
Dismantling the walls 

to wildlife posed by 

Colorado’s highways 
 

by Allen Best 

Although never a big-game hunter, I 

have killed three deer in Colorado and likely 

gave a bull elk a terrific headache. That’s 

not to mention my carnage among rabbits 

and other smaller critters. 

Cars were my weapon, not guns. 

Driving at dusk or into the darkened 

night will inevitably produce close brushes 

with wildlife, large and small, on many 

roads and highways. Even daylight has its 

dangers. 

Colorado is now redefining that risky, 

ragged edge between wildlife habitat and 

the high-speed travel that 

we take for granted. State 

legislators delivered a 

message last year when 

appropriating $5 million for 

wildlife connectivity 

involving highways in high-

priority areas. 

In late December, state 

agencies identified seven 

locations where that money 

will be spent. They range 

from Interstate 25 south 

of Colorado Springs to 

Highway 13 north of Craig 

near where it enters 

Wyoming. New fencing and radar 

technology will be installed. Highway 550 

north of Ridgway will get an underpass.  

The pot wasn’t deep enough to produce 

overpasses such as two that cross Highway 

9 between Silverthorne and Kremmling or 

one between Pagosa Springs and Durango. 

But $750,000 was allocated to design work 

for crossings of I-25 near Raton Pass with a 

like amount for design of an I-70 crossing 

near Vail Pass. 

In this and other ways, Colorado can 

better vie for a slice of the $350 million 

allocated by Congress in the 2021 

Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act for 

improved wildlife connectivity. 

This is on top of the overpass of I-25 

planned for the segment between Castle 

Rock and Monument to complement the 

four underpasses installed in the widening 

project of recent years. 
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A crossing of Highway 160 located about 15 miles west of Pagosa 

Springs was completed last year, the third overpass in Colorado.  
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We are pivoting in how we 

regard roads encroaching into 

wildlife habitat. We have long 

been driven to protect human 

lives and our property by 

reducing collisions. Our 

perspectives have broadened. 

Human safety still matters, but 

so do the lives of critters. 

Before, says Tony Cady, a 

planning and environmental 

manager for the Colorado 

Department of Transportation, 

highway safety for people was 

the highest priority—and 

conservation for wildlife a 

distant second. “Now we’re 

seeing much more of a 

wedding or marriage of those 

two values, safety and 

conservation.” 

 

hen we built our 

interstate highway 

system between 1956 and, 

with the completion of I-70 

through Glenwood Canyon, 

1992, we gave little regard to 

wildlife. There were exceptions, such as the 

narrow underpass for deer in West Vail 

installed in 1969. Colorado now has 60 to 

70 such underpasses. 

Biologists in the 1990s began 

emphasizing highways as home wreckers. 

Expanding road networks, they said, 

created islands of wildlife habitat. 

Fragmented habitat leads to reduced gene 

pools and, at the extreme, to the threat of 

extinction of species in some areas, called 

extirpation. 

I-70 became the marquee for this. 

Wildlife biologists began calling it the 

“Berlin Wall to Wildlife.” The aptness of 

that phrase was vividly illustrated in 1999 

when a transplanted lynx released just 

months before tried to cross I-70 near Vail 

Pass. It was smacked dead. 

With that graphic image in mind, 

wildlife biologists held an international 

competition in 2011 involving I-70. The 

goal, at least partially realized, was to 

discover less costly materials and designs.  

Colorado’s pace has quickened since a 

2014 study documenting the decline of 

Western Slope mule deer populations. Also 

helpful was creation of the Colorado 

Wildlife and Transportation Alliance, a 

consortium of the state’s transportation 

and wildlife agencies along with federal 

land agencies and non-profit wildlife 

groups. 

In 2019 an incoming Gov. Polis issued 

an executive order to state agencies 

directing them to work together to solve 

road ecology problems. 

Two wildlife overpasses along with 

underpasses and fencing north of 

W 
A 2016 study of western Colorado identified highest-priority 

road segments in red. A 2022 study showed even more road 

segments in eastern Colorado owing at least partly to higher 

traffic volumes. See Western Colorado report here. 
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Silverthorne on Highway 9 completed in 

2017 have been valuable examples. Studies 

showed a 90% reduction in collisions. 

“An 80% to 90% reduction right off the 

bat is pretty typical for these structures,” 

says Cady. 

Beginning in 2016 for the western half 

of the state, data have been crunched to 

delineate the state’s 5% highest priority 

road segments. These data may give 

Colorado a leg up on access to federal 

funds. 

The two studies found 48 high-priority 

segments in western Colorado and 90 in 

eastern Colorado, reports Michelle 

Cowardin, a wildlife biologist for 

Colorado Parks and Wildlife. The 

Craig and Meeker areas have lots of 

high priority roads, but so does much 

of I-76 between Fort Morgan and 

Julesburg. 

Some jurisdictions are diving 

deeper. Eagle County has completed 

a study of wildlife connectivity, and 

Pitkin County has secured funding for 

a first-step study that will identify 

highest-priority locations in the 

Roaring Fork and Crystal River 

valleys. 

These new studies attest to a 

shift in public attitudes and a shift 

within the state agencies. Cady says 

that highway engineers still think 

about human safety first, but there 

has also been a shift. 

“I think the mindset has shifted 

in the last four or five years. We are 

not having to justify the inclusion of 

wildlife components in projects. It’s 

more understood that these are necessary 

components.” 

To be clear, remediation in Colorado is 

mostly done as part of road projects. The 

work on Highway 160 between Pagosa and 

Durango, for example, came in at $11 

million, of which only $3.5 million went to 

the overpass and also an underpass as well 

as other measures with wildlife in mind. 

Projects also tend to have multiple 

funding sources. For example, the Southern 

Ute Tribe provided $1.5 million for that 

project near Pagosa. The project on 

Highway 9 in Middle Park included $4 

million from a local rancher. 

Rob Ament of Montana State 

University’s Western Transportation 

Institute says wildlife connectivity is 

becoming institutionalized in how we think 

about transportation corridors. Instead of 

being motivated solely to minimize risk to 

humans, there’s growing appreciation of 

the needs of wildlife, too. 

Crossings are becoming a cost of doing 

business.  

This is happening internationally, too. 

“My world is just exploding,” he said while 

noting crossings for elephants in 

Bangladesh, tigers in Thailand and work for 

other species in Argentina, Nepal, and 

Mongolia. 

Eastern Colorado had even more high-priority road 

segments than Western Colorado. See more here.  
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Why Tom Plant for 

the PUC? A look into 

the selection process 
 

by Allen Best 

Tom Plant has been appointed by 

Colorado Gov. Jared Polis to the state’s 

Public Utilities Commission, subject to 

confirmation by the Colorado State Senate. 

The Polis team hopes to have Plant in place 

by Feb. 1. 

If Plant is confirmed, he 

will replace John Gavan, who 

was appointed by Gov. John 

Hickenlooper in late 2018 

shortly before Polis took 

office. 

The PUC, if still an 

obscure state agency in the 

public mind, is tasked with 

making thousands of big and 

small decisions that 

collectively frame how Colorado’s energy 

system is being reinvented for the 

21st century. 

What were the considerations in 

choosing Plant? 

First, there is the constitutional 

requirement that not all three 

commissioners can be of the same political 

party. In this case, Gavan was politically 

independent. That allowed Polis to later 

appoint two Democrats, Megan Gilman and 

Eric Blank. 

