
Our  
Environment
It’s not easy being… average? We’re not as green as we think we are.
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Bill LeBlanc makes 80% of his non-winter 

trips by bike, drives an electric car, and 

cools his Boulder city home exclusively 

with nighttime air. That’s the good news. 

“The bad news is I fly places, for work and for 

pleasure,” he said, which increases his carbon 

footprint considerably. “We minimize where we 

can, but we haven’t given up travel. I think a lot of 

people here have similar stories.”

Boulder County has a reputation for being green. 

We’ve got 350 miles of bike lanes and hiking trails. 

We’ve set ambitious goals for reducing greenhouse 

gas emissions. And we were one of the first places 

in the country to pass an open space tax to preserve 

natural habitat and control our growth.

When it comes to the environment, we’ve got a lot 

to be proud of. But we’ve also got challenges to 

overcome and room for improvement. We’re living 

greener than some places, but we’re decidedly 

average (or below average) in areas like recycling 

rates, per person trash generation, and energy 

composition. This prompts the question: when it 

comes to the environment, are we doing enough?
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Choose water-conserving 
and native plants 
appropriate to dry climates. 
Step on a patch of grass 
before watering your 
lawn; if it springs back,  
it doesn’t need water.  
Use water-efficient 
irrigation systems and 
maintain them properly.

TIP
:

Nationally, the average 
American uses about 100 
gallons of water per day. Across 
Boulder County, we use just a little bit 
more. Where does it go? About half of 
it stays outside for landscape irrigation, 
which helps explain why our water 
use goes up during years when rain 
is sparse. Unfortunately, about 50% 
of water used in irrigation is wasted, 
experts say, due to overwatering, 
sprinkler system misplacement, 
evaporation or wind. 

Going Green – Or Trying To
Back in 2005, the city of Boulder and Boulder County set an ambitious goal of 
honoring the 1997 Kyoto Protocol – even though we, as a country, did not. Locally, 
we committed to cutting our greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions to 7% below 1990 
levels by 2012. City of Boulder residents even passed a special Climate Action Plan 
tax to help us get there. Did we succeed? Nope. Our GHG emissions have 
actually increased in recent years, in line with the well-documented 
positive correlation between economic growth and increased energy 
use. As things stand, the county as a whole would have to slash our emissions 
by about 35% to reach the Kyoto target. And the city of Boulder would have to 
slash GHG emissions by about 27%. What’s holding us back? Simply put, our 
appetite for energy is too large, and our energy sources are too 
carbon-intensive. In fact, our energy is some of the most carbon-intensive in the 
country due to our heavy reliance on coal. 

BOULDER COUNTY GHG EMISSIONS BY SOURCE, 2011

Source: WSP Group for Boulder County

BOULDER COUNTY GHG EMISSIONS BY SECTOR, 2011

Source: WSP Group for Boulder County

While 70% of the earth’s 
surface is covered by water, 
only 1% is available for 
human use.
Source: U.S. Geological Survey
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Per Capita Daily Water Use, Single-
Family Residents (gallons)

2000 2006 2012

Boulder 165 134 117

Longmont 139 126 125

Lafayette 134 113 117

Louisville 134 117 107

Pine Brook 55 73

Source: Local Water Departments, American 
Community Survey 
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51%51%By source, electricity accounts for about 51% of GHG emissions 

in Boulder County and 60% of emissions in Boulder city. Offsets help 

reduce our emissions by less than 2%. 

What Fuels Us

Coal accounted for 58% of Boulder 
County’s energy in 2012, down 
from 65% in 2005 thanks largely to 
increases in wind power. Despite local 
bans on hydraulic fracturing – and 
associated health and environmental 
concerns – it’s likely more or our 
energy will come from cleaner-burning 
natural gas in years ahead. The 
Colorado Public Utilities Commission 
approved an emissions reduction plan 
calling for Xcel Energy to retire 583 
megawatts of coal-fi red generation, 
including the coal-fi red unit at Valmont 
Generating Plant in Boulder County, 
Arapahoe Plant Unit 3 and three coal-
fi red units at Cherokee Generating 
Plant in Denver. Xcel plans to replace 
the generation with natural gas plants 
at its Cherokee and Arapahoe sites.

