ranks sixth among the 50 states in 

average annual sunlight. 

The National Renewable Energy 

Laboratory also played a major role ithe 

creation of CRES. The laboratory was 

established in 1977 as the Solar Energy 

Research Institute, or SERI, whose second 

director was Denis Hayes. As president of 

the student body at Stanford University in 

1970, Hayes helped organize the first Earth 

Day. 

Creation of SERI brought others to 

Colorado who then figure into the creation 

Irrigation in the San Luis Valley in August 2022. Photo/Allen Best 
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of CRES and, more broadly, Colorado’s 
emergence as a national leader. One of 

them was Ron Larson, a figure with deep 

and continuous presence in CRES since its 

founding in 1996. 

In 1972, though, Larson was a young 

professor of electrical engineering in 

Atlanta at Georgia Tech who focused on a 

narrow component of electromagnetics 

with implications for capabilities of the U.S. 

military. 

Larson wanted more, to scratch a 

career itch. He applied and was then chosen 

to represent IEEE, the professional 

engineering and technology association, as 

a Congressional fellow. He planned to 

return to Georgia after a year in 

Washington. He did not. Something 

happened during his first week in 

Washington that profoundly altered his 

career path—and that of the nation. Arab 

oil producing states in the Mideast 

announced an embargo of exports to the 

United States.  

Priorities in Washington shifted 

dramatically. Larson went to work for the 

House Science Committee, where he was 

assigned to work on two solar bills.  

Solar photovoltaics, which now has 

capacity to generate electricity for less than 

$1 a watt, with prices still descending, then 

cost 100 times as much. That expense 

limited its use primarily to exploration of 

space. The federal budget for research was 

small, just $4 million to $5 million, but there 

was strong, bipartisan enthusiasm to 

pursue solar research. The oil embargo 

fueled even greater interest, mostly in solar 

heating for space and water.  

“Barry Goldwater wanted solar energy,” 
says Larson, referring to the U.S. senator 

from Arizona who was also the 1964 

Republican presidential candidate. 

“Renewable energy then was bipartisan. 
Everybody was for it.” 

A law quickly passed in 1974 authorized 

creation of SERI. Golden, Colorado was 

chosen for the site. With a position secured 

at the laboratory, Larson and his wife, 

Gretchen, arrived July 5, 1977.  

When the Larsons arrived, another 

young man in Colorado was already 

devoted to advancing use of solar energy. 

Morey Wolfson had been a graduate 

student at the University of Colorado in 

1970 when he organized the nation’s third-

largest Earth Day celebration. Soon after he 

set out to learn what was known about 

solar energy. The Denver Public Library had 

35 books on squirrels, he discovered, but 

just one book on solar. That book had been 

checked out just once in the six years after 

being published in 1964.  

The takeaway conclusion of that book, 

“Direct Use of the Sun’s Energy,” by 
Farrington Daniels, was that there “was no 
technical reason why direct use of the sun’s 
energy cannot be the basis for the energy 

needs of an advanced economy.” 

Denis Hayes was the director of the Solar 

Energy Research Institute (now NREL) from July 

1979 through July 1981. Photo/Warren Gretz, 

NREL 

This history was undertaken with the 

promise of a $1,000 donation to Big Pivots 

by the Colorado Renewable Energy 

Society.  
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From 1973 to 1983, Wolfson operated 

the Solar Bookstore in Denver at Colfax 

Avenue and York Street. The store was 

devoted to renewable energy, and the mail-

order business patronized by architects and 

others kept it afloat, if barely. Wolfson also 

helped found various environmental groups 

in Denver before closing the bookstore and 

joining the staff of the Colorado Public 

Utilities Commission in 1985. At the PUC, 

among other assignments, Wolfson was 

executive assistant to the three 

commissioners. 

Among the commissioners was Ron 

Lehr, an important figure in Colorado’s 
energy transition. Lehr’s first glimpse of the 

issues with which he has been engaged 

occurred in 1965 when his sister and a 

friend rafted down the soon-to-be 

submerged Glen Canyon in southern Utah. 

She was outraged at the imminent sacrifice 

of such a beautiful canyon, which the Sierra 

Club had been working to preserve. The 

club’s position included the argument that 
the hydroelectric production from Glen 

Canyon Dam was unneeded because coal 

was plentiful on the nearby Kaiparowits 

Plateau. “It’s important to be humble over 

time,” Lehr observes wryly. 
In 1976, the writings of Amory Lovins, a 

MacArthur Genius Award prize-winner, 

captivated Lehr. Reacting to the oil 

embargo had inspired Lovins to 

fundamentally rethink the energy equation 

to include demand as well as supply. His 

1976 essay in Foreign Affairs, “Energy 
Strategy: The Road Not Taken,” changed 

energy debates permanently.  

The path Lovins advocated “combines a 

prompt and serious commitment to 

efficient use of energy, rapid development 

of renewable energy sources matched in 

scale and in energy quality to end-use 

needs, and special transitional fossil-fuel 

technologies. This path, a whole greater 

than the sum of its parts, diverges radically 

from incremental past practices to pursue 

long-term goals.” 

The message from Lovins, then 

revolutionary, today remains profound in its 

implications. “You read it and the world 
shifts,” says Lehr of Lovins’s essay. 

“Thinking about energy could never be the 

same.” 

Blake Jones, chief executive of Namaste Solar, explained production from the solar arrays atop the 

Denver Museum of Nature and Science in 2009 when President Barack Obama accompanied by Vice 

President Joe Biden traveled to Denver to sign the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act.  

Photo/Jim Watson AFP-Getty Images 

 

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/1976-10-01/energy-strategy-road-not-taken?check_logged_in=1
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/1976-10-01/energy-strategy-road-not-taken?check_logged_in=1
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Lehr downplays his contributions since 

then. Others say he has been a pivotal 

figure.“I just happened to be standing 

there,” he says. “My life has been like that. I 
have been close to those insights and have 

been able to pick them up and repeat them 

and help to make change happen.” 

The Colorado in which Denver natives 

Lehr and Wolfson came of age and to which 

Larson arrived in the 1970s was blessed– 

some would say cursed–with fossil fuels of 

all kinds. It had hydrocarbons in various 

chemical forms and geological settings, 

along with methane and coal. Too, it was 

proximate to the vast inland sea of 

hydrocarbons in Wyoming and Montana 

called the Powder River Basin. But it also 

had outstanding wind and solar resources 

and intellectual capital. 

As Colorado’s population between 1960 
and 1980 expanded from 1.8 million to 2.9 

million, demand for electricity grew even 

more robustly. Utilities responded with 

ever-larger coal-burning plants, the last 

(until Comanche 3 in 2010) completed in 

1984. Coal was cheap, the pollution it 

produced accepted as a cost of progress as 

it had been since the start of the Industrial 

Revolution.  

As for solar – well, it was the stuff for 

space missions, not for earthly tasks. Or so 

went the conventional logic.  

Telling was the fate of the institute that 

had drawn Larson to Colorado. After Ronald 

Reagan became president in 1981, he 

dismantled the solar panels on the White 

House that his predecessor, Jimmy Carter, 

had erected. Carter had also traveled to 

Colorado in 1978 to dedicate the new solar 

energy research institute. Reagan’s 
administration three years later slashed the 

budget from $130 million to $50 million. 

The solar research didn’t cease, but it 
slowed through the Reagan years. 

Hayes, the director, told Rolling Stone 

magazine’s Jeff Goodell in a 2020 interview 
that the day he got that news was the most 

horrible day of his life. “It was harder than 

the days my parents died,” he said. “I spent 
much of the next year writing letters of 

recommendation for people, many of 

whom I had lured out to this thing, and then 

they suddenly had their lives shattered.” 

Steve Andrews was among the 

contractors who was let go. He remembers 

well the remarks of Hayes in announcing 

the news. Hayes called the Department of 

Energy administrators “dull gray men in dull 
gray suits thinking dull, gray thoughts.” 
Instead of taking a scalpel to the skin, he 

added, the Department of Energy had taken 

a meat-ax to the muscle of the SERI staff. 

“My recollection is that after those 

remarks, he was required to leave the 

building a few hours sooner than had been 

planned,” say Andrews. “The DOE dudes 
didn’t want more scorched earth salvos 
delivered by Denis.” 

Larson also left. His next career move 

was to Khartoum, in the African country of 

Sudan, on an assignment by Georgia Tech 

as part of a U.S. Administration for 

International Development mission. Later, 

he returned to Golden but never to 

Georgia. 

