
 

 
 
 
 
 

February 16, 2021 
 

  
 
Governor Jared Polis 

Officer of the Governor 
State of Colorado 

200 E. Colfax Ave., Rm. 136,  
Denver, CO 80203 
governorpolis@state.co.us  
 

Re: In the Wake of Bold Federal Climate Leadership and Action, An Opportunity 
for Colorado to Raise the Bar 

 

Dear Governor Polis,  
 

 Thank you for supporting President Biden’s January 27, 2021 Executive Order on 
Tackling the Climate Crisis at Home and Abroad. The President’s Order represents a 
monumental commitment of the federal government to complete climate leadership and 
action that will help ensure just and equitable transition, economic revitalization and job 
creation, and significant greenhouse gas reductions. 
 

 Notably, the President’s Order assures action to address the climate impacts of federal 
fossil fuel production, commits the “full capacity” of the federal government to climate action, 
and makes just, equitable, and complete economic transition a priority for the nation. 
  

 While Colorado has also committed to climate action and established landmark 
greenhouse gas reduction goals under House Bill 19-1261, the President’s Order creates an 
opportunity to address major gaps in our state’s approach to confronting the climate crisis. It 
also creates an opportunity to lend support to federal efforts. To this end, we urge you to 
immediately seize these opportunities by taking the following actions to ensure complete 
climate action at a state-level that synergizes with the actions taken at a federal level: 
 

 

1. Pause fossil fuel leasing, launch reform process   
 

President Biden’s Order pauses federal oil and gas leasing.  It also directs his 
Department of the Interior to review and reconsider federal fossil fuel leasing and permitting 
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on public lands and waters, and to take appropriate action “to account for corresponding 
climate costs.” 

 

There is no doubt that fossil fuel production contributes to the climate crisis.  Fossil fuels 
extracted in Colorado are inevitably consumed, producing large amounts of climate 
pollution.  Further, production incentivizes fossil fuel marketing and consumption, making it 
more difficult to ensure demand-side actions timely and effectively curtail greenhouse gas 
emissions.   
 

In spite of this, Colorado has yet to take action to implement policies that address fossil 
fuel production and account for climate costs. 
 

Of concern is that Colorado continues to lease and permit extensive amounts of oil and 
gas extraction.  Just this month, the State Land Board intends to auction more than 100,000 
acres of oil and gas leases, primarily in southeastern Colorado.1  No consideration of the climate 
consequences for development of these leases appears to have gone into the decision to 
conduct this sale. 
 

It is incongruous for Colorado to continue to lease oil and gas while the federal 
government has enacted a pause to ensure integration of climate considerations.  We urge you 
to join President Biden and enact a corresponding pause on leasing state lands for oil and gas 
extraction pending the completion of a review and reforms needed to align the state’s leasing 
and permitting programs with the need for climate action. 

 

  

2. Commit the “full capacity” of the Colorado state government to climate action 
 

A key thrust of President Biden’s Order is the commitment of the “full capacity” of the 
federal government to combatting the climate crisis.  To ensure this commitment is met, the 
Order also created an Office of Domestic Climate Policy headed by a National Climate Advisor 
and also created a National Climate Task Force with members from 21 Departments and Offices 
overseeing the federal government. 
 

The need to ensure full government commitment to climate action is absolutely 
necessary to ensure a unified and consistent response to the climate crisis.  At times, 
government agencies have worked at odds with climate action, undermining the work of other 
agencies working to reduce greenhouse gas emissions or advance economic transition.  
 

This is certainly the case in Colorado, where many agencies’ programs and activities 
directly conflict with the state’s goals of reducing greenhouse gas emissions.   

 
1  The State Land Board’s notice of its February 2021 lease sale is currently posted on EnergyNet.com, 
https://www.energynet.com/govt_listing.pl?sg=5419. According to the notice, 201 tracts covering 102,315.17 
acres will be offered for sale.  Bidding starts on February 11 and concludes on February 18. 
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For example, the Colorado Oil and Gas Conservation Commission continues to approve 
more oil and gas drilling permits with no consideration of climate consequences.  Although the 
agency recently overhauled its regulations in response to the passage of Senate Bill 19-181, 
which changed the mission of the agency to protect public health, safety, and the environment, 
the word “climate” appears nowhere in the new rules.  So far in 2021, the Oil and Gas 
Conservation Commission has approved 217 drilling permits, an average of more than six per 
day, with no consideration of the climate consequences.2 

 

Without the “full capacity” of the Colorado government committed to confronting the 
climate crisis, the state cannot assure the unified response needed to guarantee progress 
needed to meet statewide greenhouse gas reduction goals.  As President Biden has dedicated 
the federal government to climate action, we urge you to also ensure the whole of the 
Colorado state government is similarly committed. 