As a state legislator from Boulder 

County from 1999 to 2007, Plant was a 

registered Democrat. He remained a 

registered Democrat until 2016, when he 

became unaffiliated. In this, his selection 

clears the constitutional bar. 

Gubernatorial appointments can also 

get pushback from legislators, even when 

they are of the same party. Consider the 

appointment of Susan Perkins to the PUC 

two years ago. Democrats were in the 

majority in the Senate then, as now. But 

Pueblo’s Leroy Garcia, then the Senate 

president, wouldn’t take action. Before her 

appointment, Perkins had co-written an op-

ed published in the Pueblo Chieftain urging 

Pueblo residents to municipalize their 

electrical services, ending the Black Hills 

Energy monopoly.  

Already ruffled that Frances Koncilja, a 

native of Pueblo, had not been reappointed 

to the PUC, the Pueblo Chieftain editorially 

questioned the appointment: “In a state as 

large as Colorado, it’s hard to imagine that 

the governor couldn’t have found someone 

with a less adversarial 

relationship with one of the 

two major electricity 

companies the PUC 

regulates.”  

Garcia asked for advice 

from the state’s Office of 

Legislative Legal Services, 

which delivered this opinion:  

"A background with 

certain advocacy groups 

would likely provide sufficient grounds for a 

member of the PUC to need to disqualify 

themselves from hearing matters involving 

utilities where impartiality could be 

questioned. Acceding to such requests (for 

recusal) would severely hamper the ability 

of the PUC to hear cases involving major 

electric utilities in the state." 

Polis withdrew the name of Perkins and 

instead nominated Gilman, who was swiftly 

approved. 

Ron Lehr, a PUC commissioner from 

1983 to 1991, says ideally that PUC 

members should have geographic and 

professional diversity. Having all lawyers, all 

engineers, or all economists is never good. 

And it’s best to have the commissioners 

from varied places in the state.  

For example, three economists from 

Boulder just wouldn’t be advised. 

Gilman was trained as a mechanical 

engineer prior to operating a solar business 

in Eagle County. Blank is a lawyer and 

The PUC has been 

delegated enormous 

responsibility. What 

constitutes broad 

shoulders when a 

governor makes a new 

appointment? 
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economist who also has business 

experience in both the wind and solar 

sectors. 

Gavan was ideal in many respects. 

Politically unaffiliated, he was trained as an 

engineer and spent most of his career 

involved in technology, beginning in the 

U.S. Navy, where he served as an 

engineering and communications officer on 

a guided missile destroyer. He then spent 

19 years as a director of 

information technology at 

MCI Communications, part 

of that time in Colorado 

Springs.  

Relocating to Paonia, 

he was a director of the 

local electrical 

cooperative, Delta-

Montrose Electric, and put on an energy 

conference. 

“You would no more replace John 

Gavan than you would replace Tom Brady,” 

says the Aspen Skiing Co.’s Auden 

Schendler.  “By nature, a critical guy, I don’t 

very often praise people the way that I 

praise John. He’s as good as it gets.” 

 

hy would a John Gavan be replaced? 

Perhaps, because he wanted to be. 

“It’s a burn-out job, in my experience,” 

says Lehr, who can recite precisely how long 

he was on the commission: “Six years, 10 

months and one day.” 

Lehr cites the “steady 

drumbeat of the docket,” by 

which he means the decisions 

large and small that have to be 

made by commissioners. To 

prepare for the Wednesday 

meetings, he would often read 

documents that were 4 to 10 

inches thick. The longer he was 

at it, he says, the more difficult it became. 

Lehr also points out what might seem 

obvious: the appointee must be on board 

with the agenda of the agency. In this case, 

the PUC is figuring out how to decarbonize 

W 

You would no more 

replace John Gavan than 

you would replace Tom 

Brady.” 
Auden Schendler 

Aspen Skiing Co.  
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energy as instructed by several dozen laws 

passed by legislators since 2019. With that 

in mind, a Don Coram, a Republican from 

the Western Slope, would not be a good fit, 

whatever his 

qualifications. He 

told Big Pivots in a 

2021 interview that 

he didn’t believe 

Colorado’s 

decarbonization 

goals were 

attainable. 

In this regard, 

Plant fits the bill. 

He was engaged in the early stages of the 

energy transition as a legislator then ran the 

Colorado Energy Office for several years in 

the administration of Gov. Bill Ritter.  

When Ritter left the governor’s 

mansion to found the Center for the New 

Energy Economy in 2011, Plant followed 

him. He remains a senior policy adviser at 

the non-profit, which is affiliated with 

Colorado State University. 

 

n recent years, Plant has overseen 

two summer camps for legislators and 

legislative staffers. Called the Clean Energy 

Legislative Academy, the week-long camps 

have drawn state legislators from three 

dozen states for what the organization’s 

website calls a “politically neutral forum to 

learn about clean energy policy, discuss 

challenges, and speak freely.” 

Lehr sees Plant as a strong nominee, 

one who is “very smart and has a very 

active mind.” 

Schendler concurs with his support: “As 

far as climate change goes, Polis is generally 

making the right appointments to the 

critical boards,” he says.  

Gwen Farnsworth, who has been 

monitoring the PUC on behalf of Boulder-

based Western Resource Advocates for 12 

years, applauded Plant’s selection to the 

three-person commission that will, she said, 

“be pivotal for implementing a range of 

policies to reduce greenhouse gas emissions 

in Colorado.” 

The PUC during the next several years 

will have to address a wide-ranging variety 

of topics: acquisitions of large-scale 

generation, revamped gas-distribution 

systems, and different types of electric 

technology for space and water heating. 

“This requires an integrated analysis 

and vision to bring it all together,” added 

Farnsworth, “and I think that Tom Plant has 

the background, experience and dedication 

to do that.” 

Leslie Glustrom, who has worn various 

hats as a watchdog of Xcel Energy, said that 

the test of Plant’s effectiveness will be the 

extent to which he is willing to stand up to 

the utility, Colorado’s largest by far. 

“The question is whether Tom Plant or 

whoever gets nominated will be a strong 

enough regulator to ensure that the clean 

energy transition occurs as cost-effectively 

as possible and that ratepayers don’t have 

to pay monopoly prices for a product that 

should be costing less.” 

Xcel has committed to closing coal 

plants. It closed a 50-year-old coal-burning 

unit in Pueblo during December and has 

committed to closing four other coal-

I 

Tom Plant 
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burning units by the end of 2030 and 

converting one coal plant to natural gas. 

In replacement, the investor-owned 

company will be building a vast amount of 

wind and transmission, primarily in eastern 

Colorado, in the next five years at a cost of 

not quite $10 billion. Xcel customers must 

pay for the investments. 

Glustrom describes 

this investment as “gold-

plated” and advocates for 

a different blend of new 

renewable generation, 

more locally focused, and 

deployment of new 

technologies that can 

minimize investment in 

generation and 

transmission. 

“We need to make sure that Xcel starts 

using 21st century tools instead of insisting 

on the 20th century paradigm and profit-

taking system,” Glustrom said.  

She cited the emerging tools and 

business models including microgrids, 

virtual power plants, and artificial 

intelligence, and machine learning that can 

be used to manage the 21st century grid. 

