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There was hardly a seat left 
unfilled in Gunnison Council 
Chambers Tuesday as com-
munity members gathered in 
support of removing barri-
ers to local renewable energy 
production. Yet, even as green 
energy advocates pushed for 
change in policy, city lead-
ers questioned the results 
of a recent report focused on 
Gunnison’s electricity provider. 

T h e  s t u d y  —  p ro d u c e d 
b y  L u k e  D a n i e l s o n  o f 
Gunnison-based Sustainable 
D e v e l o p m e n t  S t r a t e g i e s 
Group (SDSG) and Western 
Colorado University students 
— examines the policies of 
the Municipal Energy Agency 
of Nebraska (MEAN) to deter-
mine if they are inhibitive 
toward renewables. 

Western student Hunter 
Edberg addressed city lead-
ers to shed light on the study’s 
findings. He was joined by 
two other renewable advo-
cates,  Gunnison residents 
Steve Schechter and Richard 
Stenson.

Edberg, who helped produce 
the report alongside Danielson, 
believes policies in the city — 
and those of MEAN — could be 
improved upon. For instance, 
the report identifies the city 
policy surrounding “net meter-
ing” —  or compensation for a 
residence or business produc-
ing more power than it uses 
— which could be altered to 
accommodate more alternative 
energy.   

“This makes it really hard 
to economically justify having 
a solar system on an individ-
ual scale,” explained Edberg. 
I believe a lot of these folks 
here are concerned with these 
issues as well.”

One idea floated by Edberg 
was to change the “rate of rec-

onciliation” for MEAN mem-
bers — meaning the amount 
of money a user would get 
back for putting excess ener-
gy into the electrical system. 
Edberg pointed to the policy 
of Gunnison County Electric 
Association — which provides 
power outside city limits — as 
allowing for annual reconcili-
ation. This would make the 
rollover more benefi cial in the 
winter months when bills are 
generally higher.

However, the city functions 
on a monthly basis, making it 
more difficult to take advan-
tage of savings from renewable 
generation. 

“This was one good idea 
that we may be able to imple-
ment in the future,” said City 
Manager Russ Forrest of the 
recent report. 

Schechter also advocated 
for city leaders to learn more 
about the electric utility. 

“This city policy penalizes 
local clean renewable power 
production and it’s the reason 
we only have 12 net-meter-
ing systems in the city,” said 
Schechter. “Up to this point, 
staff  and council only seem to 
know what MEAN wants them 
to know. I’m tired of hearing 
staff  tell me that net-metering 
customers do nothing but steal 
from other ratepayers.” 

Perhaps the biggest single 
obstacle to developing more 
distributed renewable ener-
gy in the MEAN system is an 
“avoided cost” rate, accord-
ing to the report. MEAN pol-
icy stipulates that systems in 
excess of 25KW only receive 
about 2.5 cents per kilowatt 
hour — compared to a whole-
sale rate of about 4 cents for 
systems smaller than 25KW. 
The report argues this further 
disincentivizes solar installa-
tion.

Yet, Forrest pointed to a vari-
ety of factors that influence 
ratepayers in the city. Within 
the past year, the issue of main-
taining existing infrastructure 
has become a top priority for 
the city. The cost of the sub-
station power transformer 
in Gunnison, for example, is 
estimated at $1 million, which 
includes installation, engineer-
ing and testing. 

“So if you want to be con-
nected to the grid and you 
want that access there’s a 
cost for that,” said Forrest. 
“Somebody has to pay for it.”

According to Public Works 
e l e c t r i c  S u p e r i n t e n d e n t 
Will Dowis, the city’s renew-
able resource mix is current-
ly 41.8 percent. Twenty-two 
percent of power in the city 
comes from hydropower pro-
vided by Western Area Power 
Administration. 

“We’re  at  a  good start-
ing point compared to other 
Colorado communities,” added 
Forrest. 

G u n n i s o n  M a y o r  J i m 
Gelwicks also indicated “sus-
tainability” will be a large com-
ponent of the Comprehensive 
Plan, which city leaders are 
preparing to rewrite.

O n  We d n e s d a y ,  D o w i s 
and Forrest also pointed to 
MEAN’s Integrated Resource 
Plan which shows an increase 
of coal for energy production 
in 2030. While SDSG’s report 
illustrates as much, the per-
centage of coal for total energy 
production actually decreases 
over the same period, Dowis 
noted. He pointed out that 
while coal is a resource that 
produces power 24/7,  the 
capacity to produce renew-
able energy on a regular basis 
is inherently lower — leading 
to what appears to be a smaller 
percentage of renewables com-
prising MEAN’s total energy 
portfolio. 

City leaders also took issue 
with what has been perceived 
as a “cap” on renewables, 
which for MEAN is 2 percent. 

Forrest noted that the cap 
does not apply to consumer-
generated renewable energy 
production but rather for the 
city itself if leaders were to pur-
sue a solar array which exceeds 
25KW. 

Still, renewable energy advo-
cates say policy changes are in 
order. 

“ Ke e p i n g  u s  a l l  i n  t h e 
dark will no longer do,” said 
Schechter. 

( K a t e  G i e n a p p  c a n  b e 
reached at 970.641.1414 or 
kate@gunnisontimes.com.)

Kate Gienapp
Community members gathered Tuesday to speak with city leaders on the topic of renewable energy in 
Gunnison. 
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