Xcel Energy's Colorado Energy Supply

2005 2012 2018
(projected)

Coal 65% 58% 47%

Renewables 5% 19% 24%

Natural Gas 30% 23% 29%

Source: Xcel Energy

We’ve made some progress, though. Boulder city and county have taken 
commendable measures to cut emissions in certain places. They’ve raised energy 
effi ciency standards for new construction and rental properties and offered 
incentives to businesses and households to trim energy use. The city of Boulder 
has also committed to using less carbon-intense energy sources, whether through 
municipalization or a re-tooled partnership with Xcel. While it may seem a small 
victory, our GHG emissions have grown more slowly here than they would have 
without these interventions. 

We’ve got some of the dirtiest energy in the country due to 
our heavy reliance on coal. The WECC Rockies region comprised 
of Colorado and parts of Wyoming, Kansas and South Dakota 
emits the most greenhouse gases per megawatt hour, according 
to the Environmental Protection Agency. If we could mirror the 
carbon intensity1 of the Pacifi c Northwest’s energy, our GHG output 
would decrease signifi cantly – by up to 25% in the city of Boulder, 
estimates city Sustainability Specialist Kelly Crandall.  
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Source: WSP Group for Boulder County, City of Boulder

Locally, each of us is responsible 
for about 16.34 metric tons 
of carbon dioxide equivalent 
emissions every year, excluding 
air travel. This makes us 
about average for the U.S.
Source: WSP Group for Boulder County, U.S. 
Energy Information Administration
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Across Boulder County, 56% of all bus 
boardings are by EcoPass or College Pass 
holders, according to the Boulder County 
Transportation Department.
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Our Daily Commute 
One of the biggest challenges our county transportation 
planners face is reducing the number of single-occupancy 
vehicles on our roads – especially during key commuting hours. 
Across the county, roughly 65% of us drive to work 
alone. While that number may seem high, it’s significantly 
better than the state and national average of 75%. And we’re 
making progress. More of us are carpooling, using public 
transit and riding our bikes than we were 10 years ago. Even 
more significantly, more of us are working at home (11% 
today vs. 6% in 2000). These choices help keep GHG emissions 
– nearly one-quarter of which come from vehicle travel – in 
check. 

Our slightly below-average commute times also help. The vast 
majority (80%) of Boulder County residents who work do 
so within our county’s borders, keeping our commute times 
comparatively low. On the flip side, 70% of people working 
in our county live here. The rest primarily come from Adams 
(9%), Jefferson (7%), and Larimer, Weld, and Denver counties. 

At a more local level, the number of workers who are able to 
stay close to home varies by location. In the city of Boulder, 
which boasts the largest number of jobs in our county 
(and 66% labor force participation), about three quarters 
of residents who work do so within city boundaries. In 
Longmont, where a slightly higher proportion of 
residents work, 44% of workforce participants stay 
local. Note: Just because most Boulder residents who work 
stay local doesn’t mean most city workers are from there. In 
fact, about 50,000 people commute into Boulder for jobs each 
day – as anyone who has traveled U.S. Route 36 during rush 
hour well knows. 

Across the county, nearly 17% of us have commute 
times of less than 10 minutes. Our average daily 
commute to work of 22 minutes is about three minutes shorter 
than the U.S. average – but has increased by about a minute 
since 2006. 

What Drives Us  
There are a few thousand more cars on the road in Boulder 
County than there were 10 years ago. Helping cushion that 
blow, per capita car ownership in the county has actually 
decreased since 2000. In other words, our population has 
grown slightly faster than the number of cars we collectively 
own. And here’s some more good news: we prize fuel 
efficiency. More than 6,360 of us drive hybrid or 
electric vehicles. That represents 3% of cars on the 
road (5% in the city of Boulder), compared to about 
1% nationwide. 

BOULDER COUNTY TRANSPORTION TO WORK, 2011

Source: American Community Survey

WHERE DO BOULDER COUNTY WORKERS LIVE?

Source: Colorado Department  
of Local Affairs

Vehicles travel nearly 8 million miles on 
Boulder County roads daily, according to the 
Boulder County Transportation Department, 
generating 3,160 metric tons of greenhouse gas 
emissions. Public transit use helps us avoid an 
additional 152,079 daily vehicle miles and 60.5 
metric tons of carbon dioxide equivalent.
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ECO PASSES IN BOULDER COUNTY

28,319

27,731

12,973

CU Students

Employer Eco Passes

Neighborhood Eco Passes

Source: Boulder County Transportation Department
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Below Average?   
On a per capita basis, Boulder County residents send an average of about 
four pounds of waste to the landfill each day – or one pound more than 
the national average of 2.92 pounds. That means each of us generates about 
400 additional pounds of trash per person per year than our peers across the U.S. And 
we’re just average when it comes to waste diversion. Across the county, 
we successfully divert about 35% of our waste by composting and recycling, roughly 
matching the national rate. Here’s the sort-of-silver living: organics – including yard debris, 
food scraps and paper products – make up nearly 60% of what we landfill; that means 
that, with some effort, we could significantly reduce what we throw away by composting 
it (and also cut down on the methane these organics create when buried in a landfill).

