
Does Colorado need 

water-use standards 

given the impacts of 

aridification? 
 

Colorado River crisis renews talk 

about state’s land-use policies  
 

 

by Allen Best 

Let me give you a precise example of 

what we’re talking about. An infill housing 
development took shape a couple of years 

ago near the Arvada High School in 

metropolitan Denver. 

My midnight walks—it’s safer to walk 
then—often take me up that hill above the 

baseball diamond where grass was planted 

next to a row of mini-mansions. Rarely, if 

ever, will anybody set foot on that 

basketball court-sized plot of grass save to 

mow it. 

Why was the turf planted? Likely 

because that’s the way it was always done. 
What I know with greater certainty is that 

roughly 75% of the water for this 

municipality comes from tributaries of the 

Colorado River. And I also know that these 

water rights—Arvada gets water from 

Denver Water—are junior to the 1922 

Colorado River Compact. Water did not 

begin flowing through the Moffat Tunnel 

until 1936. 

Huffing up the hill past this ornamental 

turf, I ask myself, “Don’t they know that 
adding turf in metro Denver or, for that 

matter, Grand Junction, during this time of 

rapid climate change is deeply problematic? 

Doesn’t this qualify as either terribly 

ignorant or, just perhaps, arrogant?” 

In Colorado, we’ve resumed our 

conversation about how we use water and, 

more broadly, the type of development we 

want to see. Gov. Jared Polis made housing 

a central portion of his state-of-the-state 

address in early January—and he cycled 

around again and again to frame it within 

an ecosystem of impacts and goals, 

including water. He mentioned water 24 

times in his address: 

“Let me be clear - housing policy is 

climate policy.  

Housing policy is economic policy.  

Housing policy is transportation policy.  

Housing policy is water policy.” 

 

n Jan. 26, in an address to the 

Colorado Water Congress, Polis 

made it a little more clear what he has in 

mind. He called for a “comprehensive 
approach to housing to preserve our water 

resources.” He cited multiple benefits for 
revised land-use policies: reduced traffic, 

saved money for consumers and – most 

important, he added, it “limits demand on 
water resources.” 

Polis said the Colorado Water 

Conservation Board will lead a study on 

integrating land use and water demand. 
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This 21-member Urban Landscape 

Conservation Task Force is to include 

representatives from 8 water utilities, 2 

conservation districts, 2 environmental 

NGOs, with the balance to come from areas 

of expertise and interests such as 

stormwater, equity, and urban planning. 

Looming over the three-day Water 

Congress conference was the future of the 

Colorado River. Attorney General Phil 

Weiser and Becky Mitchell, the director of 

the Colorado Water Conservation Board, 

both spoke from the same script. They said 

Colorado has kept within its limits as 

specified by the compact. The problems of 

the Colorado River are due very 

fundamentally to overuse by the lower-

basin states, particularly California. 

“Denial is not just a river in Egypt,” 
Weiser said. 

Mitchell reported that Colorado and the 

three other upper-basin states in 2020 used 

altogether 3.5 million acre-feet compared 

to the 7.5 million acre-feet Colorado River 

Compact apportionment. The lower-basin 

states used on the order of 10 million acre-

feet. The upper basin states live within 

what the climate delivers, she said, while 

the lower-basin states have lived beyond 

their means, steadily draining the federal 

reservoirs, both big and small. “They must 
do something, they must do it now,” 
Mitchell said. 

On Jan. 30, an agreement was 

announced among six of the seven states – 

California was the hold-out. It didn’t 
impress many people. 

“Let’s cut the crap,” Brad Udall, who 
has emerged in the last decade as one of 

the most insightful observers of the 

Colorado River, told The Denver Post. “We 
don’t have elevation to give away right 
now,” a reference to elevations of the two 
big reservoirs, Mead and Powell. 

 

ounds simple enough. We wear the 

white hats. Yet Eric Kuhn, a former 

long-time manager of the Colorado River 

Water Conservation District, said it’s not 
really that simple. He’s parsed the 
agreements at length in a book he co-

authored called “Science Be Dammed,” a 

S 

A front yard in Douglas County’s Sterling Ranch. Photo/Allen Best 
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history of the Colorado River Compact, as 

well as various other papers and studies. 

Kuhn said it’s not a given that Colorado 

municipal water providers—most of whom 

have water rights junior to the Colorado 

River Compact—will always be able to 

access the Colorado River and its 

tributaries. And having no water is not an 

option. 

“Curtailment of those junior users is not 
acceptable at any time in the 

future,” said Kuhn. 

But the only logical place 

for growing towns and cities 

to expand their water 

portfolios is from water 

users with senior appropriations, namely 

agriculture.  

Kuhn and Jennifer Gimbel, the director 

of the Colorado Water Conservation Board 

from 2008 to 2013, in November completed 

a report commissioned by the Common 

Sense Institute. It’s called “Adapting 
Colorado’s Water Systems for a 21st Century 

Economy and Water Supply.”  

When we spoke several days after the 

water conference, Gimbel reminded me 

that it was written for a business audience 

understanding that it needed to include the 

water community. “It was our opportunity 
to tell the business community ‘pay 

attention, because what happens with 

water is going to affect our economy one 

way or another.’” 

Useful to this understanding is the 

Common Sense Institute’s mission 

statement: 

“Common Sense Institute is a non-

partisan research organization dedicated to 

the protection and promotion of Colorado’s 
economy. CSI is at the forefront of 

important discussions concerning 

the future of free enterprise in 

Colorado and aims to have an 

impact on the issues that matter 

most to Coloradans.” 

The report cites the need for 

demand-mitigation measures such as 

removing non-functional turf in new 

development. They cite the examples of 

Sterling Ranch, a tiny project in Douglas 

County where the developers, because they 

had little water, were forced to figure out 

how to minimize water use. They also cite 

Aurora, which last year adopted regulations 

that dramatically ratchet down water for 

new development. 

They say this must become more 

common as Colorado’s population grows. 

“Lacking statewide or regional 
standards, home developers are free to 

Some homes in Erie have almost football field-sized back yards. Photo/Allen Best 

“We have to do 
more with less.” 

Eric Kuhn 

Co-author 

https://commonsenseinstituteco.org/adapting-colorado-water-systems/
https://commonsenseinstituteco.org/adapting-colorado-water-systems/
https://commonsenseinstituteco.org/adapting-colorado-water-systems/
https://commonsenseinstituteco.org/about/
https://commonsenseinstituteco.org/about/
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choose cities with less strict conservation 

standards,” they wrote. “Regional 
approaches are needed.” 