 

he governor’s staff conducted 

interviews with six candidates. The 

names of candidates were never released, 

although one individual whose name 

emerged time and time again was that of 

Wade Troxell, the former mayor of Fort 

Collins – and a Republican – who has been 

deeply engaged professionally in the energy 

transition. 

Schendler suggested that he had been 

consulted on potential nominees. Try as he 

might, though, he could not come up with a 

solid prospect from Republicans on the 

Western Slope.  

Asked for comment 

about the selection 

process, the Polis staff 

offered this statement:  

"The Governor takes 

seriously the 

appointment of PUC 

Commissioners and 

other public servants 

who make important decisions impacting 

Coloradans and fight for lower utility rates. 

Throughout the appointment process, Mr. 

Plant discussed his bi-partisan efforts in the 

energy space, his deep knowledge of issues 

facing the PUC, his desire to protect the 

interests of Colorado ratepayers, and his 

shared desire to prioritize customers across 

Colorado if he had the opportunity to serve 

in this role. Mr. Plant complements and 

balances the experiences and perspectives 

of the other commissioners, which is 

important for sound decision-making and to 

deliver on lower rates." 

 

T 

“We need to make sure that 

Xcel starts using 21st century 

tools instead of insisting on 

the 20th century paradigm and 

profit-taking system.” 
Leslie Glustrom  

Energy activist 
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Chris Hansen on his 

big legislative bill – 

and why he wants to 

be mayor of Denver  
 

by Allen Best 

Chris Hansen was not a farm boy, but 

he grew up in a small town in the middle of 

farm country along the Kansas-Colorado 

border before leaving to pick up four 

advanced degrees: a bachelor’s in nuclear 

engineering from Kansas State and ending 

with his Ph.D. in economic geography from 

Oxford. Between he earned degrees in 

technology policy from MIT and civil 

engineering from a university in 

Johannesburg, South Africa. 

He worked in Dubai, among other 

places, before coming back to what he calls 

home. After all, Denver is where people 

from western Kansas went for shopping and 

to see games. Broncos country, he says, 

includes Goodland, Kan. 

As a state legislator, he has one very big 

bill this year related to energy and climate. 

Meanwhile, he’ll also be running for mayor 

of Denver. 

Big Pivots met with him recently in an 

office building near the Colorado capitol to 

talk more narrowly about climate-related 

issues—and why he is willing to forsake the 

broader purview he has as a Colorado 

legislator for the narrow one of Denver. 

 

Big Pivots: Why do you want to be 

mayor of Denver?   

I really started thinking hard about 

what was going on in Denver about a year 

ago. I had some outreach from some close 

friends who asked me to take a look at the 

race. And I really started doing that in 

earnest. I'm feeling—I think very similar to a 

lot of Denver voters right now—frustrated 

by where things are at in Denver and feeling 

that we need a lot of focus and energy to 

tackle the problems that we're up against.  

Clearly downtown will need a lot of 

reinvestment and revitalization as we come 

out of the pandemic. Crime and issues of 

homelessness continue to be very acute in 

many parts of the city. And I think the 

transportation and housing issues are also 

very, very high on the agenda for Denver. 

And those are things I care deeply about.  

Building on the work I've done with 

budgets, finance, tax policy, and the clean 

energy transition at the State Capitol —

these are all things that are going to be 

highly relevant to what's going on in 

Denver. 

 

OK, but why would you want to be 

mayor of Denver in the clean energy 

transition as opposed to having the 

broader purview of Colorado? 

The chance to lead at the local level is a 

massive opportunity. Denver can be the 

leading city in the country in this transition. 

The biggest opportunities are, first, 

electrification of heating at residential and 

commercial levels. The city and county of 

Denver will need to lead on that, to 

accelerate it. 

Second is electrification of local fleets. 

That takes two forms for the mayor of 

Denver. One, electrifying the city fleet and 

the city lawn equipment and trucks and 

cars. That is not a small number. And also 

Chris Hansen 
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making sure that we've got charging 

opportunities, especially in multi-family and 

in commercial buildings. That's a place 

where the city has to lead. 

Also, the next mayor will be 

renegotiating the franchise agreement with 

Xcel. That’s a once-in-a-decade opportunity 

to create real change and accelerate the 

emissions reduction. The mayor's office is 

an incredible platform to lead on these 

issues. 

 

The City of Denver has quite a lot of 

initiative in building electrification already. 

What more can you bring to that?  

This is an area where I have a lot of 

professional expertise, especially in the 

system integration that will be required. 

Right now, we can't electrify all the 

buildings downtown, because we don't 

have enough electricity capacity. Some 

really vital infrastructure work has to go 

along with this transition, and the next 

mayor is going to have to tackle that. 

 

Okay. And is it pertinent to point out 

that Denver has a strong-mayor form of 

government? The mayor has greater 

authority than do those in most towns and 

cities in Colorado, where administration is 

delegated to a hired manager? 

Yes. You have tremendous ability to get 

great things done if you have a strong team. 

You grew up in Goodland, Kansas, 

which may be west of the 100th meridian 

but which is at least an hour from where 

you can see mountains, even at sunset. 

Tell me about your relationship with 

Denver as a boy growing up in a town of 

4,500 people in the midst of wheat 

country? Could you have imagined yourself 

running for mayor of Denver one day while 

you were a high-school harrier running 

cross country in places like Wray? 

That's right. I was a cross-country 

runner in high school. We had a lot of 

basketball games in Colorado. Some of our 

biggest high school rivals were Burlington, 

Yuma, and Wray.  

Denver was sort of the center of gravity 

for us. If we needed to go shopping or go to 

a game, we'd come to Denver constantly 

because it was the closest big city and it 

was the closest airport. 

In Goodland, we were on mountain 

time. Our local TV stations were all Denver 

stations. Our daily paper was the Denver 

Post. Ed Green was my weatherman. So I—

we—always felt way more connected to 

Denver than any other place. And we were 

all Broncos fans. All of the people of 

Western Kansas are Broncos fans. 

 

Where's the dividing line in Kansas 

between the Broncos and Chiefs?  

Goodland lies along I-70 three hours east of Denver. Photo/Kansas Tourism 
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Great question. It's sort of like, you 

know, where's the line between the Red 

Sox and the Yankees in Connecticut? I'm 

going to say roughly Salina.  

 

Growing up in Goodland, could you 

imagine yourself being in Denver?  

We were living overseas. I had been 

working on a big energy decarbonization 

project in Dubai. And our second son had 

just been born. And, you know, I had a job 

offer to stay overseas and continue to work 

in Singapore. We decided, no, we're going 

to move home. Denver is very close to my 

family and also a place where we really 

wanted to rear our boys in public schools. 

And being involved with community. For us, 

Denver was a move home. 

 

Being very worldly, how does that 

inform your perspective of Denver now? 

My time living, working, and studying 

overseas is a really important part of who I 

am. It's shaped me. It's also given me a lot 

of ways to think about how we can make 

Denver a global leader on many of these 

important issues. I think my global 

experience is a big asset. 

 

You mentioned working in Dubai. 

What sort of places elsewhere in the world 

did you live and work?  

I lived in Johannesburg and worked on 

electricity issues there while I was studying 

for my master's degree at the University of 

Witwatersrand. I did my field work for my 

doctoral dissertation in Western India. So I 

lived in Delhi and Ahmedabad, in the state 

of Gujarat, while I was doing that work. I 

spent four years in the UK during grad 

school near London.  