 

 

3. Eliminate fossil fuel subsidies 
 

  To compel an equitable transition, President Biden has  directed his agencies to ensure 
federal funding is not directly subsidizing fossil fuels.   
 

Addressing fossil fuel subsidies is critical for ensuring the federal government stops 
incentivizing coal, oil, and gas, and ensures that these industries are not inappropriately given 
an economic advantage that undermines other sectors and businesses needed for economic 
transition.  Whether in the form of tax breaks, grants, taxpayer shouldering of liabilities, or 
other instances where the fossil fuel industry is not paying its fair share, subsidies are unfair 
handouts to the fossil fuel industry; they hinder climate progress and disadvantage solutions. 
 

A major subsidy shouldered by taxpayers in Colorado is the oil and gas industry’s 
massive reclamation costs.  While companies must post bonds to cover the full cost of clean up 
of their operations should they go out of business, the Oil and Gas Conservation Commission 
allows companies to post bonds that are a fraction of total clean up costs.  Reports indicate that 
across the state, only 2% of industry’s reclamation costs are actually bonded, leaving taxpayers 
on the hook for covering the remaining 98%.3 

 

Colorado taxpayers should not be shouldering the oil and gas industry’s reclamation 
liabilities.  Especially given the current economic state of the industry, where numerous 

 
2 According to the Oil and Gas Conservation Commission’s permit query website, 
https://cogcc.state.co.us/permits.html#/permits.  
 
3 According to a 2020 report by Carbon Tracker Initiative, while total oil and gas industry clean up liabilities in 
Colorado are more than $7  billion, only $160 million is actually bonded. See 
https://carbontracker.org/reports/billion-dollar-orphans/.  
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companies are going bankrupt and more likely than ever to abandon their operations, this 
exceptional advantage  can no longer be allowed.  It is time for oil and gas companies to start 
playing by the rules and pay their fair share. 
 

 In all corners of Colorado government, it is critical that you ensure taxpayer dollars and 
state resources are not sustaining fossil fuels.  The state cannot meet its greenhouse gas 
reduction goals in a timely and effective manner if oil, gas, and coal are allowed to continue to 
reap the rewards of government handouts.  We urge you to eliminate fossil fuels subsidies at a 
state-level, consistent with our nation’s efforts to eliminate subsidies at a federal level. 
 

 

4. Prioritize a just, equitable, and COMPLETE transition from fossil fuels 
 

President Biden’s Order commits the federal government to a just and equitable 
economic transition, prioritizing environmental justice, conservation, and the elimination of 
subsidies to the fossil fuel industry.  The Order recognizes that just and equitable transition 
does not simply mean a transition to 100% clean energy, but a move to sustainable, socially just 
economies that are more resilient to the impacts of climate change and no longer dependent 
upon fossil fuels. 
 

The need to ensure complete transition from fossil fuels is critical for achieving 
permanent greenhouse gas reductions, building the infrastructure needed to support a clean 
energy economy, and in creating the means of economic support that foster health, equity, and 
sustainability. 
 

In Colorado, while a just and equitable transition has been identified as a priority for 
climate action, our state has fallen short of committing to a just, equitable, and complete 
transition from fossil fuels. One case in point is the 2019 creation of the Office of Just 
Transition, whose mission is to help coal-dependent communities develop new and more 
prosperous economic alternatives.  While the creation of this office has offered hope for just 
and equitable transition in coal communities, there has not been a commensurate attempt to 
direct the same support for Colorado communities dependent upon the oil and gas industry. 
 

It is critical that Colorado make the transition from oil and gas as much of a priority as 
the transition from coal.  To this end, we urge you to join President Biden in prioritizing 
environmental justice, conservation, and the elimination of subsidies to the fossil fuel industry, 
and commit the state to providing the resources and expertise needed to ensure communities 
have access to develop new and more sustainable economic alternatives to oil and gas. 
 

Just as Colorado’s efforts to confront the climate crisis have motivated President Biden 
and the federal government to act, we believe that the action taken at federal level should be a 
catalyst for the state to more comprehensively act on climate. 
 



 5 

We believe Colorado has been a climate leader, but that leadership must evolve and 
keep pace with new policies, new actions, and new opportunities.  In light of President Biden’s 
climate action at the federal level, we have to catch up.  Please seize the opportunity presented 
by the President to ensure complete climate leadership and action for our state.  Thank you. 
 

Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Jeremy Nichols 
Climate and Energy Program Director 
WildEarth Guardians 
3798 Marshall St., Ste. 8 
Wheat Ridge, CO 80033 
(303) 437-7663 
jnichols@wildearthguardians.org  

 
cc: Dan Gibbs, Executive Director, Department of Natural Resources 
 Jill Hunsaker-Ryan, Executive Director, Department of Public Health and Environment 
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