They suggest regional conservancy and 

conservation districts might be a vehicle in 

lieu of statewide standards. They also cite 

WISE, the project in metro Denver and 

several of its suburban water providers, 

particularly those on the south side. 

 

he report, if broad-ranging and 

data-rich, also has a vagueness to it 

on this point. Gimbel says that lack of 

specificity was intentional. “The idea of 
demand-management measures in the 

report was left vague for a reason,” she 
says. “We purposefully did not develop it 
more, to allow discussion already taking 

place to maybe morph into broad action.” 

“We have to do more with less,” said 
Kuhn. He cited projected population growth 

of 1.6 to 1.8 million new residents by 2050, 

most along the Front Range, but also the 

probability that the warming climate will 

make less water available, particularly from 

the Colorado River. 

At several times during their Water 

Congress presentation, Gimbel and Kuhn 

acknowledged that state-wide standards 

would be an uphill struggle. In Colorado, 

towns, cities, and counties have 

traditionally called their own shots on land 

use and other development questions. 

This is starting to shift, though. It is 

clear in Colorado’s agenda on reducing 
greenhouse gas emissions. But even here, 

there’s a balancing act. Legislators—with 

the consent of Polis—have told the 

investor-owned utilities they must meet 

carbon reduction goals. They have delivered 

the same mandate to Tri-State Generation 

and Transmission, which operates in ways 

that somewhat resemble those of Xcel. 

But legislators left alone the municipal 

providers and the independent electrical 

cooperatives, instead choosing to persuade. 

It always helps, though, when the market is 

T 

Lake Powell has been about a quarter-full. The snowpack looks strong now, but it’s anybody’s guess 
whether there will be enough runoff come April and May to substantially augment the reservoir. 

May 2022 photo/Allen Best 
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marching at a fast pace in the same 

direction. 

In what I see as a direct parallel, the 

state recently has started to apply pressure 

to local jurisdictions to get ready for 

electrification in their building codes. 

There’s some wiggle room for local 
jurisdictions, but it’s not the free-for-all of 

yesteryear. Climate change forces a more 

urgent focus on issues we would have faced 

anyway but for other reasons. 

 

olorado has been having this water 

conversation for a while. In 2014, 

Ellen Roberts, then a state senator from 

Durango, and Don Coram, then a state 

representative from Montrose, introduced 

a conservation bill called “Limit Use of Ag 
Water for Lawn Irrigation.” 

Local governments didn’t want the 
state stepping in. And there was pushback 

from the ag sector. “If it’s water intensive, 
are you going to tell us that we can’t grow 
that?” one agriculture sector representative 
responded. 

In the end, the bill became a study bill, 

the idea directed to an interim committee 

for further study. That, notes Roberts, is 

where bills commonly get sent to die. In this 

case, though, the conversation continued—
and that was what she had intended all 

along. 

“My concern was that if we waited for 

that to happen naturally, it might never 

happen or it would be so slow that it would 

have no meaningful impact,” she says.  
If the proposal was watered down, so to 

speak, even some legislators from the 

Western Slope who might not vote for it 

were “appreciative that somebody was 
willing to walk the plank on the topic.” In 
Durango itself, support ranged from those 

on the far left to those on the far right of 

the political spectrum. 

The same issues that Roberts 

encountered are still very much alive. 

Aurora, if lately a shining light for 

advocates of demand-management policies, 

harbors skepticism of mandates. “Aurora 
must retain control of what our city looks 

like,” says Greg Baker, the city’s spokesman. 
Guidelines could be acceptable—and 

smaller water municipalities could very well 

use help in delivering incentives. 

This said, Aurora is open to discussion 

“and it needs to be a proportional 
discussion,” says Baker. “We don’t want to 
tell agriculture how to use their water, but 

they account for 85% of water use in this 

state.” 

On Jan. 31, in a legislative forum 

sponsored by Empower our Future, a 

Boulder County energy-focused 

organization, I asked State Sen. Fenberg, 

the Senate president, if the legislative broad 

brushes to advance the Polis land-use 

agenda could be described. He didn’t 
deliver specifics, but he did a good job of 

describing the dynamics of what he called a 

“third-rail issue.” 

“It will come down to what things 
should stay at the local level and I think the 

vast majority will remain at the local level.” 
That said, he continued, the question 

remains of how we go about this in ways to 

advance Colorado’s other goals. 
More issues have become statewide in 

nature. More state funding has been 

advanced for funding to expand housing. 

Water use is associated with housing, so the 

state has a connected interest, he 

suggested. 

“Because of that, I think people have 
started asking more questions. If it is a state 

problem, shouldn’t the state be more 
involved in either solving the problem or 

stopping the problem from getting worse?” 

It will be, he concluded, a “tough 
conversation.” Laws governing water move 

slowly, and speakers at the Water Congress 

repeatedly said it is wise to move 

cautiously. Can the rapidly changing water 

story in the Colorado River Basin and the 

changing climate that is producing the crisis 

abide caution? 

 

C 
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Iron-air batteries to 

displace natural gas 

in firming the grid? 
 

by Allen Best 

 

When I posted the story about Xcel 

Energy’s pilot program at Pueblo with iron-

air storage technology on the Big Pivots 

website, one reader posted a 

response that made me 

laugh: 

“I think it’s appropriate 
that the steel city uses rust 

process for battery storage,” 
said Ken, who is from Pueblo. 

The basic principle of the 

technology offered by Form 

Energy is the interaction of 

iron with oxygen. While 

discharging, the battery 

breathes in oxygen from the air and 

converts iron metal to rust. While charging, 

the application of an electrical current 

converts the rust back to iron and the 

battery breathes out oxygen. 

In some eyes, Pueblo may look like the 

rust belt. Ah, but that may be the future.  

But the suggestion posed by a Big Pivots 

reader also deserves highlighting. Adam 

Quinton, in a LinkedIn posting, said he 

believes the new technology that Xcel 

expects to have in place sometime in 2025 

at its Comanche Generating Station will fill 

“a crucial gap in the race to introduce 

more #renewableenergy to #decarbonize 

the grid.” 

Quinton is a board member of Holy 

Cross Energy who lives in Edwards. 

