
The energy industry’s impact on 
Colorado’s economy is profound by 
any measure. The state has approxi-
mately 47,000 direct jobs in oil and 
gas. The sectors had a total economic 
output in 2014 of $29 billion, which 
constituted 7 percent of Colorado’s 
total GDP that year. Use of natural 
gas in the state has resulted in an av-
erage annual energy bill savings for 
consumers of $1,500.

So the state of the energy indus-
try made it a ripe topic for a CLE pan-
el hosted Sept. 6 by Brownstein Hyatt 
Farber Schreck’s Women’s Leadership 
Initiative. Each panelist brought dif-
ferent expertise to the discussion to 
give perspective on the current state 
of the energy industry and its future. 
Sarah Sandberg, chief operating offi-
cer of the Colorado Oil and Gas As-
sociation, talked about the need to 
overhaul the sector’s negative image 
and the role oil and gas employees 
play in that. Jennifer Grafton, chief 
administrative and legal officer for 
the Westmoreland Coal Company, 
spoke about communicating to en-
ergy customers where the power they 
use comes from and attracting peo-
ple of younger generations to work 
in the energy sector. Alice Jackson, 
Xcel Energy’s vice president of stra-
tegic revenue initiatives, discussed 
the need to educate consumers the 
importance of fuel diversity and the 
different factors affecting costs.

The panelists agreed on the need 
to have productive conversations 
about the energy industry and the 
changes it faces. The conversations 
are crucial, they said, in order to ed-
ucate consumers to make informed 
choices and address issues that will 
significantly impact the industry 
into the future, such as access to 

energy, negative public perceptions 
and an aging workforce.

“How can we work together and 
get everyone where we need to get 
in a responsible, reasonable manner 
that’s not drastic?” Grafton said.

FIXING THE IMAGE PROBLEM
Sandberg pinpointed the oil and 

gas bust of the 1980s as a pivotal 
point in creating an age gap in the 
sectors’ workforce. She explained 
that with that gap has come a need 
to adapt to younger generations 
who will enter the sector, who have 
significantly more negative percep-
tions. Sandberg said managing those 
perceptions now requires everyone 
who works in the energy industry to 
act as ambassadors for it.

“(Oil and gas and environmental-
ism) aren’t mutually exclusive things,” 
Sandberg said. “But to the public, they 
think that they are. It’s our job to fix 
that, or else we don’t have jobs.”

She said the most effective com-
munication will not come from oil 
and gas companies trying to “win” 
the controversial debate surround-
ing the sectors but from actively lis-
tening to concerns about oil and gas 
and addressing them.

“An activist who just wants to 
ban oil and gas can look extraordi-
narily similar to a concerned mom 
who read a headline about oil and 
gas,” she said. “And it’s really impor-
tant that we don’t say, ‘You’re wrong, 
here are the facts.’ It’s important to 
say, ‘Tell me your concerns. What did 
you read about them? Would you like 
another perspective?’ … If you set 
out to win a debate about this, we’re 
dead in the water.”

COST TRANSPARENCY 
Jackson echoed Sandberg on the 

need for productive education going 
forward, saying it will enable consum-

ers to make informed choices about 
their energy use. One important com-
ponent of the industry to understand, 
Jackson said, is the necessity of fuel 
diversity to mitigate price changes in 
each type and keep energy rates for 
consumers steady over time.

Jackson talked further about the 
importance of educating utilities 
consumers about how energy costs 
trickle down to them. “We haven’t 
talked with our customers in really 
deep, meaningful ways over the past 
couple of decades,” she said. “And so 
the way that you’re charged for elec-
tricity, you probably have very little 
clue about how that actually ends up 
on your bill. And that’s something 
we have to start closing the gap on.”

Grafton also spoke about the 
role of energy source diversity, say-

ing it is crucial to educate consum-
ers about where the power they use 
comes from. 

“How do we do a better job let-
ting people understand the dynamics 
and how it works?” She said. “There 
would then be a better appreciation 
for this entire mix, and moving from 
Point A to B and how (that happens).”

Jackson said she loves what she 
does because it directly impacts so 
many people, and expressed opti-
mism about the energy industry’s 
future. “I am working in a service 
industry that touches every single 
life that lives in our service territory. 
And that means that I have a huge 
responsibility, as well as a huge priv-
ilege, to be able to do the job that I’m 
doing.” •
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