 

The birth of CRES 
CRES was preceded by several 

grassroots organizations in the Denver area 

with the same general mission.  

The Denver Solar Energy Society, which 

was later reorganized as the Denver Energy 

Resource Center, was similar to CRES in that 

it had monthly educational meetings. It 

even had paid staff for a time as interest 

surged in solar during the early 1980s 

because of federal tax credits adopted in 

1977. As many as 400 people attended 

meetings. Tours of solar homes were 

conducted, aided by 40-page brochures. 

Then, in 1985, federal tax credits 

expired. Solar enthusiasm vanished.  

A national advocacy group, the 

American Solar Energy Society, or ASES, 

obviously saw a more prominent role for 

https://www.rollingstone.com/culture/culture-features/denis-hayes-interview-50th-anniversary-earth-day-987606/
https://ases.org/
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solar, as did those working at the laboratory 

in Golden that had been defunded. By 1991, 

the tide had turned again. President George 

H.W. Bush visited Golden that year to mark 

the designation of the solar laboratory as a 

national laboratory with a broader mission. 

It became NREL. 

Larson says CRES was launched at the 

instigation of ASES, using funds 

inherited from the then-

defunct Denver solar 

organization. In its very 

earliest years, it had a huge 

crossover in membership with 

NREL employees. It still has 

crossover, if not quite as 

much.  

That interplay with NREL 

was reflected in the initial 

leadership of H.M. “Hub” 
Hubbard. He had arrived in 

Colorado to lead SERI after 

Hayes was fired. 

“Hubbard was a very well-
known solar expert in the mid-

1990s,” says Larson. “I was 
behind him in line for dinner 

and asked him if he would be 

willing to be chair of CRES, 

and he said yes. We could not 

have had a more important 

person for the first year. In my mind, we 

might not have been a success without 

Hubbard.” 

Hubbard gave CRES instant credibility 

and facilitated NREL as the meeting place 

for several years. Wolfson—who left the 

PUC in 1999—helped coordinate some of 

that CRES programming in his new job at 

NREL. Many of those presenting 

informational sessions then—and 

continuing today—were researchers from 

NREL. Meetings were attended by 20 to 50 

people. 

Volunteerism was at the core of CRES. 

Notable was the effort by CRES co-

founder Paul Notari, who had been head of 

the Technical Information Branch at SERI 

and then NREL. For 14 years he was the 

publisher and editor of CRES News, a lively 

newsletter for members from the founding 

until 2010. Notari was instrumental in early 

CRES outreach. He identified and contacted 

almost 500 people in the Denver area who 

were interested in solar. He wrote news 

releases and proposed story ideas to local 

media. In this and other ways, Notari 

helped knit together disparate individuals 

and topics into a fluid but somewhat 

cohesive whole. 
Doug Seiter remembers getting 

involved with the new organization soon 

after arriving in Colorado in 1997 as an 

employee of the Department of Energy. 

Later, he served two terms as president of 

the board of directors. 

“It was the choir, for the most part, 
people already engaged in the industry or 

very much interested in doing something in 

renewable energy,” he says. This collection 
of like-minded people helped build 

enthusiasm and coalesce motivation.  

Larry Sherwood, the executive director 

of ASES from 1988 to 2001, concurs that 

Ron Larson, at the lectern, and Paul Notari are credited as the co-

founders of CRES. 

Photo/Dave Bowden, SustainableMedia.net 
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Colorado’s solar conversation in the 1990s 

revolved around NREL. CRES provided an 

outlet “for some brilliant minds at NREL to 
engage in policy or educational types of 

activities that they were interested in but 

weren’t part of their research at NREL,” 
says Sherwood, who would later become a 

member of the board of directors for 

several terms. “I think CRES definitely 
benefitted from those people.” 

CRES also has advocacy in its DNA. That 

was manifested relatively soon after CRES 

was organized in a case before state utility 

regulators about a potential wind project in 

southeastern Colorado. It was likely the first 

time that the costs of integrating wind into 

utility operations were decided in a public 

record.  

 

Why not wind? 
The Public Service Co. of Colorado, a 

subsidiary of Xcel Energy, is a state-

regulated investor-owned utility offering 

electricity and natural gas. In a model 

created by utility executive Samuel Insull 

early in the 20th century, Xcel and other 

investor-owned utilities operate as 

monopoly service providers but, in 

exchange, submit to state regulation.  

In addition to exercising control over 

rates, Colorado regulators require the 

company to file an electric resource plan 

every three years and to acquire 

generation resources through competitive 

bidding. The plan Xcel filed in November 

1999 was for new resources to be 

acquired from 2002 through 2004. 

To meet that demand, Xcel planned to 

go to a familiar tool chest: natural gas. 

Colorado utilities in the 1990s had been 

ramping up natural gas generation in ever-

larger configurations, a practice that was 

to continue into the first decade of the 

21st century. Altogether, 5,195.5 

megawatts of natural gas generating 

capacity was added in the 20-year 

period. Coupled with the new natural 

gas-fired generators, Xcel also planned very 

modest demand-side management 

programs. Absent from Xcel’s plans in 1999 
was new wind generation. 

Colorado from its earliest days of 

homesteading had windmills to pump 

water. Some were configured to generate 

small amounts of electricity. Then, in the 

1980s and 1990s, wind developers began 

assessing the state’s wind resources. They 

found much to exploit. 

By the late 1990s, Xcel had also dabbled 

in wind via a new program called 

Windsource. Customers had the 

opportunity, if they chose, to pay extra for 

“clean” wind energy. Their demand was 
met in the late 1990s first by Ponnequin 

Wind Farm, a project located along the 

Older and newer wind technologies can be seen 

southwest of Limon at the Rush Creek Wind Project. 

Photo/Allen Best 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wind_power_in_Colorado#cite_note-EIA-13
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wind_power_in_Colorado#cite_note-EIA-13


 8 

Wyoming border north of Greeley, the 

state’s first commercial-scale wind farm. It 

had a capacity of 25.3 megawatts. It was 

followed by the 25-megawatt wind farm on 

the Peetz Table north of Sterling in 2001. 

The program had been instigated as a 

result of prodding by CRES and other groups 

that included Environment Colorado, the 

Sierra Club, and the Roaring Fork Valley’s 
Community Office for Resource Efficiency, 

known as CORE. 

Plenty more wind was available for 

development. Colorado’s steadiest, most 
reliable winds blow in the state’s 
southeastern corner, near the center of the 

Dust Bowl havoc of the 1930s. The “quality” 
of the wind—a word used with the 

prejudice of electrical production in mind – 

ranks very high. The state energy office had 

used U.S. Department of Energy funds and 

help from NREL to place a meteorology 

tower near Lamar, atop Signal Hill, to record 

wind velocities. 

With those data in hand, a California-

based wind company called Zond Systems 

created a proposal for a wind farm 22 miles 

south of Lamar. The company was later sold 

and became Enron Wind.   

Xcel would have nothing to do with the 

proposal. Too costly, the company said in 

response to three repeated applications 

from Enron. The third time, renewable 

advocates discovered that Xcel had added 

$61 million to the bid price on the 

presumption of added costs for 

transmission and for integrating wind into 

the company’s electric operations. Those 
padded costs aside, the bid that Xcel had 

rejected was for electricity costing 3.2 cents 

per kilowatt-hour. That was lower in cost 

than all other of Xcel’s generating sources in 

Colorado aside from the small hydro plant 

along Interstate 70 at Georgetown Lake. 

Lehr had taken note. Working pro bono 

on behalf of CRES, he set out to 

demonstrate why the PUC should order Xcel 

to properly consider the bid from 

southeastern Colorado.  

One of the experts he tapped was 

Andrews, the former SERI contractor who 

had by then been studying energy for more 

than two decades. Andrews warned the 

PUC commissioners to be skeptical of Xcel’s 
predicted low prices for natural gas. 

Although he did much research before 

putting on his coat and tie to testify before 

the PUC commissioners, Andrews 

remembers being on shaky ground in his 

projections. In the short term, he was 

proven correct, though. Natural gas prices 

skyrocketed to $14.50 per million Btu in 

2008. Xcel had predicted $3 or less. Xcel 

was correct for the longer term as fracking 

and other advanced drilling techniques 

produced a flood of cheap natural gas.  

The second part of the case against Xcel 

came from Law and Water Fund of the 

Rockies, now called Western Resource 

Advocates. John Nielsen identified flaws in 

Xcel’s modeling of benefits of wind to Xcel’s 
generating fleet. 