Xcel says the 10-megawatt batteries will 

deliver power for up to 100 hours. If this 

technology proves out, it will allow Xcel to 

operate a more reliable grid. Important, 

too, is the cost. When I talked with Robert 

Kenney, the president of Xcel Energy’s 
Colorado division, he acknowledged the 

iron-air batteries will come at a “fraction” 
of the cost of lithium-iron batteries. 

Elsewhere, I saw a report of one-tenth h the 

cost. 

The implications?  

“What these assets will do is provide 

ample ‘clean firm’ power dispatchable over 

long periods— longer than the average 

winter storm for example,” Quinton wrote.  
Xcel says it will start having data available 

by 2026 about how effective 

this technology is. If it is 

effective, then he sees a 

significant consequence: 

“It sounds like the 
ringing of the death knell for 

gas fired "peaker" plants —
which are both costly and 

dirty,” Quinton wrote. He 
added that the case for 

adding new gas plants had 

become much weaker 

“given the likelihood they 

would become stranded assets.”  

Quinton was a managing director at 

Bank of America Merrill Lynch. In his last 

role there, he headed the institution’s 
global macro research team of 175 people. 

He has a degree 

from Cambridge 

University and 

was an adjunct 

professor at 

Columbia 

University School 

of International 

and Public 

Affairs. 

In this thesis, Quinton got support from 

Peter Kelly-Detwiler, the author of a 2021 

book, “The Energy Switch: How Companies 

and Customers are Transforming the 

Electrical Grid and the future of Power.” 

“It makes a strategy of investing in a 
whole lot of new gas gen that much riskier - 

there is a non-zero chance that some of 

Adam Quinton 

https://www.linkedin.com/feed/hashtag/?keywords=renewableenergy&highlightedUpdateUrns=urn%3Ali%3Aactivity%3A7024542388824018944
https://www.linkedin.com/feed/hashtag/?keywords=decarbonize&highlightedUpdateUrns=urn%3Ali%3Aactivity%3A7024542388824018944
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these new gas plant investments become 

future stranded assets in a carbon 

constrained 

world,” he wrote 

on Quinton’s post.  

“It’s not like 
the development 

of new storage 

technologies is 

slowing down,” he 
added, citing 

other new 

announcements. “They may or may not get 

to commercialization, but other tech likely 

will. My point is that gas gen efficiencies are 

pretty well flatlined (low 60%), and only get 

about 1% better each decade,” Kelly-

Detwiler added. “By contrast, storage tech 

is so new, and there are so many potential 

variants, that it has room to get a lot 

better.” 

Asked about the future of gas in Xcel’s 
portfolio, Kenney said this: “If we see 
success with this program, we will explore 

how we can expand 

it and scale it up 

further. But to what 

extent it will 

displace ‘peaker’ 
plants or any other 

technology, that 

would be the 

learning that we 

would expect to 

come out of the pilot itself. So stay tuned." 

In announcing the pilot projects, Bob 

Frenzel, the chief executive of Xcel, said the 

100-hour batteries at Pueblo and at a coal 

site in Minnesota “will strengthen the grid 
against normal day-to-day, week-to-week, 

and season-to-season weather variability, in 

addition to extreme weather events, 

including severe winter storms and polar 

vortex events.” 

Duration of storage matters entirely as 

electric utilities add low-cost and emissions-

free renewables. Short-duration storage, 

such as the lithium-ion batteries installed in 

conjunction with a new solar farm near 

Glenwood Springs in 2022, can help. They 

provide two to four hours of storage. 

With 100 hours of storage, utilities can 

smooth the highs and the lows of 

renewables. Consider Storm Uri, the week 

of cold in February 2021 when wind on 

Colorado’s eastern plains ceased for several 
days. Utilities cranked up turbines burning 

natural gas that was suddenly in high 

demand. Consumers are still paying off 

those bills. Tri-State even resorted to 

burning oil. 

Summers have brought inverse 

problems of spiking demand caused by 

heat. In 2021, it got so hot in Portland that 

electric lines for trains melted, and some 

people without air conditioning literally 

baked to death in apartments. Colorado 

regulators worry whether the state’s 
utilities can handle such weather extremes. 

Iron-air batteries alone are unlikely to 

solve the intermittencies of renewable 

energy or the havoc produced by a warming 

and more erratic climate. This pilot project 

does represent a notable effort to explore 

whether they can be scaled. 

 

uccess in this could be invaluable for 

Holy Cross Energy in its aim to 

distribute 100% emission-free electricity to 

its 55,000 members in the Aspen, Rifle, and 

Vail areas by 2030. The Glenwood Springs-

based cooperative in 2022 delivered 50% 

emissions-free energy. 

Sam Whelan, the vice president for 

finance at Holy Cross, said that increased 

reliability by Xcel will help Holy Cross 

reliably deliver electricity to its members. 

Holy Cross has been investigating its 

own options—and has had conversations 

with Form Energy. It will look at many 

alternatives, including green hydrogen and 

pumped-storage hydro, each with problems 

but also promise. 

“You have to start something, and you 
have to start in small increments as well,” 
says Whelan.  

S 
Robert Kenney 

Peter Kelly-Detwiler 
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Tri-State Generation and Transmission, 

Colorado’s second largest utility, has a 
different but related problem. It wants to 

best use infrastructure associated with its 

coal-burning operations at Craig after the 

last unit closes before 2030. Iron-air 

batteries were cited as one possibility as it 

shapes up its resource plans in the next 

several years. 

The solar industry also started small, 

Whelan observed. “It was not that long ago 
that solar costs were significantly higher,” 
he said. Now, solar has become 

competitive. “It will take these incremental 
storage projects to prove out and hopefully 

pave the way.” 

"This is an exciting new frontier for 

energy storage in Colorado," said Mike 

Kruger, chief executive of the Colorado 

Solar and Storage Association. "This 

announcement goes to show that when 

there is clear policy, American companies 

can innovate to meet the electric power 

sector's needs." 

 

Gunnison County must 

wring building emissions 

to achieve climate goals 
It’s one of those good news, bad news 

stories out of Gunnison County. 

First, the good news: Greenhouse gas 

emissions in the county have decreased 6% 

since 2015, and they’re likely to go down 
another 30% by 2030. 