 

You have said that your first bill in this 

legislative session will be a comprehensive 

package to further reduce greenhouse gas 

emissions in Colorado. What constitutes 

improved state targets? I believe you want 

to set a target of 65% reduction by 2035.  

That's right. I introduced a version of 

this bill last year. We'll come back this year 

with an improved version. 

I was really worried that right now our 

current statutory construct is for a 30% 

reduction target for 2030 and a 2050 target 

of 90% reduction, with nothing between. 

That feels like a missing gap in our statutory 

framework. We need to have steady 

milestones to make sure we're having 

steady progress. You don't want to end up 

with a situation where you hit 50% by 2030, 

and then nothing, nothing, nothing. And 

then lots of action, at the end of the 2040s.  

 

No midnight cram sessions?  

Exactly. We can't procrastinate. There's 

a huge urgency to this work, and that's why 

I feel like we need a statutory framework 

that recognizes those steady milestones, of 

tracking our progress. 

 

How do you propose to reduce 

emissions from the agriculture sector? 

There’s a huge opportunity. We’ve 

excluded by statute the ag sector even 

being part of the current (emission 

reduction) goals. I mean, ag is just shy of 

10% of emissions in the state. I think there's 

huge opportunity for producers to get paid 

to decarbonize. Wet and dry digesters from 

ag waste, particularly manure from feedlots 

and from dairies, is a huge opportunity. 

Sequestration of carbon through improved 

soil management practices. Reforestation 

can also be part of the overall picture. 

This is what Colorado needs to get 

going on now. And I see it as a huge win-

win for producers, basically creating new 

revenue streams because they are 

decarbonizing.  

 

So if I understand what you did last 

year, I assume it'll be somewhat similar 

this year. You had proposed a study. A lot 

of this stuff has been studied already. Why 

does Colorado need a new study? 
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Well, actually, it hasn't. I mean, there 

has not been enough work done on the 

local conditions in Colorado. Certainly, 

there are many great studies out there 

about decarbonization options in the ag 

sector. But we need some of the detailed 

work to show a pathway for verifiable 

reductions.  

And that's the key point here. We’ve 

got a decent understanding broadly of how 

we can decarbonize, but now we have to be 

able to prove it. It's not good enough just to 

say, oh, I changed my soil tilling technique 

and it leads to this many tons of 

sequestered carbon. We must have 

something that's verifiable. Ultimately I 

think we need an easy way for those 

investments and changes to be monetized. 

That’s the missing piece that we need to get 

to work on.  

 

Okay. We have many dairies in 

Colorado, and to my knowledge, not one 

of them participates in the opportunity to 

recapture methane.  

That is changing rapidly. Many projects 

with Colorado dairies are in motion right 

now. You're absolutely correct that they 

haven't been completed or commissioned, 

but there are investments and proposals 

being evaluated right now to move in that 

direction. There's some really great new 

technology available for both wet and dry 

digesters. The dairies are great because the 

manure is more of a slurry, if I can put it 

that way. It has more potential for creating 

methane and therefore more potential for 

reduction.  

I think you're going to see a lot of action 

in this space, particularly with the state 

statutes that we put in place around the 

Clean Heat Plan, because those are now 

eligible resources to qualify for those 

targets. And the support we're now seeing 

from the federal bill, the Inflation Reduction 

Act.  

 

How closely will this bill align with 

what you had last year that didn't get over 

the finish line?  

I think it will be improved. We are going 

to add a couple of things into the bill that 

were not part of the draft last year, 

including a section to encourage updating 

and modernizing transmission lines. 

One piece missing from Colorado is a 

process called reconductoring, where you 

take existing power lines and essentially 

replace the 50-, 60-, 70-year-old 

conductors, the wires themselves, and 

A dairy herd near Fort Morgan in September 2021. Photo/Allen Best 
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replace [them] with modern conductors. 

And in some cases, that can increase the 

capacity on that line by 50% without having 

to do new towers, without having to disturb 

new corridors. I think that's a huge 

opportunity for Colorado. I’ll be adding this 

to make sure we have enough transmission 

capacity to handle all of the new wind and 

solar facilities.  

 

Are Xcel Energy and Tri-State on board 

with this?  

I've talked to both, and they like the 

idea of doing reconductoring because it is 

much easier to reconductor a line than it is 

to build something brand new. That, I think, 

has been a win-win for the customer 

because it's cheaper than starting a brand-

new project. And it's something that the 

utilities and transmission companies can do 

more quickly.  

 

Why do we need state legislation for 

them to do this if it makes so much sense?  

What I would like to do is create a 

permitting advantage for reconductoring 

projects right now. If you reconduct or 

align, you essentially have to treat it like a 

brand-new project. That feels like a missed 

opportunity to me. If we're just changing 

the line out, we don't need to start from 

square one when it comes to new permits. 

Just have permits and approvals that are 

needed if there is a major change. If you're 

just changing the line, I think we need 

expedited permitting.  

 

Back to the ag sector, do you have 

support of both the Farm Bureau and the 

Farmer's Union?  

I mean, they were very happy with 

where we ended with the bill language last 

year. I talked with them extensively during 

the last session, and I reached out to them 

again with the fresh draft. I haven’t had any 

pushback at this point.  

 

Final question: Given the fact that you 

have had feet both in the very rural West 

and the very urban West, what 

perspectives might you have on this rural-

urban divide?  

I feel like my background growing up in 

a small town has been super helpful for me 

in my work at the legislature and in my 

work generally because I don't see it as a 

divide. I guess I see it as similar to the 

conversation we've just been having about 

some of these opportunities for ag 

producers in this energy transition and in 

the need to decarbonize. I mean, really 

working hard to create win-win things that 

work great for urban customers who want 

to see decarbonization and solutions that 

work really well for rural producers. And, 

try to make sure there's not a divide. 

I know that's a subject that comes up all 

the time at the (Colorado) Capitol, but I try 

really hard not to see it in that frame 

because we are one state, and we have to 

make sure that we're not doing anything to 

create that divide because we can't be 

successful if that is the case. 

I take that part of my job very seriously, 

being someone who's in elected office and 

trying to work hard in the public's best 

interest. That divide is the last thing we 

want. And I think my background in both 

growing up in a rural setting but also living 

now in Denver really helps me do a better 

job of that. Thank you. 

 

Big Pivots conducted a similar interview 

with Ean Tafoya, a Denver mayoral 

candidate with a strong interest in climate 

and energy. The same offer is good of other 

Denver mayoral candidates who want to 

talk about what, if they are elected, they 

aim to do in the realm of energy and 

climate. 
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Measuring cow pies, 

EV stations, and more –

Polis team reports on 

decarbonization work  
 

OK, the bit about measuring cow pies 

got your attention. A bit of a stretch? 

The administration of Colorado Gov. 

Jared Polis recently released its twice-

annual update on progress in 

decarbonization efforts, including that of 

the Air Quality Control Commission.  

The commission, which is housed within 

the Colorado Department of Public Health 

and Environment, is charged with the most 

significant heavy lifting of state agencies in 

the 2019 legislation that set greenhouse gas 

reductions goals and subsequent 

implementing laws. The second most 

important agency is the Public Utilities 

Commission. 

A 2021 law requires Colorado’s four 

privately owned gas utilities to begin 

squeezing emissions from their fuels used in 

heating buildings. That’s mostly natural gas, 

whose primary constituent is methane. 