NREL researcher Michael Milligan 

provided the final evidence for the wind 

proposal. He testified to the improved skill 

in predicting wind capacity. That enhanced 

ability to predict wind made it easier to 

integrate it into electrical supplies.  

The PUC commissioners were 

persuaded. They ordered Xcel to contract 
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for power from the 108-turbine Colorado 

Green proposal.  

When completed in 2004, Colorado 

Green was the fifth largest wind farm in the 

United States, capable of generating 162 

megawatts. It was a huge victory for CRES 

and other clean energy advocates. 

Since then it has been repowered with 

updated technology, enabling it to produce 

even more electricity. Even so, its 

production has been dwarfed by that of 

other, much larger wind projects that have 

become common in Colorado, including the 

600-megawatt Rush Creek Wind Project 

between Limon and Colorado Springs.  

Those wind farms have augmented tax 

revenues and added some long-term, well-

paying jobs to struggling farm communities 

on Colorado’s eastern plains. Colorado 
Green, for example, paid $2 million a year 

in local property taxes upon its completion, 

and it has since been expanded and joined 

by other wind farms. In addition, the Emick 

family, on whose land Colorado Green sits, 

has been reported to have created a 

foundation to endow local improvements. 

Among the boosters of Colorado Green 

in Prowers County was John Stulp, then a 

county commissioner who also grew wheat 

on a nearby farm. Colorado Green has been 

what he says he expected. 

“It’s been good for the tax base. It’s not 
a huge employer, but it’s good employment 
for the 10 or 12 who are on the operations 

and maintenance crews. They pay their 

bills. The county has gotten along with 

them reasonably well. They’re good 
corporate neighbors, so to speak, and it’s 
clean energy,” says Stulp, who led the 
Colorado Department of Agriculture for 

four years in the administration of Gov. Bill 

Ritter, then was a special water advisor to 

Gov. John Hickenlooper for eight years. 

Colorado Green, the first major advocacy 

case for CRES, also opened the door to 

Amendment 37. It put Colorado on the 

national renewable map.  

 

Located between Lamar and Springfield, Colorado Green was the state’s first major wind project. 
Photo/Allen Best 
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Amendment 37 
The 2004 success of Amendment 37, 

Colorado’s first renewable energy mandate, 
was preceded by nearly a decade of failure. 

Mark Udall, a Democratic state legislator 

from Boulder County in the 1990s, had 

sponsored legislation that proposed to give 

consumers rights to choose clean energy. 

He couldn’t get it across the legislative 
finish line. After Udall went to Congress in 

1998, his mission was taken up by what 

some might have seen an 

unlikely source, a 

Republican legislator from 

rural Colorado. 

That legislator, Lola 

Spradley, the first female 

speaker of the Colorado 

House of Representatives, 

had grown up on a farm in 

Weld County. There, when 

crops failed, production 

royalties from “stripper” oil 

wells—those nearing the 

end of their productive 

life—paid the farm’s 
property taxes. She saw 

wind turbines being the 

equivalent of oil wells, a 

way to secure income for 

rural landowners in years 

of crop failures. Lehr says 

she told him that she also 

understood the power of a 

large monopoly because she had worked 

for AT&T when it was called “Ma Bell” in 
Colorado and enjoyed a monopoly on 

telecommunications. She said she 

understood irrational monopoly behavior 

toward suppliers and their general aversion 

to change. 

Spradley, representing rural areas of 

southern Colorado, three times beginning in 

2001 proposed the minimum renewable 

energy standard along with Democratic 

colleagues from Boulder County. Votes 

were narrow, but she always fell short. 

Rick Gilliam, then with Western 

Resource Advocates, tells about rising 

frustration with the legislative process. But 

although popular accounts have always 

fingered Xcel Energy as the stick in the 

renewable mud, he tells a more nuanced 

story. 

“Really it was the coops that stopped 
it,” he says. “And here’s the thing: It didn’t 
even apply to them. It would not have 

applied to any of the coops. They talked 

about how dangerous renewables would 

be. In fact, I remember a guy (likely the 

individual who then directed the Colorado 

Rural Electric Association) who testified 

during a committee hearing in the third 

year we made a run about this. He was 

arguing against rooftop solar. ‘If you pass 

this bill, people are going to die,’ he said. I 
almost laughed out loud, because it was so 

ludicrous to go to that extreme to try to 

scare people. I don’t think many of the 
legislators took him seriously. But it showed 

how worried and maybe even scared the 

coops were.” 

Lola Spradley, then the speaker of the Colorado House of 

Representatives, was an advocate of renewable energy.  

Photo/Dave Bowden, SustainableMedia.net 
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Finally, that third year, Matt Baker—
who was then head of Environment 

Colorado—proposed a back-up plan. If 

legislators said no again, then they would 

make their case directly to voters through a 

ballot initiative.  

That’s what they did. They needed 
68,000 signatures to get on the ballot. The 

allied environmental groups and CRES 

delivered 115,000. Baker and Gilliam 

became the most prominent public faces 

for the advocates. 

Gilliam had a wealth of experience on 

several sides of the energy equation. His 

first job out of college was with the Federal 

Energy Regulatory commission in 

Washington D.C. After six years there, he 

was offered a position with the Public 

Service Co. He immediately fell in love with 

Colorado. He stayed with the company for 

12 years and acquired an education in how 

investor-owned utilities operate and their 

relations with state regulators. In addition 

to energy efficiency and demand-

management programs, he helped figure 

out how to shut down St. Vrain, then a 

trouble-plagued nuclear reactor, and 

replace it with natural gas-fired generation. 

In 1993, he made another career move, 

this time going to work for Western 

Resource Advocates. His recruiter there was 

Eric Blank, who is now chairman of the 

Colorado Public Utilities Commission. 

Gilliam agreed to a year-long term that 

turned into 12. 

During his time while still at Xcel he had 

also begun thinking about an alternative 

energy paradigm. A pivotal experience was 

leading a tour of Pawnee, the coal-fired 

power plant near Brush that began 

operations in 1984. He remembers the 

dirtiness of coal, wondering if there was a 

better way. Reading the works of Amory 

Lovins in Sierra Club bulletins and 

elsewhere, Gilliam became persuaded by 

solar energy in particular. 

“I always thought it was the coolest 

technology. It is lovely because it has no 

Ron Lehr makes the case for a renewable energy standard during the 2004 campaign while Rick 

Gilliam looks on. Photo/Dave Bowden, SustainableMedia.net 
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moving parts. You just put it out there and 

it generates electricity.” 

On the campaign trail that summer, 

Gilliam and others found a mostly receptive 

audience along the Front Range. Fort 

Collins, for example, had already adopted 

renewables requirement for its city utility, 

requiring that 15% of its power come from 

wind sources by 2015, double what was 

being proposed for Colorado. 

In rural Colorado, the reception was 

mixed. Rocky Mountain Farmers Union 

favored the initiative, and the Farm Bureau 

opposed it. 

For some audiences Spradley had a 

colorful analogy. She described the wind 

turbines as upside down oil wells. Her view 

was that it would “keep people on the 

farm.” 

Later, Gilliam and other advocates 

learned that Xcel had had a strong 

conversation within its corporate ranks 

about what position to take. In the end, 

says Gilliam, the utility seems to have been 

persuaded by Tri-State Generation and 

Transmission, Colorado’s second largest 

utility, about the need for a united front. 

“Don’t downplay their opposition too 
much,” he says. “But they didn’t feel 
internally near as strongly as Tri-State did.” 

Advocates lined up 1,000 volunteers – 

including many members of CRES. Video 

scenes for the campaign commercials were 

provided by Dave Bowden, president of 

CRES in 2004, who led the group’s 
fundraising and voter education efforts for 

the ballot initiative. 

Early polling showed 70% to 75% of 

Colorado voters favoring Amendment 37. 

Advocates secured funding for 

$500,0000 (including $10,000 from CRES), 

mostly for TV commercials. Xcel, Tri-State, 

and Washington-based utility trade groups 

raised $1.5 million, outspending the 

advocates three to one. Had they started 

earlier, they might have defeated the 

initiative. It passed 53.4% to 46.6%. It was 

the nation’s first voter-initiated renewable-
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energy standard and a huge victory for CRES 

and Colorado’s clean energy champions. 

Momentum was building: First Colorado 

Green, then Amendment 37. 

What followed soon after was 

Colorado’s first gubernatorial campaign 

built on the premise of renewable energy. 

Its proponent? A one-time farm boy named 

Bill Ritter Jr.  