This is not necessarily anything that 

locals have done. Rather it is a result of the 

greening of the electricity supplied by the 

local electrical cooperative to about two-

thirds of residents, including Crested Butte. 

That electricity in turn comes from 

wholesale provider Tri-State Generation 

and Transmission, which has begun 

replacing coal-fired generation with that 

from renewables.  

The bad news, as reported by the 

Crested Butte News, is that to make a more 

serious dent in emissions as the county 

wants to do, it will have to make serious 

inroads on its buildings. County officials say 

that their buildings have a higher average 

rate of emissions per square foot than other 

communities in the same climate zone. 

John Cattles, the assistant county 

manager for sustainability and operations, 

said 20% reduction from buildings will be 

needed to reach par with comparable 

communities. “Our building sector is not 
very efficient,” he said, attributing that 

inefficiency to rental housing built long ago. 

“Many people pay almost as much in 
energy as they do in rent in the winter,” he 
said. 

County Commissioner Liz Smith talked 

about Summit County’s practice of making 
pre-approved architectural plans available 

to help minimize costs to locals who are 

building, allowing built-in energy 

efficiencies. 

Like other jurisdictions, Gunnison 

County is weighing just how far it wants to 

go with updating its building code to the 

2021 level required by state law effective in 

July. 

Cattles said a ban on natural gas, as 

Crested Butte has required for new 

construction, is viable for Gunnison County. 
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Outrage about gas 

rate hikes. What 

will come of this? 
 

by Allen Best 

People have been stomping mad about 

the bills from Xcel Energy that, in many 

cases, doubled in November and December 

compared to the previous years. Will this  

outrage spur tweaking of the relationship 

between consumers and Colorado’s largest 
utility—or even trigger a wholesale 

revamping of that relationship? 

The evidence – if still a bit fuzzy – for a 

more decisive revamping came on Sunday, 

after this story was substantially written, 

when Gov. Jared Polis got price space in The 

Denver Post to announce a list of measures 

in concert with several state agencies and 

the utilities. He fell short of spelling out 

long-term policies of consequence, but he 

did hint at multiple possibilities with this 

statement: “We simply must end our 
reliance on costly fossil fuels and improve 

energy security.” 

My take-away? He is saying hurry-up, 

hurry-up to building decarbonization. More 

on this at the bottom. 

Several days before, a substantial 

recalibration was suggested in a Boulder 

County forum on Jan. 31 when Colorado 

Senate President Steve Fenberg was asked 

about the rate increases. 

The cost of natural gas was the main 

problem, he answered. He suggested that 

this will provide a strong argument for 

accelerating the transition to renewables.  

He did not say it, but this would seem 

to take you to a discussion about the pace 

of decarbonization of buildings. 

Then there’s Xcel’s business model, a 
regulated utility that has a monopoly within 

its service territories. It has 1.5 million 

electric customers and 1.4 million gas 

customers in Colorado.  

The relationship between the monopoly 

utility and consumers is mediated by the 

state through the Public Utilities 

Commission. This hews to the compact 

forged more than a century ago by Samuel 

Insull in Chicago. Investor-owned utilities 

get assured profits, but state regulators 

hold them in check.  

That’s the theory, and it’s worked well 
enough. Always there are questions about 

the balance between corporate interests 

and consumer interests.  

In this case, we have a giant increase in 

natural gas prices at a time that the 

company has been delivering giant returns 

to its shareholders.  

Anguish and anger have erupted. One 

fundamental question, as Fenberg said 

during the Zoom gathering of three 

legislators sponsored by Empower our 

Future,  is whether Xcel “needs more skin in 
the game.” 

In describing the “bigger structural 
problems” with utilities, he said they “figure 
out how to nickel and dime people” even as 
the company’s profits have risen to record 
levels during a time that people have 

struggled to pay their bills. 

“The business model for them, of 
continuing to pass 

their costs off to 

their customers, 

won’t work 
anymore. There will 

be continued 

volatility (in the 

natural gas market). 

They need to have 

some skin in the 

game. They need to be involved more in the 

market and hedge at times.” 

As utilities advance into renewables, as 

required by state law, the less risk there will 

be from the volatility of the natural gas 

market.  

Steve Fenberg 

https://empowerourfuture.org/
https://empowerourfuture.org/
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As his daughters made cameo 

appearances, Fenberg suggested the need 

for measures “so that consumers are not on 
the hook for investments made by utilities.” 

State Rep. Judy Amabile, who was also 

on the Zoom session, suggested that PUC 

members need to adjust the line between 

company and consumer interests. 

“We need to be more careful about the 
PUC and what they are charged with doing. 

That balance needs to flip a little more to 

protect consumers. It does not seem like 

they have leaned in that direction as much 

as they should.” 

Neither explicitly suggested that 

legislation will be forthcoming that will 

tweak the regulation of Xcel. 

On Saturday, State Sen. Chris Hansen, 

told me that he had consulted with Fenberg 

about legislation that will require both 

hedging and securitization by Xcel and 

other utilities to avoid giant pass-through 

costs as occurred here. 

 

arlier on Jan. 31, before the Boulder 

County Zoom session, the PUC 

commissioners had heard from 50-plus 

individuals, their testimony filled with anger 

and angst. The next morning, at the weekly 

meeting of the PUC commissioners, Eric 

Blank, the chair, described what they heard 

as a “bit of a wakeup call. I think there are a 

lot of customers struggling now, (and) we 

didn’t have the answers to some basic and 
legitimate questions.” 

Blank outlined specific concerns, first 

being the potential for a tsunami of 

disconnects as Xcel customers fall behind in 

their bills. 

Another annoyance expressed in the 

session has been Xcel’s laggard pace in 
hooking up people with rooftop solar. 

Even more piercing had been the 

testimony, described by Blank as “sort of 
unbelievable,” of customers on” life-

support systems freezing in the dark 

because they couldn’t pay for the energy.” 
Their testimony, he added, poses the 

question of “how we as a community 
provide for those types of customers.” It 
was becoming clear, he said, that needs 

extended “beyond income-qualified 

customers into moderate-income 

customers.” 

“I sensed a level of frustration I have 
never seen before. We have a lot of work to 

do,” said John Gavan, a commissioner 
serving his last week of a four-year term. 