The law allows utilities to recover 

methane from other sources in lieu of fossil 

extraction, i.e. from drilling. These 

alternatives include wastewater treatment 

plants, landfills – and manure from livestock 

operations. Dairies provide the most 

practical component of extracting methane 

from livestock operations. 

Dairies will likely be the major place 

where methane can be captured. None 

exist now, but State Sen. Chris Hansen, an 

architect of the legislation, says there is 

much activity. (See page 10). 

The Air Quality Control Commission In 

November adopted the rules governing 

how these emission reductions of “manure 

management systems” are to be credited 

and tracked. In other words, how do we 

know that this invisible gas from cows, 

landfills, and wastewater treatment plants 

is being contained instead of being allowed 

to enter the atmosphere? 

The recovered methane credits will be 

used by the PUC in approving Clean Heat 

Plans submitted by Xcel, Black Hills, and the 

two other gas distribution utilities. The PUC 

in December adopted rules governing that 

process; the various stakeholders are 

currently contesting certain provisions of 

those rules. Conceivably, issues may be 

submitted to the judicial system for 

resolution. If not, Xcel will lead the parade 

of the new process by submitting its clean 

heat plan in August. 

The other highlights of the second half 

of 2022 as chosen by the Polis 

administration: 

 

Electricity decarbonization plans 

Xcel Energy’s plan for new renewable 

generation was approved by the PUC in 

August. It will allow the company to 

continue closing coal plants and achieving 

an 85% reduction in greenhouse gas 

emissions below 2005 levels by 2030.  

Other utilities also have plans to reduce 

emissions by 80% or more. Plans were 

submitted voluntarily by Holy Cross Energy, 

Colorado Springs Utilities, and Platte River 

Power Authority.  

 

Geothermal 

Last July, upon becoming chair of the 

Western Governors Association for the 

coming year, Polis announced that he had 

made geothermal in its various iterations 

his key initiative. He calls it “Heat Beneath 

Our Feet.” 

The Colorado Energy Office is 

developing a program to deliver grants for 

developing of geothermal energy in 

electricity generation and for space and 

water heating and cooling in buildings. The 

Polis administration sees geothermal 

energy as a way to tap the expertise of the 
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oil-and-gas sector to contribute to 

renewable energy. 

 

Environmental Justice  

The Environmental Justice Action Task 

Force in November submitted its final 

recommendations. The recommendations 

included creating a unified definition of 

disproportionately impacted communities, 

how to use data in reducing environmental 

and health disparities, and best practices 

for community engagement. 

Polis’s proposed budget for 2023 

includes $4.5 million for environmental 

justice work. 

 

Transportation 

Colorado received $57 million in federal 

funds to invest in construction of electric 

vehicle charging stations along Colorado’s 

major highways. 

The Ozone Season Transit Grant 

Program allowed free travel on public 

transit in some areas. During August, 

Mountain Metro Transit had a 48% increase 

in Colorado Springs while RTD had a 36% 

increase in its operations in metro Denver. 

Bustang and related operations on the 

Interstate 70 corridor and other routes to 

the west of metro Denver were also 

expanded and, to a smaller degree, so were 

those along I-25. 

Meanwhile, the state as of November 

was still working with the National 

Renewable Energy Laboratory on a contract 

that would have NREL explore new aviation 

propulsive technologies. That study is also 

to explore how the 66 publicly owned 

airports in Colorado can prepare for the 

arrival of these new aircrafts over the next 

10 to 20 years. 

 

Hydrogen 

Colorado along with three adjoining 

states in 2022 signed an MOU to develop 

and manage a regional clean hydrogen hub. 

The resulting Western Inter-States 

Hydrogen Hub submitted a concept paper 

to the US. Department of Energy in 

November 2022 and is working on a 

proposal as it competes for a portion of the 

$8 billion earmarked under the 2021 

Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act.  

 

The report mentions activity around: 

• Carbon capture, utilization, and 

storage; 

• Just transition; 

• The Department of Agriculture’s soil 

health program; 

• Orphan oil-and-gas well mitigation. 
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Study finds complexity 

to climate changes 

underway at 9,500 feet 
 

by Allen Best 

Changing climates have started 

disrupting schedules of almost everything 

everywhere. As temperatures rise, spring 

snow in the Rocky Mountains melts earlier. 

How has this changed the dance between 

birds and bees, flowers 

and the trees? 

Plenty, according to 

a new study of research 

conducted in Colorado 

during the last half-

century, and in far more 

complex ways than you 

might think. 

Published by the Proceedings of the 

Royal Society B, a scientific journal of 

papers in life sciences, the study examined 

the voluminous evidence accumulated by 

15 scientists since 1975 at the Rocky 

Mountain Biological Laboratory near 

Crested Butte. The scientists have studied 

plants, insects, and birds in the outdoor 

laboratory amid the forest and meadows at 

an elevation of about 9,500 feet. 

RMBL, pronounced “rumble,” also has a 

continuous record of temperature and 

other weather data beginning in 1975. 

Average summer temperatures at the lab, 

which is headquartered at the old mining 

hamlet of Gothic, have increased 0.4 

degrees C each decade. Those in autumn 

rose 0.2 degrees per decade. 

Something similar is happening with 

snowmelt. The date of bare 

ground has arrived an 

average of 2.4 days earlier 

per decade. With this 

earlier snowmelt, first 

spring activity advanced 

significantly across all the 

species examined except 

migratory birds. This makes sense because 

bird migration is determined by cues along 

their travel from winter grounds farther to 

the south and not solely by conditions in 

their breeding grounds in the Gunnison 

River Basin. 

Work of 15 scientists at Rocky 

Mountain Biological Laboratory 

synthesized to help understand 

changed interactions among 

wildflowers, birds, and insects 
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The study found that this 

shifting climate has not had 

uniform effects on the plants, 

insects, and birds that have been 

studied since Gerald Ford was 

president. Some interactions, such 

as those between particular 

wildflowers and pollinators, may 

no longer occur. Hummingbirds 

may no longer arrive while glaciers 

lilies are in bloom, for example. 

And, taking cues from the shifting 

climate, new species may be 

entering into the mix in different 

ways. 

Rebecca M. Prather, one of 

four lead authors of the study, 

compares what has been 

observed at RMBL to the dining 

schedule of two people who had 

habitually gotten together for 

lunch at a restaurant for a long 

time. Suppose one of the patrons 

had a disruption, causing the person to 

cancel their noon get-togethers. The second 

person might take up with others, and the 

one with the disruption might instead arrive 

in evening. 

In the natural world, the warming 

climate is changing the timing of 

interactions—or causing missed dates. 

Prather explains that a specific flower 

can rely on a specific pollinator. And if the 

flower starts flowering before the insect 

arrives—well, the flower may not be able to 

reproduce, because it needs that insect to 

help it accomplish that task.  

The study also emphasized the 

importance of examining which cues are 

driving a species’ entire distribution of 

seasonal activity. For example, first date of 

flowering by a wildflower may not be a 

good predictor of its peak flowering.  

 

ome surprises were yielded by the 

study, says Prather, a post-doctoral 

researcher at Florida State University’s 

Department of Biological Science who first 

studied the effects of changing climate on 

prairie ecosystems in Oklahoma. 

Before the data collection began in 

2021, she says, researchers assumed the 

earlier snowmelt in spring and the 

accompanying warmer temperatures 

mattered almost entirely in determining 

how the birds, insects, and plants interact. 