Boulder County Motor Vehicles

2000 2006 2012 % Change 2000-2012 Cars per capita

Boulder 62,030 57,492 61,069 -2% 0.61

Erie 3,378 5,518 6,736 99% 0.78

Jamestown 300 290 267 -11% 0.96

Lafayette 17,923 18,321 20,452 14% 0.80

Longmont 54,111 61,592 68,430 26% 0.78

Louisville 15,000 14,938 16,204 8% 0.87

Lyons 1,442 1,509 1,944 35% 0.94

Nederland 1,113 1,153 1,063 -4% 0.73

Superior 6,800 8,238 9,170 35% 0.73

Ward 139 148 112 -19% 0.74

Rural 48,818 46,606 47,428 -3% 1.07

TOTAL 228,616 215,805 232,875 2% 0.78

Source: Boulder County Motor Vehicles Division, Colorado State Demography Office

Source: American Community Survey

PERCENT OF RESIDENTS LIVING AND  
WORKING IN THE SAME COMMUNITY

Boulder  74%
Longmont 44%

Lyons 31%
Nederland 37%

Jamestown 26%
Louisville 25%
Gold Hill 13%

Lafayette 22%
Niwot 22%

Erie 13%
Ward  21%

Each month, Boulder 
County residents use about 
1.3 million single-use coffee 
cups made from about 
370 trees. Most of these 
cups are not recyclable or 
compostable.
Source: Eco-Cycle
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Through recycling, we 
prevented 116,000 metric 
tons of carbon dioxide 
emissions –the equivalent 
of taking 23,000 cars off 
the road for a year.
Source: Eco-Cycle
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2011 Commute Time for Workforce Not Working at Home

Less than  
10 minutes

10 to 29  
minutes

30 to 59  
minutes

60 or  
more minutes

Lyons 19% 50% 28% 3%

Boulder 20% 61% 15% 4%

Longmont 18% 51% 25% 6%

Louisville 17% 56% 23% 4%

Superior 11% 60% 25% 4%

Lafayette 11% 55% 27% 7%

Erie 7% 56% 34% 4%

Source: American Community Survey
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(Don’t) Take a Breather  
The American Lung Association (ALA) gave Boulder County a grade of ‘D’ based on 
our annual number of high-ozone days, caused in part by emissions from industrial 
facilities, electric utilities and motor vehicle exhaust. With a total of 7 high-ozone 
days, we scored far better than Jefferson (23) and Larimer (14) counties, but quite a 
bit worse than Denver (1) and Weld (4). We earned higher marks when it came to 
particulate pollution, meriting a grade of ‘B.’

Smart Savings/EnergySmart

Since the fall of 2010, Boulder County’s 
EnergySmart program has made 
thousands of businesses and homes 
more energy efficient. On the commercial 
side, EnergySmart has granted about 
$1.6 million in rebates to 800 individual 
businesses for 870 individual energy 
efficiency projects. Those projects are 
estimated to have saved 10,000 metric 
tons of carbon dioxide equivalent (or 1.5% 
of total commercial emissions). Rebates 
range from $6 for one LED lamp to 
$10,000 for more dramatic revamps, with 
the average coming in at about $2,500. 
Since EnergySmart’s rebates mirror those 
offered by Xcel, businesses often pay just 
30% of the project cost. “We started out 
offering lower rates of coverage, but they 
weren’t encouraging anyone,” Business 
Sustainability Team Leader Bill Hayes said.

On the residential side, EnergySmart 
has worked with more than 10,000 
households, saving a total of about 3 
million kilowatt hours of electricity and 
750,000 therms of natural gas; that 
equates to about 6,400 metric tons 
of carbon dioxide equivalent or 1,300 
passenger vehicles taken off the road 
each year. The most common residential 
upgrade is insulation work, as it’s a 
relatively low-cost upgrade that can have 
a significant impact on energy savings 
and comfort. Energy audits through the 
program are available for about $135 
per home.