Megan Gilman, the third commissioner, 

expressed some frustration, too—and in 

response to statements from a utility. She 

objected to comments made by the utility 

that described natural gas as the “most 
reliable and cost-effective way to heat your 

home.” The affordability, as had been 
documented in a presentation to the PUC 

commissioners a week before, was 

“primarily driven by high gas costs. Period,” 
she said. She called the statements—she 

did not identify which of Colorado’s four 
investor-owned natural gas utilities had said 

this—confusing, potentially misleading, and 

fundamentally unhelpful. 

The next afternoon, the PUC 

commissioners heard more unhappiness. It 

was a listening session about Xcel’s 
demand-side management and beneficial 

electrification strategies. Some speakers 

took the opportunity to vent about Xcel. 

 “They’re greedy,” said Elizabeth Smith 

of Wheat Ridge.  

Kim Lynsobey also accused Xcel of 

greed—and the PUC of being accomplices. 

“There is a special obligation of the PUC 
to protect us from monopolies. They have 

the ability to gouge.” She then drew 
attention to reports of the company’s 
record profits, more than $525 million in 

Colorado alone, and the income of the chief 

executive. “This is real greed at our 
expense.” 

She also blamed Gov. Jared Polis for his 

appointments of the PUC members. “You 
allowed (Xcel) to pass along the result of its 

bad decisions to customers, and we are 

E 
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now carrying a pretty significant line item in 

our bills. And that will be there for awhile.” 

Others stuck more closely to the topic 

du jour but were critical of Xcel and its 

business motives. 

“In terms of demand-side management 

plans, if you asked 100 policy experts and 

engineers, you would get 100 different 

plans,” said Paul Culnan of Boulder. “Call 
me a cynic, but I think Xcel would choose 

the one that maximizes their profits.” 

Leslie Glustrom, also of Boulder, told 

the commissioners that they have “all the 
authority you need to initiate proceedings 

to ask the question of whether Xcel should 

be held virtually harmless, no skin in the 

game, for Storm Uri.” 

 

e will get back to Storm Ute, but 

first the advance warning about 

higher utility bills, “Utilities are paying more 
for natural gas, which means many Colorado 

customers will see higher bills starting Oct. 1, 

the Denver Post reported somewhat 

cautious in September.  

In November, Vox explained in “Why 

Americans will pay higher natural gas prices 

this winter” that the United States had been 

exploring more natural gas, and not just 

because of the war in Ukraine. “Now that 

the US is increasingly at the whims of the 

global market, the pitfalls of running an 

economy on gas are becoming more 

obvious.”  

But not everything could be foreseen, 

as was demonstrated in a deconstruction of 

a generalized bill of an Xcel customer  

by Erin O’Neill, chief economist at the 
Colorado PUC, and Gail Conners, chief of 

media relations for the PUC, at the PUC’s 
Jan. 25 meeting. 

Examining a bill for a typical Xcel 

customer in December 22, they found that 

electric bills have increased 25% from the 

year prior and gas bills 75%. 

They also found that four-fifths of the 

combined increase came from the gas bills. 

Natural gas prices—what some people 

prefer to call methane, the primary 

constituent—are most of the story. Here’s 
how it breaks down: 

 

Natural gas prices 

After years of being low, prices 

ratcheted up 40%, according to the January 

presentation by the PUC staff. These 

highest natural gas prices were responsible 

for 35% of the higher bills this winter. 

(In January, Xcel announced that 

because of a drop in natural gas wholesale 

prices, customers would pay an average 

$18.19 less in February although the cost of 

gas remains higher than in recent years.) 

 

Colder weather  

It has been the coldest winter since 

2000-2001 in thermometers at Denver’s 
Central Park, where temperatures have 

been monitored since the 1930s when the 

W 

https://www.vox.com/policy-and-politics/23462844/natural-gas-us-prices-winter-2022
https://www.vox.com/policy-and-politics/23462844/natural-gas-us-prices-winter-2022
https://www.vox.com/policy-and-politics/23462844/natural-gas-us-prices-winter-2022
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airport called Stapleton was established 

there. 

Russ Schumacher, the Colorado 

climatologist, says the temperatures from 

November-January were 8 degrees colder 

than the same period last year—which, by 

the way, was the second warmest in the 

history of the station.  

One way of illustrating this is through 

something called heating degree days, a 

measurement designed to quantify the 

demand for energy needed to heat and cool 

buildings.  

“There were 30% more heating degrees 

days from November through January this 

year than the year before,” he explained via 
e-mail to Big Pivots. 

“So weather can’t explain a doubling of 
people’s bills, but it does explain a pretty 

substantial part of the increase.” 

Xcel reported that its customers used 

35.5% more gas in November than they did 

in November 2021. In December, it was 

31% more. 

Useful, too, is understanding the 

longer-term trend. Just once in the last 30 

years, in 2000-2001, have these winter 

months been colder. It was 3.7 degrees 

colder than the average of those three 

decades. 

Go back further, and cold was more 

common. The period from 1949 to 2001 

had seven three-month periods colder than 

this year, or one roughly every seven years.  

“We’ve probably started getting used to 

the warmer winters of the last several 

years, so the extended stretches of cold 

weather we’ve experienced this winter feel 
especially harsh,” he said. 

In northeastern Colorado, which has 

had even more snow, it’s been even colder 
—the chilliest since 1992-1993. 

 

Storm Uri 

Then there’s the aftermath of Storm 
Uri, the week of deep cold in February 2021 

that swelled demand across the continent’s 
interior from Texas to Colorado and points 

beyond. Xcel, perhaps lulled from more 

than a decade of reliably low gas prices, had 

not hedged and paid through the nose for 

gas, both for heating use and for production 

of electricity. Winds died during the cold 

spell. 

The company was permitted to pass 

along most of the increased costs to 

consumers, which have started showing up 

on bills now, explaining 11% of the higher 

costs, according to the analysis by the PUC’s 
O’Neill. 

 

Base rates 

This is basically Xcel’s overhead for fuel 
delivery. In the case of gas, it was 5%. 

 

Electric rates 

Electric rates were 20% of the total bills, 

and they were also split among effects of 

Storm Uri, base rates, and weather causes. 

Fuel costs, though, were only 2% (EGCRR, or 

extraordinary gas cost recover rider for 

Storm Uri)—a stark contrast to the natural 

gas portion of the pie seen on the previous 

page. 

 

cel Energy announced handsome 

profits in an earnings call for 

investors just as the PUC commissioners 

and consumer advocates were fielding what 

some said were unprecedented calls and 

complaints.  