They do matter, but the study instead 

found that other things were also at play. 

For example, precipitation and 

temperatures from up to 18 months before 

can alter interactions among actors in the 

natural world. 

“While we didn’t test the mechanisms 

for why climate in both short and longer 

time frames matters, we do know that cues 

can accumulate over time and interact with 

an organism’s physiological demands,” 

Prather explains. 

“Extended lag times may be more 

common at high altitudes or latitudes 

because there is a shorter growing season, 

or time for organisms to obtain and store 

energy. An example that we use in the 

S 

A broad-tailed hummingbird visits flowers of the dwarf 

larkspur at the Rocky Mountain Biological Laboratory. Previous 

page, scarlet gilia, blue flax and other wildflowers make for a 

happy midsummer setting. Photos courtesy of David Inouye 
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paper is that alpine bistort pre-forms its 

leaves and inflorescences four years prior to 

blooming.” 

The study was not focused on quantity, 

such as the number of bees or flowering 

lilies, but only the timing of their 

interactions—and, on the flip side, non-

interactions. 

David Inouye, another of the study’s 

authors, began spending his summers at 

Gothic in 1971 studying bumblebees, flies, 

and hummingbirds, as well as their 

interactions with the plants that can, in 

extremely warm years, such as was the case 

in 2022, flower in the high mountain 

meadows into October. 

Now living in semi-retirement in Paonia 

after a teaching career at the University of 

Maryland, Inouye similarly stresses the 

greater complexity of interactions that the 

study found. “Individual species do not all 

respond in the same way,” he says.  

For example, migrating hummingbirds 

might arrive after the flowers, blooming 

earlier than before, have disappeared.  

Bumblebees wintering underground might 

also have jostled timings relative to their 

vegetative hosts.  

“This points to a more complicated 

picture than we assumed at first,” he says. 

“It makes it more complicated, but also 

more interesting. It also points to the need 

for detailed long-term studies, to tease 

apart these interactions.” 

 

hy might somebody in Boulder or 

Durango care about this? 

“A lot of people, no matter where they 

live, have an appreciation for nature and a 

curiosity about how nature works and 

curiosity about how things are changing due 

to climate change,” he says.  

“Anybody who spends time outdoors 

and has done that for a decade or more has 

a personal understanding that nature is 

changing. And I think they also will have an 

appreciation for learning some of the 

details about how it is changing that we 

have gained from decades-long studies like 

ours and with a variety of species.” 

Ian Billick, executive director of RMBL, 

said the study demonstrates how the 

laboratory is uniquely positioned to provide 

a systems-level understanding of how 

ecosystems around the world will respond 

to a changing climate. 

In terms of climate, the lab’s 45 years of 

data is but a glimpse. Other records go back 

much further, especially when considering 

ice cores and coral reefs.  

“But from an organismal perspective, 

this is the gold standard,” he explains. 

“There are very few organismal studies that 

go back 50 years.” 

Billick also emphasizes the importance 

of the study at two levels. If not the first 

such study, it nonetheless provides a 

“powerful example of how we can start to 

integrate across individual studies to 

develop and better predict how species will  

respond to climate change.” 

Second, this study will help climate 

scientists broaden their understanding of 

what lies ahead, he says. Today’s climate 

change models focus on atmospheric 

conditions. They must also include earth-

system models. In other words, they must 

incorporate what is happening on the 

ground—and underground, too—and the 

interaction with the atmosphere. 

“Organisms are a huge driver of carbon 

cycles, and there are strong feedback loops 

between organisms and carbon/climate,” 

Billick explains. “We’ve made a lot of 

progress on climate models abstracting 

away the organismal component, but 

bringing biology back into those models will 

be very important to reducing uncertainty.” 

This paper, while not focused on 

climate models predicting the future, “is a 

step in harnessing that complexity in the 

service of more predictive earth-system 

models,” he says. 

 

 

W 
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Xcel screwed up, and it 

shouldn’t be allowed to 

pass on charges, say 4 

electrical cooperatives 
Xcel Energy screwed up, say four 

electrical cooperatives in Colorado that buy 

wholesale electricity from the utility. They 

say that Xcel should not be allowed to pass 

along the cost of its failure to them. 

The four cooperatives—Sedalia-based 

CORE Electric Cooperative, Glenwood 

Springs-based Holy Cross Energy, Grand 

Junction-based Grand Valley Power, and 

Steamboat Springs-based Yampa Valley 

Electric—say that Xcel should be required 

to repay them at least $6.9 million. 

The dispute was provoked by the winter 

storm Uri in February 2021. Prices for 

natural gas spiked. Without contracts for 

enough volume secured at lower prices, 

Xcel had to pay soaring prices. Cold weather 

caused a run on the natural gas supplies. 

But gas was also needed for electrical 

production because the wind stopped 

blowing. 

The complaint says that Xcel’s own 

advance plan had determined more 

resources were needed. 

“We have serious concerns that a 

substantial portion of Xcel’s fuel costs were 

entirely avoidable,” said Tom Walsh, chief 

executive officer of Grand Valley Power. 

A statement issued by the four 

cooperatives noted that a state agency, the 

Office of the Utility Consumer Advocates, 

and others have previously raised questions 

about Xcel’s handling of fuel costs. In that 

proceeding, Xcel asked to recover more 

than $500 million in fuel costs charges from 

its retail customers. Those charges are now 

being paid. 

Notably, however, the issue of Xcel’s 

costs passed along to its wholesale 

customers was not addressed in that PUC 

proceeding. The PUC does not have 

jurisdiction over Xcel’s contracts with other 

utilities. 

“As things stand right now,” said Jeff 

Baudier, chief executive officer of CORE, 

“our retail members paid 100% of Xcel’s 

February 2021 fuel cost charge.” He added 

that the complaint seeks to hold Xcel 

responsible for its “imprudent and costly 

actions before and during the February 

2021 winter event.” 

 

And CORE’s plans for a new 

wholesale provider than Xcel? 
CORE, Colorado’s largest electrical 

cooperative, with 150,000 members, had a 

long-standing relationship with Xcel Energy, 

its wholesale provider. That will be 

changing. CORE expects to announce its 

new wholesale provider the week of Jan. 

23. CORE, which serves Castle Rock and 

areas both east and west, has a contract 

with Xcel that expires Dec. 31, 2025. 

 

New Mexico city chooses 

Guzman Energy as electric 

provider 
Gallup, the city of 20,000 in 

northwestern New Mexico, has chosen 

Denver-based Guzman Energy to be its 

exclusive wholesale power supplier. 

A primary feature of the new 

partnership will be fixed wholesale power 

pricing for the city’s demand of around 

240,000 MWh per year. The deal is 

expected to allow Gallup to increase 

renewables in its generation portfolio by 

30%. 

The 15-year agreement begins in July 

2025. 

 

 

Want to be a regular subscriber?  

 

Sign up at BigPivots.com 
 



	 19	

Mountain Parks to 

Tri-State G&T: we’re 

gone by January 2025 
Mountain Parks Electric has served 

notice that it intends to leave Tri-State 

Generation and Transmission by Jan. 16, 

2025. 

“The board looked at a number of 

factors and made the determination that 

now would be the time to give notice of our 

intent to exit,” said Mark Johnston, the 

general manager of the Granby-based 

electrical cooperative. It serves 22,000 

members in Colorado’s Grand and Jackson 

counties. 