 

A gubernatorial platform 
Ritter, the district attorney in Denver, 

knew nothing about energy when he 

decided to make a run at the governor’s 
mansion. He knew wind, though. He had 

grown up east of Aurora, near Buckley Air 

Force Base. “We leased a farm where we 

had cows, chickens, and horses. It was 

small. We started out with a section of 

ground that is near what is now Mississippi 

and Gun Club Road and then started 

farming a half-section on Sand Creek, north 

of Stapleton. It’s where the DIA employee 
parking lot is now,” he says. 

“I hated wind,” says Ritter, recalling 
memories of driving tractors smothered in 

dust kicked up by spring winds. 

Wolfson remembers meeting Ritter and 

his wife, Jeannie, as they were dining at a 

Mexican restaurant on Denver’s Santa Fe 
Drive called El Noa Noa. He debated 

whether it was proper to interrupt the 

dinner of the Ritters, but then boldly 

approached them and offered his 

knowledge. Wolfson remembers Jeannie 

Ritter poking the candidate in the ribs and 

telling him: “Accept that offer.” 

And so they met a few days later, 

Wolfson the tutor, Ritter the eager and 

bright student who Wolfson says asked all 

the right questions. Ritter studied many 

issues. Eventually he produced a 54-page 

document of his plans under the heading of 

“The Colorado Promise.”  
Ritter rode a narrow part of that 

promise to victory. He had conceived of an 

economy built around clean energy, 

dubbing it the “New Energy Economy.” But 

he didn’t make it central to his message 

until late in his campaign, in August or 

September of 2006. 

The advertising team that Ritter had 

hired to create TV commercials wanted him 

in a small-town cafe talking with older 

people—well, older than he was then. 

Ritter had a different idea. He wanted 

to be filmed standing in front of the 375-

foot-tall wind turbines that John Stulp had 

shown him south of Lamar. The advertising 

team refused, he fired them, then hired a 

company who would make the commercial 

he wanted. His commercial about a new 

energy economy was a hit. 

“That commercial resonated with 

people in a different way than other kinds 

of political commercials did,” says Ritter. He 
walked away with an easy victory in 

November 2006. 

Ritter and like-minded legislators went 

on a tear. They upped the renewable 

portfolio standard for Xcel, this time with 

the consent of the utility, negotiating plans 

to replace coal with natural gas at two 

plants, and reformed what is now called the 

Colorado Oil &Gas Conservation 

Commission. During Ritter’s four years in 
office, 57 bills directly relating to clean 

energy or energy efficiency were passed. 

Just one bill had passed during the eight 
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years of Ritter’s predecessor, Bill Owens. 
Later, during the eight years that John 

Hickenlooper was governor, the pace 

slackened again.  

What role did CRES play in this? 

Wolfson had been an active member of 

CRES, but Ritter says he was not aware of 

CRES specifically until he had been governor 

for several years. Over time, he began to 

recognize familiar faces at bill signings and 

ribbon-cuttings of solar installations. In 

time, he connected the dots. 

“The value of an organization like CRES 
is that in a world of creating policy, 

especially if you are ahead of yourself a bit, 

it’s good to have friends,” he says.  
In 2009, Ritter signed HB08-1160, a law 

that extended solar net-metering to 

cooperative electrical utilities, at the farm 

near Niwot of Steve Szabo, a CRES member 

who later helped found the Boulder 

chapter. 

While CRES provided the table for the 

bill signing, it was not commonly invited to 

the table the way Sierra Club or some 

environmental groups were. Still, Ritter sees 

an essential value in CRES and other such 

groups in advancing clean energy. “That’s 
one part of the policy puzzle, but it’s a very 
important part of it,” says Ritter of 
grassroots support. 

Since 2007, when Ritter took office, 

wind capacity has taken off, growing from 

290.8 megawatts to surpass 5,000 

megawatts, accounting for nearly four-fifths 

of Colorado’s renewable energy production 
in 2021, according to the U.S. Energy 

Information Administration. Capacity in 

Colorado is projected to double during the 

next few years 

Xcel Energy took its defeats with 

Colorado Green and then Amendment 37 in 

stride. After that, it set out to meet 

elevated renewable levels, becoming a 

Carbondale’s Randy Udall conferred with Gov. Bill Ritter during the 2009 Association for the Study of 

Peak Oil conference. Udall, who died in 2013, was a beloved and influential participant in CRES during 

its early days, with his essays and analysis of energy topics even more relevant and insightful today. 

Photo/Paul Trantow 

https://www.eia.gov/state/print.php?sid=CO
https://www.eia.gov/state/print.php?sid=CO
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national role model. That hasn’t ended 

disagreements. Critics note that the 

company always figures out a way to 

produce handsome returns for its investors. 

That fact is unassailable. But it has become 

a different company from what it was early 

in the 21st century. 

 

Years of growth 
CRES has had its ups and downs, its 

time of growth and expanding influence 

and then times of retraction.  

Annual conferences have been held but 

with some lengthy gaps. The first, held in 

1998 at Snow Mountain Ranch, between 

Granby and Fraser, was regarded as a 

splendid retreat. However, CRES leaders 

decided it would be better to hold 

conferences in places more accessible to 

the broader public and 

with greater geographic 

diversity. Accordingly, the 

2002 conference was held 

in Colorado Springs with 

Amory Lovins as the 

featured speaker. The next 

was in Montrose, followed 

by the University of 

Denver, with still others in 

Fort Collins, Pueblo, and 

then again in Montrose.  

Remarks made by speakers at the 

conference in Steamboat Springs in June 

2007 reveal the rapid change during the last 

15 years. 

Organizers had recruited Stan 

Lewandowski, then general manager of 

Intermountain Rural Electric Association 

(now called CORE Electric Cooperative) to 

explain himself. He was known for his 

embrace of coal and for his financial 

contribution to Pat Michaels, a climate 

scientist who argued global warming will 

cause relatively minor and even beneficial 

charges. Renewables, said Lewandowski, 

were expensive, and he refused to socialize 

their cost to the detriment of elderly people 

on fixed income.  

Now, that same cooperative—under 

new leadership—is hurrying to get out of its 

ownership in what will likely be Colorado’s 
last operating coal plant, Comanche 3. 

Chuck Kutscher, then an engineer at 

NREL (and now a member of the CRES 

policy committee), also spoke, stressing the 

importance of the “beef” of energy 
efficiency to the “sizzle” of renewables. Paul 
Bony, who was then with Delta-Montrose 

Electric Association, told about the 100 

ground-source heat pumps whose 

installation he had overseen. 

Keynote speaker at the 2007 

conference in Steamboat Springs was Patty 

Limerick, a historian from the University of 

Colorado-Boulder, who talked about energy 

conversions of the past 200 years. She 

warned against 

expecting immediate 

change. Even adoption 

of fossil fuels, if 

“astonishing in its scale 
and scope of change,” 
did not arrive as “one, 
coherent sequential 

change.” Fossil fuels, 
she noted, had lifted 

women out of 

household drudgery. 

And she left listeners to ponder this 

thought: “The most consequential question 
of the early 21st century is who controls the 

definition of progress.”  
Membership in CRES grew from 200 to 

2,000 during the 21st century’s first decade. 
Sheila Townsend, executive director from 

2001 to 2011, deftly managed all of CRES’s 
events, including fundraising, the group’s 
annual conference, Tour of Solar Homes, 

and annual party, supported by well-staffed 

teams of volunteer members over the 

years.  

The Tour of Solar Homes has been an 

annual event since the beginning of CRES—
and an important money raiser, too. 

“The most consequential 

question of the early 21st 

century is who controls the 

definition of progress.”  

Patty Limerick 

Historian 

2007 CRES conference 
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Starting in 1996, the tour was focused on 

Golden but then expanded to the Denver 

metro area under the umbrella of New 

Energy Colorado. The tours are part of 

ASES’s national network, conducted over 

many years, to showcase green-built and 

sustainable homes.  

From its roots in Golden, driven largely 

by SERI/NREL employees who sought a 

greater public impact for renewables, CRES 

also added new chapters elsewhere in 

Colorado. Some had lasting power, others 

not so much. For example, chapters had 

been created in Durango and Montrose in 

the early 2000’s. They didn’t survive. The 

populations were relatively small, and the 

distances to other population centers too 

great.  

The chapter founded in Pueblo in 2003 

had greater success. Tom Corlett and Judy 

Fosdick founded SECRES (for South East) 

with the hope of advancing distributed 

generation and helping develop support for 

Amendment 37. In time, the chapter 

gravitated to Colorado Springs, where its 

current organizer Jim Riggins points with 

pride to outreach efforts with youngsters in 

local schools as well as some collaborations 

with the local military institutions. “Our 
goal is to inform and educate in a fashion as 

Historian Patty Limerick was the 

keynote speaker at the 2007 conference 

in Steamboat Springs while energy 

visionary Amory Lovins spoke at both 

the 2002 conference in Colorado Springs 

and at the 2010 conference in 

Montrose. 

