
26S
P

R
IN

G
 | 

08

SMART | ENERGY | LIVING

WARMING
TO THE TASK
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GUIDE

POLICIES
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For ªenergy geekº Heidi VanGen-
deren, no other job tops being 
Gov. Bill Ritter's climate change 

adviser.
VanGenderen is the ! rst person in Col-

orado and one of a few in the country to 
hold such a job. Formerly a senior associ-
ate with the Wirth Chair in Environmen-
tal and Community Development Policy 
at the University of Colorado-Denver, 
her last task there was gathering the most 
promising climate-change ideas for the 
next U.S. president. Exuberant as well as 
talented, she says she was thrilled to join 
the Ritter administration last May.

ªWho wouldn't want this job? For an 
energy geek, it's a dream come true,º says 
VanGenderen.

Lest skeptics raise eyebrows over her 
somewhat purple prose, she stresses that 
she is completely sincere. 

VanGenderen, 51, is a third-generation 
Denver native. Her great-grandfather, 
Warwick Downing, was in the energy 
business and helped establish the Colo-
rado Oil & Gas Conservation Commis-
sion as well as Denver's mountain parks 
system.

ªIt's just a tremendous honor to have 
this job,º she says.

VanGenderen has maintained that en-
thusiasm through the grueling process of 
helping to birth Ritter's Climate Action 
Plan, which was released in Novem-
ber. She endured hours of stakeholder 
meetings around Colorado to gather in-
put from various interest groups about 
addressing global warming, and hours 
more of internal debate about plan de-
tails among the administration's Cabinet 
members and advisers. 

ªIt's been well-received overall,º Van-
Genderen says of the plan. Colorado's 
utilit y industry, especially, has embraced 
the call to develop more alternative en-
ergy sources such as solar and wind, she notes.

Although stakeholders' comments were weighed in the plan's devel-
opment, ultimately the plan was the governor's ± and he recognized it 
ªmay not please everybody,º she adds.

It hasn't. In particular, car dealers oppose the plan's call for tougher 
new-vehicle emission standards, which they say will increase prices and 
decrease selection. But VanGenderen says the governor will direct the 
Air Quality Control Commission to adopt such standards, which could 
take e" ect as early as 2011.

Reducing vehicle emissions is just one recommendation in the gov-
ernor's Climate Action Plan to reduce Colorado's contribution to global 
warming, the atmospheric phenomenon that scientists have found is 
linked to human activities, especially the burning of fossil fuels. It will 
take many initiatives to reach the plan's ambitious goal of 20 percent 
reductions by 2020.  

ªI don't envy Heidi or the governor or the president,º says Dave Lock, 
executive director of the Colorado Association of Municipal Utilities, 
representing 29 utility companies serving about 20 percent of Colo-
radans. ªThere's really no ̀ magic bullet' kind of answerº for climate 
change. 

Chuck Kutscher, a member of the Climate Action Panel of the Rocky 

Mountain Climate Organization, says climate change ªis a daunting 
challenge. People have to be convinced that global warming is happen-
ing, that we are causing it and that we can solve it. It's important not to 
lose sight of the fact that it's solvable.º 

The Colorado Mining Association believes the precise e" ects of glob-
al warming may be debatable, but supports and is funding research into 
voluntary, technology-based approaches to climate change, says Stuart 
Sanderson, executive director.

ªThere's no point in arguing whether or not there is need for action,º 
Sanderson says. ªWe've moved beyond that politically¼. The concern I 
have in Colorado is that we make the right energy choices.º

In addition to the governor's Climate Action Plan, two other compre-
hensive reports on Colorado's role in global warming have been released 
in recent months. 
· The Climate Action Panel, a blue-ribbon group appointed by the 

Rocky Mountain Climate Organization to represent a variety of inter-
ests, issued 70 recommendations in late October. The group included 
114 political and business leaders, including Denver Mayor John Hick-
enlooper. Members concluded that implementing the recommended 
actions could achieve ªin the vicinity ofº a 20 percent reduction in 
greenhouse gases by 2020 and an 80 percent drop by 2050 ± which 
are also goals of the governor's plan. (For the panel's full report, go to 

Heidi VanGenderen at the State Capitol, which is now lit entirely by compact # uorescent light bulbs
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www.coloradoclimate.org.)
· Environment Colorado 

issued a ªBlueprint for Ac-
tionº for meeting the gover-
nor's goals. Its December 
report outlined 16 policies, 
again echoing some of the 
governor's and the Climate 
Action Panel's recom-
mendations. But it took a 
closer look at transporta-
tion's role in greenhouse 
gas emissions, calling for 
actions including vehicle 
insurance that gave breaks 
to low-mileage drivers; energy-saving replacement tires for vehicles; 
and a bigger focus on mass transit. (The full report is available at the 
organization's Web site, www.environmentcolorado.org.)
ªNone of the (plans) solves the problem by itself. All three comple-

ment each other,º says Kutscher. ªThey give state legislators a lot of 
options for reducing greenhouse gas emissions.º

Kutscher believes the state can begin with easier proposals, such as 
promoting additional energy e$  ciency and conservation, and then be-
come more aggressive. Eventually, however, the world must ! nd carbon-
free energy sources, says Kutscher, who is a scientist on the sta"  of the 
National Renewable Energy Laboratory in Golden.