“We see the changes that are 

happening in the industry and the 

opportunities that they provide,” explained 

Johnston. “When you look at it in its 

totality, it made sense to make this decision 

now. It gives us an opportunity to work with 

somebody else, whoever that might be. It is 

definitely a process that takes time.” 

Duane Highley, chief executive of Tri-

State, said the organization 

will work with Mountain 

Parks “through the contract 

termination process to 

support an orderly 

withdrawal.” 

For Mountain Parks, 

there’s no turning back. The 

Federal Energy Regulatory 

Commission has ruled that 

it’s not possible for coops 

to give conditional notices 

of departure. Either they’re 

leaving or they are not. 

Mountain Parks is leaving. 

Six of Tri-State’s 42 

members, including 

Mountain Parks, had given 

notice that they wanted 

greater flexibility in their 

procurement of generation. 

One other utility, United Power, the single 

largest member of Tri-State, responsible for 

nearly 20% of the electricity provided by 

Tri-State, has given notice it wants out by 

May 2024. 

Informing the decision by Mountain 

Parks was a case winding through FERC that 

gives it and other cooperatives a somewhat 

clearer idea of what they will have to pay 

Tri-State to leave remaining members 

whole. Tri-State has $3.1 billion in debt 

although a strong asset in its transmission 

system across Colorado and three adjoining 

states where its members are located. 

 

ountain Parks began exploring its 

options more than three years 

ago when it indicated interest in pursuing a 

contract with Tri-State that would allow it 

to get more than 5% of its power from 

sources other than Tri-State. In the last 18 

months, said Johnston, it has had 

discussions with both Guzman Energy and 

Strata Clean Energy, formerly Crossover 

Energy Partners. 

Both companies are relatively new 

wholesale providers that have been gaining 

customers from 

among municipal 

utilities and 

cooperatives looking 

to shave costs of their 

electricity as power 

generation shifts from 

coal to other sources, 

most notably 

renewables but also 

natural gas. 

All utilities have 

been buffeted by 

enormous changes 

underway in how we 

produce and consume 

electricity. Following a 

time of expansion in 

the 1990s and then 

relative stability, Tri-

State lost two of its 

M 
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member cooperatives who were dissatisfied 

with Tri-State’s pace of change. 

In New Mexico, Kit Carson Electric left 

in 2016 and last summer made the final 

payment of the $37 million it owned to Tri-

State. It also completed enough solar plus 

storage to provide the daytime needs of its 

members. Colorado’s Delta-Montrose 

Electric, a much larger cooperative, left in 

2020 after an agreement was struck that 

has Delta-Montrose paying $62.5 million. 

Guzman now provides wholesale power 

to both. 

Two other Colorado electrical 

cooperatives have chosen a different path. 

Durango-based La Plata Electric and 

Ridgway-based San Miguel Power opted to 

stay with Tri-State but in the new partial-

requirements configuration. In the case of 

La Plata, it is to get 50% of its power from 

Tri-State and San Miguel is to get 65%. La 

Plata has picked Strata as its alternative. 

Several other Tri-State members are 

also pursuing partial-requirements 

contracts, including Colorado’s Poudre 

Valley REA, Wyoming’s High Plains Power, 

and New Mexico’s Jemez Mountain Electric. 

Jeff Wadsworth, general manager of 

Poudre Valley, said the decision by 

Mountain Parks does not change the path 

forward of Poudre Valley. 

These shifts await conclusive rulings by 

FERC commissioners.  

 

he case with the longer history is 

that involving what members – first 

United and now Mountain Parks – must pay 

if they want a complete divorce from the 

Tri-State family. The amount assessed the 

departing member must be “just, 

reasonable and non-discriminatory.” 

There has been a Grand Canyon-sized 

difference in opinions about what exactly 

that means. United Power had submitted a 

methodology that would result in it paying 

$250 million. Tri-State had different ideas. It 

first set a fee of $1.6 billion for United then 

retreated to $1.4 billion. 

An administrative law judge for the 

federal agency in September 2022 rejected 

both methodologies in a long and complex 

recommendation to FERC commissioners. 

However, if some uncertainty remains, the 

recommendation hews closer to the United 

proposal than that of Tri-State. FERC 

commissioners will make the final decision. 

That case is scheduled for resolution in July 

2023. 

The exit fees will be based on 

proportionality. For example, United has 

108,000 members compared to the 22,000 

of Mountain Parks. United also has a 

proportionately greater power demand. 

Alone it is responsible for nearly 20% of 

electrical demand in the Tri-State system 

compared to 2% for Mountain Parks. 

 

New Kit Carson Electric 

contract with Guzman has 

provision for possible  

green hydrogen project 
Taos-based Kit Carson Electric 

Cooperative has a new contract with 

wholesale supplier Guzman Energy through 

June 2041, and this contract includes a 

provision to explore joint green hydrogen 

development in Kit Carson’s service 

territory in northern New Mexico. 

“We think it’s a viable project,” said Luis 

Reyes, the general manager of Kit Carson, in 

an e-mail to Big Pivots.  

Reyes said he has been to Washington 

D.C. to explore funding with officials of the 

Department of Energy and Rural Utilities 

Services. The latter is the federal agency 

created by New Deal legislation to work 

with Kit Carson and other electrical 

cooperatives.  

Both the Infrastructure and Jobs Act 

passed by Congress in 2021 and the 

Inflation Reduction Act of 2022 provide 

funding opportunities for projects such as 

the one underway at Questa, the former 

T 
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mining town north of Taos. A PowerPoint 

prepared by Kit Carson also identifies 

potential other sources of money, such as 

tax credits and grants available in New 

Mexico for grid modernization and a 

brownfield cleanup revolving loan fund. 

In 2016, Kit Carson left wholesale 

supplier Tri-State Generation and 

Transmission after agreeing to pay a $37 

million separation fee. Kit Carson 

contracted with Guzman Energy, then a 

relatively new company, for wholesale 

supplies. Guzman also agreed to help Kit 

Carson build out its local solar generation. 

In June 2022, Kit Carson made the last 

of its payments to Tri-State and completed 

the last solar project that now gives it 41 

megawatts capacity of solar capacity at 

several locations in its service territory 

along with 15 megawatts of battery 

storage.  

This new contract provides opportunity 

for continued expansion of local renewable 

resources, including more solar and battery 

storage.  

 

it Carson sees green hydrogen being 

one possible way to meet peak 

demands on winter nights with non-fossil 

fuel energy. However, this technology has 

yet to be proven as cost effective. 

Unlike “grey” hydrogen, which is 

produced using natural gas, or “blue 

hydrogen,” which uses natural gas but with 

emissions sequestered, green hydrogen is 

produced using renewable electricity and 

water to create the substance that can be 

stored for longer periods. 

NREL and New Mexico’s two national 

laboratories have been exploring the 

feasibility of green hydrogen in a project at 

Questa on land formerly devoted to 

molybdenum mining. The site seems to 

have water, if there are some questions 

about ownership, and Kit Carson has been 

adding renewable energy, both local solar 

and wind from eastern Colorado. 

As explained by the Taos Daily News in 

a September 2022 article, Questa was 

among 24 communities chosen for a 

Department of Energy technical assistance 

grant. 