Limerick photo/Dan Bihn.  

Lovins photo/Dave Bowden, 

SustainbleMedia.net 
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unbiased as we can and let people make 

their own decisions based on facts,” he 
says. 

NCRES (for Northern) has cut a notable 

swath in Larimer County. Jim Manuel had 

been active in CRES in Jefferson County and 

other precursor groups in Denver, including 

the Energy Network, before moving to 

Loveland. There and in Fort Collins he found 

kindred spirits who would sometimes meet 

at restaurants, other times at Colorado 

State University.  

Manuel says he began 

thinking that it would 

make sense to be formally 

affiliated with CRES in an 

organizational structure 

similar to that of the 

Colorado Mountain Club. 

That latter group has its 

largest membership in 

Denver but has chapters 

at various locations around Colorado. One 

advantage was avoiding the necessity of 

duplicating non-profit status by forming a 

different 501(c)(3).  

Alex Blackmer was asked if his off-the-

grid solar home in Redstone Canyon, west 

of Fort Collins, could be included in the 

1998 solar tour. His friends who organized 

that event then started attending NCRES 

gatherings at the Odell Brewery. 

“The meetings were always great 

networking events and gave me a range of 

valuable business contacts that have served 

me to this day,” says Blackmer, who later 
became a state board member. “In fact, I 
met my two current business partners 

through my NCRES interactions. We now a 

run a nation-wide solar financing company 

(Solaris Energy) that has been a player in 

the exponential growth of the solar industry 

in the last 10 years,” he says.  
“I think that my work with NCRES and 

CRES added greatly to my ability to grow 

Solaris by making the personal connections 

and contacts necessary to put all the pieces 

together.” 

Blackmer says that without CRES, he’s 
not sure Solaris would ever have grown into 

the successful business that it is. “And it 

would not have had the national impact 

that it is now having,” he adds. 

Broad influences of NCRES and other 

chapters can be hard to document. Peter 

Eberle, the current chair of the state board 

of directors as well as the leader of NCRES, 

believes that NCRES, working in concert 

with other groups, has nudged Fort Collins 

toward its ambitions to redefine energy. 

The community’s energy 
deliberations have 

drawn national 

attention, sometimes 

eclipsing Colorado’s 
better-known university 

town. 

Blackmer concurs, 

citing the “steady 
pressure from the 

bottom to move the city in the direction of 

more renewable energy.” 

Wade Troxel, a mechanical engineering 

professor at Colorado State University who 

has been personally and professionally 

involved in pushing that transition, confirms 

being influenced by CRES programming. He 

sometimes attended NCRES meetings, 

occasionally asking questions. “I was very 
aware of NCRES,” says Troxell, who was 
mayor from 2015 to 2021. 

The 501(c)(3) non-profit status for CRES 

is formally based in Fort Collins in 

conjunction with Colorado State 

University’s Powerhouse Energy Campus. 
That’s where postal mail goes. 

 

“Without CRES, I’m not sure 
Solaris would ever have 

grown into the successful 

business that it is.” 

Alex Blackmer 

NCRES member 
 

Want to be a regular 

subscriber? 
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A stumble, then a rebirth 
Still sensitive more than a decade later 

is the 2010 decision to spread the 

organization’s wings by hiring a full-time 

director. In the eyes of at least some of its 

members, the organization tended to be 

“clubby.” Everybody knew everybody else, 
and the atmosphere was collegial. 

But in terms of impact? Well, board 

members believed CRES could step up its 

game.  

Carol Tombari was among the 

board members who voted to hire 

Tony Frank, the clear favorite because 

of his experience at the Rocky 

Mountain Farmers Union. 

She describes the times around 

2010 as difficult. Yes, there had been 

substantial wins: Colorado Green in 

2001, Amendment 37 in 2004, and the 

57 bills passed during the Ritter 

Administration. But public policy was a 

slog. Advocates were finding it difficult 

to make their case. 

“We did not want to hire 
somebody who was like us, because we 

clearly had not succeeded,” says 
Tombari, now retired from NREL and 

living in Texas. “We needed somebody 
who had much more of an 

entrepreneurial approach than we did. 

Some of us were academics, some of us 

were scientists. We weren’t 
entrepreneurial.” 

Tony Frank emerged as the clear 

favorite. He wanted an office, so a 

lease was negotiated for space at a 

cost of $3,000 per year in a former school in 

North Denver repurposed for non-profit 

office space. A salary of $55,000 per year 

was negotiated along with modest 

insurance and other benefits. The bill, 

including office space, for the new director 

came to $68,590 for his first year. 

The director was to raise the profile of 

CRES in the Legislature and elsewhere. CRES 

was to become the go-to organization for 

renewable energy in Colorado. 

CRES became a partner in creating what 

was then called the Denver Sustainability 

Park in the Five Points neighborhood. From 

his previous experiences with non-profit 

organizations, Frank was able to introduce 

CRES volunteers to key state legislators.  

But the executive director—this is 

crucial—was required to figure out how to 

pay his or her salary. This happened, but 

not enough. Possibly a factor was that Frank 

was hired even as the effects of the 2009-

2010 recession lingered. When he resigned 

in February 2012 after nearly two years at 

the helm, the treasury had drawn down to 

$59,000. He was replaced by a part-time 

executive director. 

‘We all knew it was risky,” says 
Tombari. “We felt it was a risk worth taking. 
It just didn’t work out.” 

Tony Frank introduces a session at the 2010 conference.  

Photo/Dave Bowde, SustainableMedia.net 
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What lessons can be drawn from this? 

The simplest takeaway is that CRES over-

reached. 

The deeper question, though, is what 

does it take to create an organization with 

impact? The education that has always 

been front-and-center of 

CRES has impact, and 

grassroots activism has 

impact. But volunteerism 

usually needs to be 

anchored by staff to 

achieve deeper leverage. 

Michael Haughey arrived on the board 

in 2010 after the decision had largely been 

made to hire a full-time director. He says he 

counseled fellow members against the 

hiring without first creating a better plan to 

raise money. 

“The expectation was that the new 
director would raise the profile of CRES and 

money will come. That was the hope, but it 

didn’t work.” 

In a recent interview, he cited the 

Colorado chapter of the U.S. Green Building 

Council, which created a book of instruction 

on LEED certification. It sold nationally and 

continues to sell—creating the revenue to 

pay the salary of full-time director. With its 

arsenal of videos, CRES might now have 

something similar, he says. 

Larry Christiansen, another board 

member at the time, applauds the effort to 

professionalize CRES and to add muscle to 

its mission. To be taken seriously, he says, 

an organization needs full-time staff 

working from offices. 

While CRES temporarily elevated, it 

didn’t get far enough along to make a 
legitimate “ask” for funding. Neither the 
executive director nor board members felt 

comfortable in making that ask.  

“We did not have a board that was able 
to go out and ask for money or bring money 

to the table,” he says. “To get an 
organization off the ground, you need some 

fundraisers on the board.” 

Here’s a question to ponder:  

So, why do some organizations 

immediately spread their wings and others 

do not? The comparison that may be most 

relevant is Boulder-based Southwest Energy 

Efficiency Project [SWEEP]. It was founded 

in 2001, five years after CRES. It now has a 

staff of 18 spread out 

across Colorado as well 

as other Southwestern 

states. SWEEP definitely 

gets invited to the table 

for policy discussions. 

The difference?  

Howard Geller, its founder, had previously 

been in Washington D.C., where he had 

established a reputation. That likely made 

fundraising easier. 

 

Two new chapters  
Distributed energy has been one theme 

for the transition to renewables. That has 

also been the model for CRES. From three 

chapters, CRES has grown to five strong 

chapters during the last decade 

Boulder’s chapter, called BCRES, was 
organized in Boulder in 2014. Kirsten 

Frysinger, one of the three co-founders, had 

graduated in 2013 from the University of 

Colorado-Boulder with a masters’ degree in 
environmental studies. When Roger 

Alexander, then the board chair, asked for 

volunteers from the Boulder area to start 

the chapter, she enthusiastically raised her 

hand. She had a strong motivation. 

“I needed to find work,’ says Frysinger. 

“I needed to network with people.” 

It took a few years, but she succeeded. 