Initially funded through an American 
Recovery and Reinvestment Act grant, 
Energy Smart will receive funding 
from the county as well as the cities of 
Boulder and Longmont in 2014. County 
residents might be asked to vote on a 
sustainability tax to provide a dedicated 
funding source for the program beyond 
that. For more information, visit  
www.energysmartyes.com.

BOULDER COUNTY SOLID WASTE COMPOSITION

Source: Waste Composition Study for Boulder County

Boulder County sends to the landfill each year:

•	 Nearly 62 million pounds of food.

•	 About $900,000 worth of aluminum cans. Across the country, we toss enough 
aluminum every year to build 27,000 new airplanes.

•	 One out of every two PET plastic water and soda bottles. Each year, we bury two 
million pounds of valuable PET plastic in our local landfills. If each of us opted for 
reusable bottles instead, we could save 32,000 barrels of oil annually.

•	 About 120 million plastic bags. If we all chose reusable bags instead, we could save 
enough energy to heat 600 homes a year.

Source: Eco-Cycle

At about $24 per ton, Colorado’s waste disposal fees are some of the 
lowest in the country. Massachusetts charges on average about five 
times more, creating an economic incentive to waste less.
Source: Waste Recycling News
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WASTE GENERATION BY SECTOR

47%

53%

Residential

Industrial, Commercial and Institutional (ICI)

Source: Waste Composition Study for Boulder County
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Feeling Inspired?  

•	 Take the bus or carpool to work two days a week.

•	 Not sure what’s recyclable? Western Disposal’s  
free MyWestern smartphone app can help:  
www.westerndisposal.com/enviornmental_focus.php

•	 Talk to EnergySmart experts about improving 
energy efficiency in your home or business: www.
energysmartyes.com.

•	 Eat locally sourced whole food whenever possible 
to cut down on vehicle fuel emissions. The way we 
grow, process, ship, market and cook our food may 
be contributing more than 30% of all GHG emissions, 
experts say.

•	 Try xeriscaping to cut down on outdoor irrigation.

•	 Check with the Center for Resource Conservation 
to make sure your irrigation systems are as efficient 
as possible and operating the way they should: www.
conservationcenter.org 

In the Bag  

Food stores in the city of Boulder have started 
charging shoppers 10 cents for every disposable 
plastic or paper bag they use at checkout. Retailers 
will keep 4 cents of the fee to cover costs related 
to complying with the new city ordinance. The 
remaining 6 cents will go back to Boulder to help 
mitigate the effects of disposable bags here.

Fairview High School’s Net Zero Club, New Era 
Colorado and Eco-Cycle were instrumental in 
bringing about the ordinance, which advocates 
hope will prevent 21.5 million disposable bags from 
being used each year – generating upstream and 
downstream environmental benefits. Eco-Cycle 
estimates Boulder’s plastic bag recycling rate to be 
about 22%. Hard to recycle, plastic bags regularly 
contaminate our automated recycling process, 
causing equipment shut-downs. They also pollute 
compost facilities, forcing waste processors like 
Western Disposal to spend time and (public) money 
in remediation.

Sources

American Community Survey

Boulder County Motor Vehicles Division

Boulder County Sustainability Office, www.bouldercolorado.gov/index.
php?option=com_content&view=article&id=15354&Itemid=5158

Boulder County Transportation Department

Boulder, Longmont, Lafayette, Louisville and Pine Brook water departments

Denver Regional Council of Governments, Workforce Commuting Patterns 

Eco-Cycle, www.ecocycle.org/files/pdfs/ZeroWaste_betterthan_WTE_EcoCycle.pdf

Environmental Protection Agency, Emissions & Generation Resource Integrated 
Database, www.epa.gov/cleanenergy/documents/egridzips/eGRID2012V1_0_
year09_SummaryTables.pdf

Western Disposal, diversion data

U.S. Energy Information Administration 

Waste Recycling News, www.wasterecyclingnews.com/article/20120720/
NEWS01/120729997/tipping-fees-vary-across-the-u-s

Endnotes 
1We can mirror the carbon intensity of a region’s energy without actually mirroring   
its energy sources.

Single-family residences in Boulder County divert 
about 50% of their waste through recycling and 
composting. Businesses and multi-family housing 
units divert about 20%.
Source: Based on data from Western Disposal
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