X 
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“I have not seen this before,” said Cindy 
Schonhaut, director of the Colorado Office 

of the Utility Consumer Advocate, when I 

talked with her on Feb. 2. “Our office has 
had so many communications from 

consumers in the form of emails or voice 

mails, we can’t keep up,” she said. She 
reported 150 messages in just the two 

previous days in the wake of television 

coverage. “In the last nine years, we have 
gotten a few each year.” 

The agency that Schonhaut supervises 

has a staff of seven, including herself, 

responsible for representing the millions of 

Coloradans when Xcel and other utilities file 

requests with the PUC. 

Schonhaut describes an imbalance 

between Xcel, in particular, and consumer 

advocates.  

“It is not a level playing field between 
consumers and investors in the company,” 
she said. 

To illustrate this imbalance that she 

contends exists, she points out that Xcel 

asked the PUC to allow it to recover the 

$2.2 million it spent on attorney fees and 

expert witnesses when making the case 

that it deserved to raise rates for gas 

consumption by its consumers. The PUC 

allowed the 

company to be able 

to pass along $2 

million of those 

costs. 

That amount, 

says Schonhaut, is 

the total budget for 

her office. 

But it also represents two other 

elements of what some believe is a flawed 

system of utility regulation.  

One of those elements is this ability of 

utilities to pass along costs to consumers. 

This gets back to the original compact 

struck by Samuel Insull in Chicago so long 

ago. In this model, utilities get what is 

deemed a reasonable rate of return on 

Cindy Schonhaut 
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investments, and consumers get reliable 

and affordable power. 

In a January earnings call, Minneapolis-

based Xcel’s Brian Van Abel, the chief 
financial officer, said the company remains 

confident it can “continue to deliver long-

term earnings and dividend growth within 

the upper half of our 5% to 7% objective 

range as we lead the clean energy transition 

and keep bills low for our customers.” 

Many critics say it gives utilities 

incentives to build things they don’t 
necessarily need and to get off scot-free if 

they make bad decisions.   

In the current debates, you hear Xcel 

being accused of building Comanche 3, the 

billion-dollar coal plant, with this goal. And 

it comes up in discussions about Xcel’s 
insistence on going slow in the transitioning 

of buildings from gas to electricity. In this 

view, Xcel is motivated to keep putting 

pipelines into the ground because it can 

depreciate that infrastructure far into the 

future. On the other hand, Xcel has 

expressed worries that rising demand for 

electricity for transportation and buildings 

will outpace its capacity to deliver that 

electricity.  

Many saw their bills through the optics 

of Xcel earnings for investors and 

compensation to executives. In the earnings 

call on Jan. 25, the company reported net 

income of $1.74 billion in its operations 

across eight states. 

Xcel investors had earned a return on 

equity of 8.23% in Colorado., somewhat less 

than the 10.76 for the company altogether.  

Channel 9 also dug out the 

compensation for Bob Frenzel, the chief 

executive, who in 2021 earned $8.3 million. 

Schonhaut contends the profits of Xcel 

should be shaved by about a percentage 

point. That would save Colorado consumers 

more than $100 million a year, she says. 

 

s what Schonhaut describes as 

“outrage” broad enough and deep 
enough to trigger substantial changes? 

Rebecca Cantwell, who has been 

monitoring the PUC in various capacities for 

several decades, sees the ingredients for 

redefined regulation of Xcel. There is the 

anguish about the winter bills that has in 

turn generated broad media attention, and 

a Legislature more progressive than she has 

ever observed. On top of these ingredients 

is a PUC that she describes as being “more 
responsive to consumers and more 

cognizant of the climate crisis than almost 

any PUC I have seen,” she says.  
“That should be a recipe for some real 

change,” she says. "What that change 

should be,” she said, “should be 
determined by an inclusive public process.'' 

Many have puzzled over how best to 

redefine not only the energy that is used 

but also the business models for delivering 

energy. One of those models is community 

choice energy. Legislators mandated a study 

of what this looks like, which was 

completed last year. That model seeks to 

introduce greater competition into the 

public sphere. 

In November, Leslie Glustrom compiled 

a list of possibilities. They range broadly 

from using discount rates differently to 

conducting what she called “prudence 
reviews for stranded assets 

She also argues that the fuel costs 

reflect market and supply perturbations 

that will become increasingly common as 

the fossil fuel era ends.  

 

eff Ackermann, a former chair of the 

PUC, emphasizes that allocation of 

risk lies at the core of varying perspectives 

on this winter’s heating bills – but more 

broadly the arguments about whether 

regulatory reform is needed. 

“The core issue is how risk is being 

allocated or apportioned between the rate-

payers and the utility,” he says. “Right now, 
the utility is able to sidestep a lot of the risk 

of dealing with the volatile markets,” he 
says. “Trying to change that dynamic is one I 

J 
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way to deal with long-term costs. It won’t 
necessarily push today’s prices down.” 

Risk can be more broadly shared 

through the device of performance 

incentive mechanisms, disconnecting 

electric utilities from pursuing increased 

sales.  Also, gas utilities should carry some 

of the risk associated with overbuilding to 

meet project demand. 

But Ackermann also sees much bigger, 

broader questions about the future of 

electricity and gas utilities. That is whether 

the federal government will see fit to 

absorb much of the stranded investment 

costs that may result from promoting more 

customer choice, in the form of self-

generation and storage, community-owned 

projects or customer demand aggregation. 

 “Not allocating this cost to customers 

will both keep bills more stable and reduce 

one major utility impediment to tolerating 

these changes,” he says. 
Hansen, the state senator from Denver, 

can see many big pictures in energy and 

resources. He intends to work on legislation 

that will provide a small step to protect 

consumers from getting slammed with 

pass-along fuel costs.  

Xcel and other 

utilities need to use 

two financial tools, 

called securitization 

and hedging, to limit 

the exposure to 

volatile fuel costs. 

Xcel, he says, 

typically hedges—
it’s a form of insurance—its fuel costs, 

leaving an exposure of 35% to 40%.  

“Right now, we have only partial hedge, 

and a huge amount of price exposure to the 

customers,” he said. “I would like to take 
legislative action to make sure both of 

those things get addressed.” 

Hedging can be seen as an insurance 

policy, and of course insurance costs 

money. 