Having coffee with CRES member Leslie 

Glustrom, she learned of a job opening at 

the Southwest Energy Efficiency Project for 

an operations manager. She applied for the 

job at SWEEP and was hired. 

The BCRES meetings, which were 

commonly attended by 50 to 100 people 

before covid, always begin with an 

invitation to job-seekers to announce 

themselves, their qualifications, and hopes. 

Why do some organizations 

immediately spread their 

winds and others do not? 
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Job providers were then given time. At a 

September 2022 meeting, the first in-

person gathering since covid, half of 

attendees were seeking jobs. 

In Denver, MDCRES (for metro Denver) 

has become a significant player. A 

prominent figure there—and in the CRES 

policy and other groups—has been 

Jonathan Rogers. He arrived in Colorado in 

2018 as an energy consultant. In that 

capacity he began seeking out professional 

groups. CRES emerged on that landscape. 

What he found was a refreshing change 

from Washington DC. 

“It was all talk,” says Rogers of his time 
in Washington. “It was decades-long 

research and development, everybody was 

a consultant, and the only real buyer was 

the government. So we had the same 

conversations over and over again.” 

Somewhat around the same time as 

Rogers joined CRES he took a job as the City 

of Denver’s representative in regulatory 
affairs. It was his job to build relationships 

with legislators and get immersed in affairs 

of the PUC, which operates in mostly arcane 

ways that can test the patience even of 

lawyers.  

It’s one thing to pass a bill, he observes, 
but another yet to execute it. That, as the 

cliché goes, is where the rubber meets the 

road. 

The covid pandemic caused MDCRES to 

shift its programming to online. Attendance 

jumped to 70 attendees, but then slackened 

in 2022 as other activities resumed. If 

convenient, online sessions deprive 

attendees the pleasure of face-to-face 

networking. CRES chapters altogether have 

been trying to strike the right balance. 

In Jefferson County, Martin Voelker 

arrived to continue the thread of prior 

meetings at the Jefferson Unitarian Church. 

A native of Germany, Voelker had been a 

journalist before emigrating to the United 

States in 1997 with his wife, a college 

professor. In Boston, while his wife taught 

at the Massachusetts Institute of 

Bill McKibben, right, conferring with Land Institute founder Wes Jackson at the 2019 Prairie Festival, 

has strongly motivated many, including some CRES members. Photo/Allen Best  
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Technology, Voelker interviewed 

progressive speakers. 

In 2004, the Voelker family moved to 

Golden where his wife had secured a 

professorship at the Colorado School of 

Mines. With the lower-priced real estate of 

Golden compared to that of Boston, there 

was enough financial comfort that Martin 

decided he did not need to chase a 

paycheck. Beginning in 2015, he began 

pouring his energy into assembling monthly 

programs for JCRES.  

Voelker traces his epiphany, his desire 

to get more active, to the appearance in 

Boulder by Bill McKibben. Voelker had 

actually interviewed McKibben when in 

Boston, but he was galvanized by 

McKibben’s speech in Boulder during 
McKibben’s national tour following his 

compelling 2012 essay in Rolling Stone, 

“Global Warming’s Terrifying New Math.”  

“Knowing stuff is fine and dandy, and if 
you don’t do anything about it, what is it 
really worth?” says Voelker. 

Securing speakers has never been a 

problem for Voelker, given the proximity of 

NREL to other institutions in the Denver-

Boulder area. He has filmed and edited 

dozens of the group’s events, building up a 

large on-line library of CRES and other 

presentations.  

 

Influence in the Polis years 
About the time that CRES hit a speed 

bump when it hired a full-time executive 

director, Colorado also slowed its pace in 

energy innovation. Gov. John Hickenlooper, 

who had spoken at the CRES 2010 annual 

meeting in Montrose, was popular but was 

seen by many in the environmental 

community as sluggish. Too, the Legislature 

was divided politically during his years in 

the governor’s mansion. Always, bipartisan 

legislation is best. In important cases it’s 
useful to have majorities. 

Those majorities arrived in the 2018 

election along with the election of Jared 

New Energy Colorado’s John Bringenberg showcases solar technology at the 2021 Chaffee County Tour 

of Green Homes near Salida.  Photo/ Dave Bowden, SustainableMedia.net 

https://www.rollingstone.com/politics/politics-news/global-warmings-terrifying-new-math-188550/
https://www.youtube.com/@CORenewable/videos
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Polis as governor. Wealthy from shrewd 

investments and with sharp political 

instincts, Polis had announced his 

gubernatorial campaign in Pueblo at Solar 

Roast Coffee. If elected governor, he said in 

his Main Street announcement, he would 

push Colorado to 100% renewables by 

2040. He breezed to victory. Renewables 

had gone mainstream. 

A month later, Xcel Energy officials 

staged a public announcement in the 

sunshine-splashed atrium of the Denver 

Museum of Nature and Science. They 

proclaimed their intent to dramatically 

reduce carbon emissions from electrical 

generation by 2030 and expand that to 

emission-free electricity by 2050. A week 

later, directors of Platte River Power 

Authority, the utility serving four northern 

Colorado cities, announced an even more 

ambitious target: 100% renewable energy 

by 2030. Holy Cross in 2020 adopted the 

same goal for its service territory in the 

Vail-Aspen-Rifle area but without 

conditions. 

In the early months of 2019, Colorado 

legislators adopted a deluge of bills built 

around the idea of pivoting rapidly to 

renewables. Amid solar panels in Arvada, 

Polis signed a law that formally created the 

framework for building what Ritter had long 

before described as a New Energy 

Economy.  

CRES has tried to flex more muscle in 

this friendly atmosphere. Singularly 

important has been the CRES policy 

committee. The 12 to 15 members meet by 

conference call or video about an hour 

weekly during the legislative session and bi-

weekly during other months. The policy 

A raft of legislation was adopted in the 2019 legislative session, including incentives for electric vehicle 

purchasers. Here. Gov. Jared Polis speaks before signing a bill while State Sen. Kevin Priola and then-

State Rep. Jevon Melton look on. Photo/Allen Best 
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committee has a diversity of voices and 

opinions but tends to consist of the wizened 

elders. For example, while 10 out of 12 

people participating in the MCRES chapter 

are under age 40, the inverse holds true for 

the policy committee. 

Policy members take on responsibility 

for researching individual topics, helping 

decide whether CRES wants to get engaged 

and how. In some cases, this involves 

meeting with legislators, other times in 

giving testimony to legislative committees. 

CRES has also had a more robust presence 

in proceedings of the Colorado Public 

Utilities Commission. 

Rebecca Cantwell has been a member 

of this committee. She has worked policy 

from several sides. She had worked for Tim 

Wirth when he 

was a U.S. 

representative 

from Boulder and 

adjoining areas, 

then became a 

Denver journalist 

for 16 years. 

While at the 

Rocky Mountain 

News, she 

covered the 

evolution of 

communications 

technology, a task that gave her a deep 

understanding of how the PUC operates. 

From 2002 to 2005, while supervising 

political coverage for The Denver Post, she 

noticed the vigor of the grassroots 

movement in support of an energy 

transition. 

“I remember actually advocating 
internally at The Denver Post of the 

importance of this effort,” she says. “Clearly 
the passage of Amendment 37 in 2004 set 

Colorado on a renewable energy future 

more than any other single event.”   
By then, she was chafing in her capacity 

as an observer. “I wanted to stop telling 

about what other people were doing and 

actually work on progress,” she says. 
That motivation put her on a winding 

path that included editing a magazine 

published by Smart Energy Living Alliance, a 

stint at the Colorado Energy Office, and 

then beginning in 2012 several years as 

director of what is now the Colorado Solar 

and Storage Association, or COSSA. 

Cantwell had become familiar with 

CRES after meeting Larson at a wind energy 

conference in 2005. While at the solar trade 

group, she worked to implement a solar 

thermal roadmap developed in conjunction 

with CRES that laid out steps needed to 

make solar thermal a larger presence in 

Colorado. The roadmap had value at the 

Legislature and elsewhere, she says, even if 

it failed to produce much public policy for 

quite a while. 

Vince Calvano shepherds the CRES 

advocacy work, tracking legislation and PUC 

matters in spreadsheets, no small 

undertaking any time of year but especially 

when the General Assembly is in session. He 

had studied earth sciences at Penn State. 

There, he had an advisor, William 

Easterling, who had helped write one of the 

International Panel on Climate Change 

reports. “I learned how much of an issue 
global warming was, and I wanted to be 

part of the solution,” says Calvano. 
He then worked as a geophysical 

technician for a year and a half before 

returning to Colorado—which he had 

visited while as an undergrad – to attend 

law school in Boulder, graduating in 2008. 