That article noted an analysis by the law 

firm Shearman and Sterling that the 

incentives delivered by the IRA, the 2022 

law, could kick hydrogen development into 

high gear. However, Hal Harvey, co-author 

of “The Big Fix,” told Big Pivots in December 

that while the law overall is very good at 

pushing the United State along on the 

necessary energy transition, the way it 

treats hydrogen is “quite insane.” See: Can 

Turning the corner on global heating really 

be this simple?” 

The technical analysis of the project at 

Questa is expected to be completed in 

March. 

According to a release from Guzman 

and Kit Carson, this new contract will save 

Kit Carson $150 million to $170 million over 

the life of the 15-year contract. 

This savings figure is based on what 

Guzman projects Carson would have paid 

had it remained an “all-in” member of Tri-

State. The phrase all-in refers to energy, 

capacity, cost of ancillary service and 

deliver of power to meet demand, i.e. load. 
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Legislator with a large 

hand in Colorado’s energy 

transition resigns to fight 

Boulder County charges  
A state legislator who had her name on 

many important bills moving along the 

energy transition during the last two 

legislative sessions will have her first day in 

Boulder County District Court on Feb. 10 to 

face felony charges. 

Tracey Bernett resigned on Jan. 5, the 

first day of the Colorado General 

Assembly’s 2023 legislative session.  

Bernett had said nothing in public about the 

charges. 

In an e-mail to constituents last week, 

she did not directly discuss the charges but 

instead explained that “rather than 

compromise the policy initiatives I have 

worked so hard on while addressing these 

charges,” she had resigned her office. 

She vowed to continue the goals that 

had motivated her as a legislator, namely 

“getting the Colorado Front Range back into 

ozone air quality attainment, fixing 

processes that led to ozone nonattainment 

in the first place, 

fostering the transition 

to a sustainable 

future, and fighting 

the climate crisis.” 

In her first two 

years in the Legislature 

as representative from 

House District 12, she 

lived near Longmont.  

The redistricting process last year made 

that house outside the district. In 

September, a resident of the redrawn 

district filed a complaint with the district 

attorney’s office, alleging that Bernett had 

falsely claimed she lived in Louisville at a 

location within the redrawn district.  

Boulder County District Attorney 

Michael T. Dougherty announced on Nov. 4 

that three felony and two misdemeanor 

charges had been filed against Bernett: 

attempting to influence a public service, 

forgery, and providing false information 

about her residency, all felonies, and the 

misdemeanors of perjury and of procuring 

false registration. 

The DA’s investigation “included the 

use of witness interviews, search warrants, 

and cell phone location data in order to 

determine whether her primary residence 

was in Longmont—or at an apartment that 

she had rented in Louisville, starting in 

November 2021,” the DA’s office said in a 

statement. 

During her two years in the Legislature, 

Bernett carried several important bills in 

regard to the energy transition.  

Bernett consistently declined to talk 

with news organizations about the charges. 

A Colorado Sun article said that the new 

district in which the Longmont home is 

located favored Republicans in the last 

election, although a Democrat won. 

In her farewell e-mail as a legislator, she 

said she was proud of her accomplishments, 

citing eight bills in her two years related to 

energy and climate along with others 

regarding housing and other topics. 

In August, she was honored by the 

Colorado Renewable Energy Society at its 

annual conference. Unlike the other two 

legislators, neither of whom was present to 

receive their awards, she was there for the 

whole day and gave enthusiastic remarks 

upon receiving her award. 

No similar shadows can be found in the 

awards handed out by Southwest Energy 

Efficiency Project in late fall. 

The Boulder-based organization—which 

tracks six of the seven states in the 

Colorado River Basin—recognized the 

Crested Butte Town Council for being the 

first Colorado municipality to adopt a code  

requiring new buildings to be powered 

entirely by electricity rather than relying on 

fossil fuels for space and water heating. 

Tracey Bernett 
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SWEEP also 

honored several 

legislators, including a 

Colorado state senator, 

Kevin Priola, citing his 

sponsorship of multiple 

efficiency-related bills 

over the years, 

including bills on 

green building codes, 

utility demand-side management programs, 

electric vehicles, beneficial electrification, 

and battery storage. 

A Republican, Priola voted with 

Democrats on most climate legislation. This 

past summer he became one.  See: How 

Kevin Priola became a reliable vote for 

climate and energy legislation in Colorado 

 

About renewable energy 

in southwestern Colorado 

and La Plata’s slow pivot 
Thanks for your excellent history of 

Colorado Renewable Energy Society. I’m 

writing to offer a footnote about the 

southwest chapter that was based in 

Durango. 

The group started in around 2002 as the 

Southwest Colorado Smart 

Energy Alliance (SWCSEA). I 

started attending meetings in 

June 2003 at the invitation of 

Tim Wheeler. 

The people who formed SWCSEA have 

played a major role in the slow reform of 

the La Plata Electric Association (LPEA). The 

initial efforts involved conversations with 

LPEA staff, which yielded little. One of our 

members, Jeff Berman, ran unsuccessfully 

for the LPEA board, I think in 2005. I recall 

knocking on doors for him when he tried 

again a year later and succeeded. However, 

for three terms, he was a lone voice on the 

conservative LPEA board, unable even to 

get a second to discuss renewable energy 

programs. 

 In 2005 or so, this group joined CRES 

and rebranded as Southwest CRES 

(SWCRES). Meanwhile, a broader 

sustainability group was forming, the 

Sustainability Alliance of Southwest 

Colorado (SASCO). I served as the founding 

chair from 2006 to 2009. 

Because of some bureaucratic limits set 

by CRES that we found cumbersome, 

SWCRES went out of business. Members 

instead became the Smart Energy 

Committee of SASCO, which focused on 

changing the LPEA board. 

Success gradually was achieved. The 

first time we elected more than one smart 

energy advocate to the LPEA Board, 

ironically, was the year that Jeff Berman 

stepped down. Since then, the number has 

grown, though there was one year when 

the balance went from 7-5 to 5-7. 

For the last several years, as you know, 

the board has been squarely behind the 

renewable energy transition. A key moment 

came when the preceding CEO retired and 

La Plate hired Jessica Matlock to replace 

him. 

From my perspective, she has been very 

successful, particularly in realigning staff 

priorities. Of course, a central issue has 

been the relationship with Tri-

State, which may finally find 

resolution when the FERC 

rules on the buyout algorithm. 

 Since 2011, I personally 

have been a bystander for these changes. I 

ran for Durango City Council, where I served 

two terms—a time which included 

renegotiation of the city’s franchise 

contract with LPEA. 

Others have carried the ball, including 

Tim Wheeler—who is in his second term on 

the LPEA Board—and another former 

SWCSEA member Britt Bassett, who served 

two terms, including a stint as LPEA Board 

Chair when they hired Jessica Matlock. 

Kevin Priola 

Readers respond to 

history of the Colorado 

Renewable Energy Society 
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 To recap, although the CRES affiliation 

was short-lived, a number of the local 

players have had and continue to have a 

major impact on the direction of LPEA. 

Dick White 

Durango 

Dick White is former mayor of Durango. 

 

A correction: Early versions of the 

history of Colorado Renewable Energy 

Society (and early days of Colorado’s energy 

pivot) identified Denis Hayes as the first 

director of the Solar Energy Research 

Institute in Golden. 

That was wrong. He was the second 

director. 

Big Pivots 63 and the individual story 

posting were revised with the correct 

information.   

 
 

 