“Hedging is not free,” said Hansen. “I 

don’t ever pretend that it is a free lunch. It 

costs money to hedge your gas supply with 

forward contracts. But it is a small price to 

pay compared to the huge amount of 

upside risk on the commodity price 

markets.” 

While some have talked about 

municipalization or other models of public-

power, as opposed to the investor-owned 

utility, fuel costs would have to be passed 

along to consumers in all cases. 

As for the idea that Xcel needs “more 
skin in the game,” it’s useful to note that 
Colorado’s PUC commissioners have moved 
that bar somewhat in recent years. Xcel has 

been getting a little less of what it wants. 

 

olis, in his op/ed in The Denver 

Post, suggested Xcel and other 

utilities need to get a little less: “We must 
ensure that they lose profits over failure to 

protect consumers from increased gas 

prices.” 

Then there was his statement: “We 
simply must end our reliance on costly fossil 

fuels and improve energy security. When I 

took office, I made putting our state on the 

path to 100% renewable energy by 2040 

one of my bold goals. Had we gotten there 

faster, and shifted more heating from gas to 

electricity, we wouldn’t be facing price 
spikes that are costing all of us more this 

winter.” 

Some might wonder why Polis would 

oppose the new pollution reduction goals 

proposed by Hansen for 2035 and yet call 

for more building electrification. That tidy 

matter aside, what this tells me is that the 

PUC will be telling Xcel to pick up the pace. 

When I worked on the railroad track 

crew in my 20s, the Spanish-American 

crews often said this: Andale! Andale! 

It means hurry, hurry! And that’s what 
he’s saying to Xcel, which has fallen behind 
on demand-side management and other 

elements of the energy transition. 

Andale! Andale! 

P 

Chris Hansen 
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Shaving the need for 

gas plants for peaks 

Since July, the Colorado PUC has been 

hearing arguments on two overlapping 

dockets about demand-side management 

and beneficial electrification 

 At a public comment session on Feb. 1, 

a common refrain was for the need for Xcel 

Energy to invest in lower-cost peak-shaving 

demand-side management strategies. This, 

said several, will more effectively eliminate 

the need for natural gas —or methane, as 

at least one speaker said — plants used to 

meet peak demands. 

“Shaping demand is as important to the 
future electricity system as supply-side 

measures,” said Larry Miloshevich, a 
scientist from Lafayette who has thrown 

himself into the energy transition. 

Miloshevich cited the narrow peaks of 

demand in Xcel’s load-duration curve. 

“It’s crazy to meet this rare demand 
with expensive and polluting gas-peaker 

plants when demand-side measures could 

shave the peak, and in general, reduce 

generation needs, more cost-effectively.” 

He advocates energy storage, energy 

efficiency, traditional demand-response, 

and virtual power plants. 

Xcel, he suggested, will drag its feet on 

embracing the most cost-effective 

solutions. 

“So why isn't Xcel going all-in on 

reducing peak demand, especially these 

days with so many recent rate increases for 

supply-side measures?  The answer is the 

so-called ‘perverse incentive of the cost-of-

service utility model,’ where investor-

owned utilities earn more by spending 

more. Since demand-side measures both 

reduce electricity sales and are not capital 

investments that earn a lucrative return, 

IOUs will implement demand-side 

management only to the extent required.  

IOUs will also avoid demand-side programs 

that introduce competition, such as virtual 

power plants, where a third party 

aggregates customer-sited thermostats, 

EVs, water heaters, solar plus storage, etc. 

It therefore falls to the commission to force 

the IOUs to move much more aggressively 

on demand-side management.” 

 

Push back on expensive projects 
Steve Whitaker of Boulder said it was 

imperative that the PUC “aggressively push 
back on expensive proposals and insist 

upon lower-cost solutions” that can shave 
peak demands.  

 

Solar thermal 
Rebecca Cantwell of Morrison said she 

would like to see the PUC use its power to 

force Xcel to address why it has failed to 

embrace solar thermal. “The industry has 
almost totally died out, because solar 

thermal has been excluded from every form 

of incentive,” she said. 
“It’s time for solar thermal to take its 

place as a key energy resource. Colorado 

has the best solar thermal in the nation. I 

want to encourage the commission to 

require solar thermal as a key gas demand-

side management strategy,” she said. 
John Gavan, in one of his final public 

appearances as a commissioner, said he 

was gladdened to hear her testimony, as he 

knows from personal experience the 

effectiveness of solar thermal. He uses it as 

at his house near Paonia. 

 

Phase out gas incentives 
Elizabeth Smart of Wheat Ridge called 

on the PUC to phase out incentives for 

installation of new gas equipment between 

2024 and 2026 and instead deliver 

incentives for air-source heat pumps. 

 

Microgrids 
Jan Rose of Lakewood called for more 

microgrids and other solutions that put 

electricity generation and storage in homes. 
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CORE divorces Xcel. 

What does that say 

about Colorado’s 
energy transition? 
 

by Allen Best  

The sharp pivot in Colorado’s energy 
politics comes during the last 15 to 20 years 

comes into sharp relief when examining the 

recent announcement by CORE Electric 

Cooperative of its new wholesale supplier.  

CORE, the state’s largest electrical 

cooperative, has 170,000 members strung 

out from the outskirts of Buena Vista and 

Clear Creek to the wheat fields north of 

Bennet. Its largest numbers are in Douglas 

County, including Castle Rock and Parker. 

This new contract with Chicago-based 

Invenergy calls for 400 megawatts of new 

solar and wind, 100 megawatts of storage, 

and 300 megawatts of natural gas. This is 

not new gas generation in Colorado. 

Instead, CORE will take over generation 

capacity of an existing plant whose 

production is now contracted to another 

utility. 

Until the new contract takes force in 

2026, CORE will continue to be supplied by 

its long-time partner, Xcel Energy.  

Going back to 2003, CORE—then called 

Intermountain Rural Electric Association—
was happy with Xcel’s pathway. Xcel 
wanted to build a new coal-fired power 

plant, called Comanche 3, and CORE agreed 

to become a 25% owner.  

In the politics of that time, renewable 

advocates along the Front Range loathed 

the cooperative and its general manager 

because of their loyalty to coal.  

The electrical cooperative has sharply 

changed course, reflecting the way that 

renewable energy has become inexpensive 

and hence bipartisan. Douglas County 

represents one of the most reliable large 

bloc of Republican votes in Colorado. If the 

margins narrowed during the Trump years, 

it remains a Republican County—and one 

that, in this announcement, supports 

renewables. 