Now he believes he is part of the solution 

through his pro bono work for CRES. 

Like all others interviewed for this 

history, Calvano sees CRES having an 

importance primarily on the margins. One 

important edge is how CRES can influence 

the position of other environmental groups 

or even the Colorado Energy Office. Other 

parties in negotiations “can be more 
concerned with the give and take with Xcel 

and holding back,” he says. The extra voice 

Rebecca Cantwell 
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provided by CRES, through its persistence, 

can push them to take stronger stands. 

 

Social cost of methane 
The most compelling recent evidence of 

CRES influence can be found in HB21-1238. 

It effectively requires state regulators to 

consider the costs of pollution using a 

different set of metrics. It did this by 

revising the methodology used by the PUC 

to determine the cost-effectiveness of 

demand-side management programs of 

public utilities selling natural gas. Like many 

big ideas, it had a long gestation period. 

Laurent Meillon, a member of the CRES 

policy committee, began pushing the 

principles behind the bill nearly a decade 

ago. Frank, the CRES executive director, had 

introduced him to then-State Sen. Gail 

Schwartz. She understood the inadequacy 

of the metrics used by state regulators in 

evaluating effectiveness of demand-side 

management programs, says Meillon. She 

understood that heating of buildings 

needed to “change a lot, away from cheaply 
priced fracked gas and toward clean 

solutions with no hidden costs.” 

Schwartz accomplished much during 

her time in the Colorado Senate but could 

not get the bill she fashioned with Meillon’s 
assistance approved before she was term-

limited.  

Next, Senators Mike Foote and Chris 

Kennedy took up the legislation, but they 

also could not get it passed. In 2020, the 

legislative majority was there for Foote, a 

Democrat, then something got in the way. 

“It was literally on the Senate president’s 
desk to be introduced in March of 2020 

when we went into covid lockdown,” he 

says.   

Foote, after being term-limited, passed  

along the idea to Rep. Tracey Bernett, then 

a new representative from Boulder County. 

Long-time solar advocate Jim Welch, founder of Bella Energy in Ft. Collins, urges passage of solar 

legislation at the Colorado Capitol. Photo/Dave Bowden, SustainableMedia.net 
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In addition to her engineering background, 

Bernett has a master’s in business 
administration from Harvard. 

State Sen. Chris Hansen co-sponsored 

the bill. It passed without difficulty. 

Meillon cites literally dozens of 

organizations and individuals. He credits the 

Colorado Solar and Storage Association 

(then called COSEIA) with breaking the 

intellectual ground two years before he 

seized the issue. 

“I know I can sound like stereotypical 
PR messaging when I say that it was a team 

effort, yet I really mean it,” says Meillon. 
“Sure I drove this with my persistence, yet 
nothing would have happened without all 

these people helping and pushing as best 

they could. 

Among those in CRES who urged him, 

he says, were 

Cantwell, Becky 

English, and Leslie 

Glustrom. He also 

singles out Will 

Toor, director of 

the Colorado 

Energy Office in the 

Polis 

administration. 

Lehr also had a 

role in Meillon’s account, as he “had been 
talking publicly about the ‘pernicious role of 
the discount rate against clean energy’ for 
10 years before we even got started and 

first made me aware of it.” 

Foote, who now provides pro bono 

expertise as an attorney representing CRES 

in PUC matters, describes Meillon’s case as 
exceptional for CRES. 

“To have a sustained presence at the 
PUC and/or the Legislature takes funding 

and paying people, but their funding is light 

and they don’t pay people,” says Foote of 
CRES. “It all depends on who is volunteering 
and what they have the time and passion to 

do.”  
In this case, Meillon was able to bring 

the expertise and advocacy of CRES and its 

members. “I know it would not have been a 

bill had he not kept the idea alive,” says 

Foote. 

 

Next steps for CRES? 
In Colorado’s energy transition, some 

work has advanced at a remarkable pace in 

the last 15 years. Other aspects are as 

perplexing now as in 2011 when Dave 

Bowden interviewed Matt Baker, then a 

Colorado public utilities commissioner, for a 

documentary film commemorating CRES’s 
accomplishments on its 15th anniversary. 

Baker described a two-fold challenge. 

One was to achieve the legislative mandate 

of getting 30% of electricity from 

renewables while keeping the cost increase 

below 2%. 

Check that box. In 2021, renewables 

provided 35% of Colorado’s electricity, 
according to the Energy Information 

Administration, even as costs of wind, solar 

and batteries continue to decline. And 

utilities now say they can achieve at least 

70% by 2030 (and some aim for 100%). 

With its sunny days and its windy 

prairies, Colorado has resources many 

states would envy. Plus, it’s nice to have 
NREL in your midst. 

Clean energy technologies can and 

must ramp up even faster. At one time, the 

atmospheric pollution could be dismissed as 

unpleasant but worth the tradeoff. That 

debate has ended. The science of climate 

change is clear about the rising risks and 

unsavory outcomes of continuing this 200-

year devotion to burning fossil fuels.  

Big, big questions remain, though. Some are 

no more near resolution than they were in 

2011 when Baker, who now directs the 

public advocates office at the California 

Public Utilities, identified the “desperate 
need to modernize the grid,” including the 
imperative for demand-side management. 

Leave that box unchecked. Work is 

underway, but oh so much remains to be 

figured out.  

Laurent Meillon 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iqcXTfXG6As&t=17s
https://www.eia.gov/state/print.php?sid=CO
https://www.eia.gov/state/print.php?sid=CO
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For example, how much transmission 

do we need if we emphasize more 

dispersed renewable generation? Can we 

figure out the storage mechanisms to 

supplement them? Might we need fewer 

giant power lines from distant wind and 

solar farms? This debate is simmering, on 

the verge of boiling.  

In buildings, the work is only 

beginning. Colorado has started, in 

part nudged by the host of laws 

adopted in 2021, among them the 

bill that Meillon had worked on for 

a decade. 

Others had been working on 

the same issue in a different way. 

Consider John Avenson. Now 

retired, he was still working as an 

engineer at Bell Labs when he 

began retrofitting his house in 

Westminster to reduce its use of 

fossil fuels.  

The house had a good 

foundation. It was built in the 

early 1980s in a program using designs 

created in partnership with SERI, the NREL 

precursor. It was part of a Passive Solar 

Parade of Homes in 1981. And unlike about 

80% of houses in metro Denver according 

to the calculations of Steve Andrews, it 

faces south, allowing it to harvest sunshine 

as needed and minimizing the need for 

imported energy. 

Avenson then tweaked and fussed over 

how to save energy here and then there. 

Finally, in 2017, he convinced himself that 

he no longer needed natural gas. He 

ordered the line stubbed. 

To those who want to follow the same 

path, Avenson has been generous with his 

time. He can commonly be seen pitching in 

on other, mostly behind-the-scene roles, for 

CRES and affiliated events. 

CRES’s membership is full of such 

individuals, people committed to taking 

action, whether in their own lives or in 

making the case why change must occur in 

our policies. 

But what about the carbon dioxide 

already in the atmosphere? Can it be 

mopped up just a bit? Certainly, it’s better 
to not emit emissions. But we’re cornered 

now. Focus is growing on ways to return 

carbon from the atmosphere into the soil. 

Revised and rewarded agricultural practices 

may be one way. That will be a component 

of a major bill in the 2023 Colorado General 

Assembly climate change docket. 

This is also a topic that Larson, since his 

time in Africa after the Reagan 

administration short-sheeted the solar 

laboratory in Golden, has avidly promoted. 

In 2007, the idea got a name: biochar. It is 

one technique for restoring carbon to soils. 

Today, it remains an obtuse idea to most 

people. It may be useful to remember that 

a renewables-powered economy sounded 

weird to many people in 1996, if they 

thought about it at all. 

 

RES has been regaining its financial 

health. “Through disciplined and 

lean operations, we have been able to 

slowly grow our annual income to nearly 

$40,000 a year,” said Eberle, the board 

president at a 25th anniversary celebration 

in October. “We have a solid financial base 

to not only maintain our current programs 

but consider new opportunities.”  

C 

John Avenson’s house in Westminster was designed to take 

advantage of solar gain. He then proceeded to tinker until in 

2017 he was finally satisfied that he no longer needed natural 

gas. Photo/Allen Best 
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The question lingers for those deeply 

engaged in CRES about what exactly its role 

can be and should be. 