Matt Baker, former executive director of Environment Colorado and 
newly appointed member of the Colorado Public Utilities Commission, 
says the ªblueprintº identi! es ªsteps we should be doing whether or not 
there's global warming.º He'd like to see Ritter's administration investi-
gate technologies for keeping greenhouse gases out of the atmosphere 
and creating a fund to pay for that. Stronger action is needed nationally 

as well, he adds.
Developing technologies to trap and store greenhouse gases released 

when coal is burned to make electricity is probably still years away, Lock 
says. His members would discuss the idea of taxing energy use to raise 
money for research and development, and de! nitely support conserva-
tion and renewable energy sources, especially wind power. ªThe ques-
tion is how do we change course and still deliver power to our custom-
ers?º he asks.

The mining industry's Sanderson believes that coal must remain a 
dominant source of world energy. Natural gas is less polluting, but more 
expensive than coal. Renewable energy sources may provide consistent 
power generation ± the wind doesn't always blow and the sun doesn't 
always shine, even in Colorado, he notes. 

ªSteps need to be taken, but we have to be cautious that what we 
do in Colorado¼doesn't put our economy or energy consumers at a 
disadvantage,º he says. 

VanGenderen says the governor's plan emphasizes actions that can 

Ritter is promoting a

ªnew energy economyº
that stresses the state's

 ± solar, wind, biomass and geothermal ± 
and energy e$  ciency.

renewable energy resources
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ªClimate change
is a daunting challenge.

People have to be convinced
that global warming is happening,

that we are causing it
and that we can solve it.

It's important not to lose sight of the fact

 that it's solvable.º 

be taken without legislative action. Ritter ! rst 
wants to gauge the impact of major climate-
change-related legislation already passed by 
state lawmakers. Last year, about 20 new laws 
were created to encourage more renewable en-
ergy as well as to boost e$  ciency and conser-
vation.

ªWe have to give what was done in the past 
time to work,º VanGenderen says.

VanGenderen has a background working on 
community issues that take time and involve 
disparate views. After earning a bachelor's de-
gree from Carleton College in Minnesota, she 
was a community organizer for the late U.S. 
Sen. Paul Wellstone of Minnesota, and then 
worked in Boston for an energy policy group 
founded by pediatrician Dr. Benjamin Spock.

Upon returning to Colorado in 1980, ªI real-
ized I was home,º she says. She adds that her 
climate-change work is motivated in large part 
to make the world better for her two daughters, 
ages 23 and 20.

Generally, she says, the governor believes 
that a good climate policy is a good energy pol-
icy. As part of his Colorado Promise to voters, 
Ritter is promoting a ªnew energy economyº 
that stresses the state's renewable energy re-
sources ± solar, wind, biomass and geothermal 
± and energy e$  ciency.

Now that the governor's plan has been re-
leased, VanGenderen will help coordinate work 
among various state agencies and take respon-
sibility for speci! c tasks, including coordinat-
ing the governor's Climate Advisory Panel. The 
administration will continue to talk with the 
roundtable interests that advised the adminis-
tration and look for ways to advance the new 
energy economy and address climate change.

The Ritter administration's collaborative ap-
proach to climate change is generally appreci-
ated. 

ªIt's not going to (work with) someone on 
high saying this is the way it shall be. ¼ I give 
them a lot of kudos,º Lock says.

Sanderson, too, appreciates the administra-
tion ªreaching outº to the mining industry.

Baker praises Ritter's choice of VanGen-
deren: ªYou couldn't choose someone more 
dedicated to this issue. ¼ I can say with con! -
dence the governor understands the threat and 
wants to move Colorado forward.º

Colorado is ªde! nitely moving in the right 
direction,º says Kutscher. Hiring VanGen-
deren as climate adviser, Tom Plant to head the 
Governor's O$  ce of Energy Management and 
Conservation, and Jim Martin at the helm of 
the Colorado Department of Public Health and 
Environment shows Ritter values people who 
understand environmental and energy issues. 

ªI'd say with the people on board now, if 
we can't make progress in clean energy, then 
something's wrong,º Kutscher says. ªI'm very 
optimistic.ºilp

± Chuck Kutscher, 
National Renewable Energy Laboratory
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Climate Change in Colorado 
Burning fossil fuels release carbon dioxide, a greenhouse 

gas that traps heat in the atmosphere just like glass traps 
warmth in a greenhouse. Scientists agree that greenhouse 
gas concentrations in the atmosphere have risen in the past 
200 years and will continue to rise unless we take action to 
reduce emissions. 

Average temperatures worldwide have increased by 1.3 
degrees Fahrenheit during the last century, according to 
weather studies. A warmer world means changes in rainfall 
patterns, snow and ice cover, and sea level. While landlocked 
Colorado won't wash away as oceans rise, it could su" er 
serious economic impacts from weather changes. Agriculture, 
skiing and other precipitation-dependent industries could be 
devastated. 

Colorado's greenhouse gas emissions rose 35 percent 
between 1990 and 2005 ± a rate more than twice the 16 
percent of the entire United States. 

Download the full Colorado Climate Action Plan at
www.colorado.gov.

VISIT

Or ! nd a link to the plan at
SmartEnergyLiving.org.