In its announcement, the utility said the 

agreement paves “the way for CORE’s 
future as the cleanest, most reliable, most 

affordable electric company in Colorado.” 

That’s a bold statement, especially 

when you consider the goals of both Holy 

Cross Energy and Platte River Power 

Authority to achieve 100% renewable 

generation by 2030. 

CORE also said the new agreement with 

Invenergy will stabilize retail electricity 

prices while shifting the generation 

portfolio to conform with Colorado’s goals 
for emissions reductions. That goal calls for 

an 80% decline by 2030 as compared to 

2005 levels.  

Of CORE’s electricity in 2021, coal was 

responsible for 60%, renewables 29%, and 

natural gas 11%. 

 

ater, I talked with Jeff Baudier, the 

chief executive of CORE. He pointed 

out that decarbonizing the electrical supply  

is not an option for his cooperative. 

Colorado law requires it and also Xcel and 

Black Hills Energy to do so.  

Baudier said he expected that his coop 

will file the required 

clean heat plan to the 

Colorado Air Pollution 

Control Division “well 
in advance” of the 
December deadline. 

I asked him about 

Douglas County. 

“The people in 

Douglas County are very smart and know 

which way the world is going,” he said. “The 

life of coal plants is not the future. They 

(CORE members) have actually been very 

supportive of us moving in this direction.” 

L 

Jeff Baudier 
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CORE retains 25% ownership in 

Comanche 3, although last year it filed suit 

against Xcel. Clearly, it wants out. Likely so 

does Xcel, although that $1 billion plant 

completed in 2010, still a youngster in the 

famously long-lived lives of coal plants, is 

weighed down by giant debts. 

Baudier said other technologies may 

emerge. He cited small nuclear and carbon 

capture, but also things like pumped-

storage hydrogen. 

“But really, the two things that the 

industry is focused on are replacing natural 

gas with hydrogen and increasing the 

capacity of and duration of storage.” 

He also sees the need for a regional 

transmission organization and an organized 

market. In service of other customers, 

CORE’s future wholesale provider has 

partnered with the state of New Mexico in 

building a 400-mile transmission line there. 

“We just need to be sure that there is 

fair access to all parties to that 

transmission, so that there is not 

discrimination in access.” 

As for natural gas, he described the 

power-purchase agreement that CORE will 

have as one that is necessary, until new 

technology firms up. “We don’t expect this 
gas plant to be used that much, but we 

need the reliability of gas to provide back-

up reliability.” And in this, CORE will chart 
its own course—perhaps a nod at Xcel’s 
failure to hedge its natural gas supplies 

ahead of Winter Storm Uri in 2021. 

 

ORE’s break-up with Xcel is part of a 

broad tendency as all smaller 

utilities examine their options in view of the 

rapidly changing economic landscape of 

electricity. 

Xcel, if gaining new customers in its 

service territories, has lost the contract to 

provide Fountain, the municipality south of 

Colorado Springs, which is to be supplied by 

Guzman Energy. Xcel also delivers electricity 

to three other electrical coops—Yampa 

C 

CORE Electrical Cooperative delivers electricity to 170,000 members from areas near Buena Vista and 

Idaho Springs on the west across South Park and into Denver’s southern suburbs and then the exurbs 
and wheat farms to the east of the city. 
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Valley, Grand Valley, and 

Holy Cross and has franchise 

agreements with many 

municipalities, from Alamosa 

to Boulder to Sterling. 

Tri-State Generation & 

Transmission has more 

conspicuously been 

shedding customers. 

Mountain Parks Electric in 

January announced it was 

leaving Tri-State within two 

years, while United Power – 

alone responsible for more 

than 20% of demand 

satisfied by Tri-State – still 

plans to be gone by May 

2024. Delta-Montrose left in 

2020 and is being supplied 

by Guzman. Other coops 

plan to be only partially 

supplied by Tri-State. 

Baudier, who came to 

Colorado from Louisiana to 

lead CORE, said utilities 

shopping for suppliers is 

more frequent in other 

jurisdictions. “In Colorado, I 

think people are just getting 

to the point that they are 

looking for alternatives,” he 

said. This is partly because of 

the timing of the contract 

end dates. 

In its shopping that began two years 

ago, CORE received 20 to 30 proposals. “It 

ran the whole gamut of potential suitors,” 
he says. 

 

Credit frown for Tri-State by 

two credit-rating agencies 
Tri-State Generation & Transmission 

received two more frowns from credit-

rating agencies in late January. 

S&P issued a BBB+ with a negative 

outlook on two types of debt and A-2 for 

short-term debt. 

On Jan. 31, Moody’s Investor Service 
revised its rating outlook for two types of 

debt totaling $3.1 billion to negative. It 

cited concerns about Tri-State’s operating 

cash flows but also the difficulty Tri-State 

faces as two members seek to leave and 

others are looking at partial requirements. 

“The negative outlook reflects the likely 
need for Tri-State to incur additional 

indebtedness as a result of the under-

collection of costs in the near-term and 

recognizes the challenges the G&T faces in 

implementing more timely rate increases 

while addressing member concerns.” 
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Colorado budget has 

$9 million to expand 

geothermal outlay at 

college in Grand Jct. 
The geothermal energy system at 

Colorado Mesa University in Grand Junction 

will be expanded with aid of $9 million in 

state funding. 

Gov. Jared Polis, who visited Colorado 

Mesa last September, called out the project 

in his State of the State address on Jan 17. 

He refenced his goal, first articulated on his 

campaign trail in 2018, of having a “clear 
path to 100% renewable energy by 2040.” 
To achieve this, he called for “continued 
development of clean energy technologies 

of the future, like geothermal.” 

Beginning in July, Polis made 

geothermal his key initiative during his year 

as chair of the Western Governors 

Association. 

Colorado Mesa also uses a geo- 

 

exchange system to heat and cool 70% of 

the buildings on campus. The technology 

reduces the carbon footprint of the 1.2 

million square feet of building space. The 

university estimates it saves $1.5 million a 

year on energy costs. 

With this success, the university plans 

to expand geothermal to all new 

construction on campus. It is also working 

with the municipality in Grand Junction to 

explore potential for expanding the system 

into the surrounding community. 
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