Always, there are opportunities for 

informed citizens such as those who are the 

lifeblood of CRES. Mike Kruger made this 

point clear in a CRES presentation in 

October 2022. As the executive director of 

COSSA, he routinely contacts elected 

officials and their staff in Washington D.C. 

“The same thing happens at the State 

Capitol,” he said. Two or three phone calls 
to a state legislator has been enough to 

bring to their attention a particular issue or 

even change their vote.  

And that takes us to the big, big 

question: What exactly has CRES achieved 

in its 26 years?  

In this history you have read about a 

few salient elements: 

• the shove of Xcel into accepting 
Colorado Green; 

• the passing of Amendment 37, which 

raised Colorado’s profile nationally and set 
the stage for the election of Bill Ritter on a 

platform of stepped-up integration of 

renewables;  

• the work in recent years to revamp 
the calculations used in evaluating 

alternatives to methane.  

Teasing out accomplishments, 

connecting lines directly can be a difficult 

task. Perhaps instructive might be a 

sideways glance to other major societal 

changes. Much has been written about the 

civil rights movement after World War II 

that culminated in the landmark federal 

legislation of the mid-1960s.  

There were individuals, most notably 

the Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. and, in some 

contexts, his key lieutenants, John Lewis 

and Jessie Jackson.  

But there were others. Consider the 

march from Selma to Montgomery. There 

were strong-willed individuals such as 

Amelia Boynton Robinson and, at one point 

in the Selma story, the school children 

themselves who took up the cause as their 

parents and other elders hesitated. 

Civil rights and the energy transition 

have differences. The former had a deep 

moral component that was not yet clearly 

evident in energy when CRES was founded 

in 1996. The seriousness of climate change 

was not at the same level then, although 

arguably it is now. 

Now Colorado has emerged as a 

national leader in this energy transition. For 

that, CRES deserves recognition. It’s not a 
singular success. CRES has had teammates 

in this. But it can rightfully take credit. 

 

 

A few notes about this history 
A few notes on the preparation of this 

history. CRES commissioned this article with 

the promise of a $1,000 donation to Big 

Pivots. 

The manuscript was reviewed at various 

stages by Steve Andrews and, most 

significantly, by Dave Bowden, who is a 

member of the board directors of CRES and 

a past president of that board. The text 

benefitted from their observations. It also 

benefitted from the review of two people, 

Cathy Casper and Tara Flanagan, who are 

not necessarily energy geeks. 

Also to be noted is that interviews with 

several individuals were conducted whose 

names did not necessarily make it into this 

history or, even in cases, highly abbreviated 

fashion. Much sifting occurred. 
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How Bill Ritter rode 

renewables into the 

governor’s mansion 
 

by Allen Best 

During the four years that Bill Ritter Jr. 

was governor, Colorado pivoted hard to 

more aggressively advance clean energy. 

Wind and solar farms were developed, 

energy efficiency programs were 

configured, and agreement was struck to 

reconfigure two coal plants to burn natural 

gas. Ritter relished the successes.  

“The joke among the media was that 
there wasn’t a single solar panel installed in 
Colorado for which I hadn’t done a ribbon-

cutting,” says Ritter, who now heads the 
Center for the New Energy Economy. The 

institute affiliated with Colorado State 

University seeks to “help energy policy 
leaders create policies that facilitate a just 

and equitable transition to a clean energy 

economy.” 

Today, almost 12 years out of the 

governor’s mansion, Ritter can still get a 
crowd. But it was very different in May 

2005 when he announced his intention to 

seek the Democratic nomination. 

Term-limited as the Denver district 

attorney, Ritter had gone to work for a 

private law firm. Wrapping up his day job in 

Denver, he was on the road in the evening, 

often to far-flung places in rural Colorado. 

“I would drive to Washington County—
to Akron—to meet with the two 

Democrats,” he says. “I’m not joking.” 

In Delta, there might be two more 

people.  

For his advertising campaign that enabled 

him to gain an easy win in the 2006 

election, Bill Ritter posed in front of the 

Colorado Green turbines. Photo courtesy of 

Bill Ritter 

file:///C:/Users/allenbest/Library/Containers/com.microsoft.Word/Data/Library/Preferences/AutoRecovery/Center%20for%20the%20New%20Energy%20Economy
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Later, after he had the Democratic 

nomination sewn up, the turnout during the 

height of the general election campaign in 

2006 was better. Traveling to Holyoke, he 

might see 15 people at a Phillips County 

meeting. He did this all over the state. 

Eighty percent of Colorado voters live 

within 30 miles of Interstate 25. Ritter 

thought it important to spend time in all of 

Colorado. 

“Voters in Highlands Ranch or in 
Berthoud or Mead, they 

cared that you knew 

where Akron, Colo., was. 

That you had been to 

Julesburg,” he says. “That 
was 16 years ago now. I 

think it has changed, and 

a lot of it has changed 

because of immigration 

and people who have 

fewer roots in farming or 

ties to rural areas. That relationship with 

the land and nature that I had, and to some 

extent still existed in 2006, does not exist 

now.” 

Ritter’s family—he’s the third oldest of 

eight brothers—had five acres east of what 

was then a distant Aurora, along Chambers 

Road, and farmed a section near Gun Club 

and Mississippi. This was during the 1950s 

and 1960s, and everything east of Buckley 

Air Force Base was wheat country. For two 

years, they also farmed a half-section north 

of the old Stapleton airport.  

It was windy country during spring. His 

father, says Ritter, sometimes could not see 

the plow he was pulling from his tractor’s 
seat. Ritter grew up loathing wind. 

Setting his sights on the governor’s 
mansion, Ritter schooled himself in the big 

issues: education, transportation, and 

health care. With a friend who he describes 

as a policy wonk, he came up with a phrase, 

“the Colorado promise.” 

In energy, Ritter wanted to define 

himself as different. Renewable energy 

represented an appeal to environmental 

interests of voters, but it wasn’t enough. 
Advisors told him he needed to make an 

economic argument. 

“On the campaign trail, I started talking 

about creating an energy future for 

Colorado that was about clean energy, 

about the economy, about the 

environment,” he recalls. “Even then we 

talked about equity, about not building a 

different energy economy on the backs of 

middle- and lower-income people.”  
A year before the 

general election, the 

wife of his campaign 

manager, Evan Dreyer, a 

former reporter for The 

Denver Post, came up 

with a terse summary of 

his energy platform. 

“He’s talking about a 

new energy economy,” 
she said. 

Ritter took that phrase and ran with it.  

“The collateral benefit was that we 
could raise (campaign) money because 

there were people out there waiting for 

somebody to talk about the environment, 

waiting to talk about climate change and 

the variety of issues that were all connected 

together,” he says. 
Also driving him to more strongly 

embrace renewable energy were the 

criticisms of his Republican opponent, Bob 

Beauprez. Beauprez, who Ritter says was a 

personal friend, had attacked him over a 

plea-bargain deal he had approved when he 

was district attorney. A cardinal rule of a 

trial lawyer, says Ritter, is to never let your 

opponent define you. “You have to define 

yourself.” 

Still, Ritter had no space with Beauprez 

in the polls until relatively shortly before 

the election. It was the result of a TV 

commercial made in southeastern 

Colorado. There, Ritter had met John Stulp, 

then a Prowers County commissioner. Both 

were Democrats and both knew about 

“I wanted to do something 

completely different. They 

wouldn’t do it, so I fired 
them and hired a new team.” 

Bill Ritter 

Colorado governor 

2007-2011 
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planting wheat. That was Stulp’s vocation. 
Near Stulp’s farm south of Lamar was 
Colorado Green, the wind farm that had 

been completed in 2004. Together, they 

visited the wind farm. 

The company that Ritter had hired to 

assemble commercials wanted him joshing 

around with “elderly people” in a small-
town café. 

“I should say people of my age now,” 
joked Ritter, 66, during a February 2022 

interview at the Center for the New Energy 

Economy offices in downtown Denver. “I 
wanted to do something completely 

different. They wouldn’t do it, so I fired 

them and hired a new team.”  
The commercial that was made had him 

standing in front of the Colorado Green 

wind turbines. It was broadcast beginning in 

September 2005. Ritter quickly gained 

breathing room in the polls, winning 57% to 

40%. 

During his single four-year term as 

governor starting in 2007, Ritter and 

legislators began reforming the oil-and-gas 

industry, a sector that previously was only 

lightly regulated, if at all. He also signed 

dozens of laws that accelerated Colorado’s 
energy transition, including a bill that he 

signed into law that authorized net-

metering. That bill was signed at the 

Boulder County farm of Steve Szabo, a 

member of the Colorado Renewable Energy 

Society.  
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