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Why an Energy  
Transition Is Important  
to Wyoming Communities

Energy communities in Wyoming have powered America’s 
economic prosperity for decades. They are also embedded in  
some of the most intact and important temperate ecosystems left 
on Earth. As the world shifts toward renewable energy to reduce 
carbon emissions and minimize the effects of climate change, we 
must also protect wildlife and habitat from poorly sited renewable 
energy development.

In addition, we must maintain the mutually beneficial social contract 
that has been forged between the nation’s population centers and its 
energy communities. Workers in Wyoming’s energy communities 
have provided a great service to their country. We should not turn our 
backs on these communities in their time of need. Communities that 
lose their bedrock industries face a bleak future—one in which young 
people must leave to find jobs, crime rates increase, roads break 
down and once-vibrant schools and community services begin to 
fray. Even the most resourceful rural communities face challenges 
generating new jobs and prosperity in these conditions.

That’s why prioritizing these communities for re-investment is 
important. It will help communities maintain their way of life 
and allow us all to achieve a prosperous future of clean and 
abundant energy.

Repurposing sites of previous energy development like coal 
mines, power plants, and gas fields represents one of the 
best opportunities to build new solar and wind energy 
while avoiding intact wildlife habitat. This is especially 
important in Wyoming, where big game animals still 
migrate hundreds of miles across mountains and prairie.

Today, at the cusp of Wyoming’s energy transformation, 
we have a real opportunity to reinvigorate energy 
communities with jobs and hope while ensuring that 
Wyoming’s extraordinary natural heritage will endure  
for future generations of Wyomingites.

Energy communities in  
Wyoming have powered 

America’s economic 
prosperity for decades. 

cover Cattle and wind energy share prairie land in Wyoming.  
© Nalidsa this page Wind turbines stand tall near Cheyenne, Wyoming. 
© Arina P. Habich opposite page top to bottom TNC’s Wyoming Energy 
Program Director, Justin Loyka, and Rusty Bell, Director of Gillette’s 
Office of Economic Transformation, survey reclaimed coal mine lands. 
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Gillette’s Clean  
Energy Future

A Vision for Gillette

The vision for the future of Gillette and surrounding 
Campbell County that we propose is one option among 
many. While the new industries that will bring abundant 
jobs and prosperity to the region are still emerging, we 
maintain that: 

•	 A thriving, industrialized, Campbell County is  
good for Wyoming as a whole and will allow us  
to preserve untouched natural landscapes in  
other parts of the state.

•	 Clean energy generation and other emerging  
climate-friendly industries can act as a bridge  
for the local economy and can greatly assist  
the community in attracting other industries  
that provide more jobs and tax revenue.

Gillette is one of the most important energy 
communities in America. It boasts a robust oil 
and gas industry and has been the nation’s leading 
supplier of coal since the early 1990s. The city is 
located in the industrial heartland of Wyoming, 
and the tax revenue generated here funds public 
services throughout the state. But today, coal 
production has dropped more than 40% since its 
peak in 2008. And that decline is accelerating.

Economic developers and local leaders know  
that change is coming to their region. They are 
working hard to attract new economic investment 
and spur diversification. Among Campbell  
County’s draws for new industry are a motivated 
blue-collar workforce, a community college focused 
on industrial workforce development, high-quality 
wind and solar resources, thousands of acres of 
land zoned for heavy-industrial purposes with 
existing infrastructure ready for repurposing,  
and near-perfect geology for permanent  
carbon sequestration.

But some obstacles sit in the way of 
that redevelopment. Rural communities 
can struggle to attract large economic 
investments due to limited resources like 
the overall size of their workforce, water 
and sewer availability for large users, 
housing availability and the difficulty 
of attracting new workers to a rural 
location. In addition, breaking away 
from an economic model that has been 
productive for decades is daunting. 
It’s natural for a community to resist 
change on this scale. Creating the 
cultural and political will to embrace 
a new vision of the future requires 
extensive engagement, genuine 
connection and listening, and empathy.

Gillette has been the nation’s leading supplier of coal 
for more than three decades. © Amadeuxtx

top to bottom Gillette draws workers, college students and new industry in Campbell County. © Credit; 
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Gillette’s Potential as a Clean  
Energy Powerhouse

The industries in Gillette provide energy products for 
customers across the world, and those customers are 
now demanding zero-carbon products. Fortunately, 
Gillette has the natural resources to pivot to several clean 
energy industries.

Solar and Wind: The region has a high-quality wind 
resource, an above-average solar resource, and abundant 
open lands that are low-impact to wildlife and ready for 
industrial repurposing.

Carbon Removal: Local geology consists of sedimentary 
basins that are perfect for permanent carbon storage. 
Workers in the oil and gas industries already have the 
workforce skills for carbon removal jobs.

Dispatchable Clean Power: These technologies are less 
reliant on local natural resources and depend more 
on workforce and infrastructure for site selection. But 
Gillette’s citizens are hard at work innovating in the 
renewable natural gas, nuclear, and carbon capture and 
use sectors. High-quality industrial infrastructure at 
retiring mine sites makes these sites attractive to new 
manufacturing or energy generation businesses.
 
The Role of Renewables

Wind and solar businesses generate tax revenue and 
create jobs in the communities in which they are located. 
But they are unlikely to replace the taxes and jobs lost 
during the decline of the fossil fuel industry. Fortunately, 
due to their low cost and their lack of carbon emissions, 
these technologies are in high demand for additional 

economic development in the manufacturing, carbon 
removal, and data center sectors, among others. By 
investing in renewable energy, Gillette will be creating the 
conditions to attract projects that provide much greater 
tax revenue and higher numbers of good jobs.
 
Challenges to Deployment

The clusters of coal mines to the north and south of 
Gillette are the focus for transformative redevelopment in 
the region. They are areas with low impact on wildlife and 
valuable transportation and utility infrastructure. Many 
of them are also retiring from their current purpose. But 
these sites also have disadvantages.

Reclaimed mines are regulated under the Surface Mining 
Reclamation and Control Act and have financial liability 
obligations that last well after closure. The unstable 

soils of former mining sites also present a construction 
challenge for new developments of all types, including 
renewable energy.

Lastly, the most significant challenge may be finding an 
entity capable of making a significant financial leap that 
will jumpstart the clean energy economy in the region. 
Who will make the first important investment? Will 
renewable energy developers invest in projects without 
a guarantee of access to new markets? Will a utility 
company invest in transmission to allow energy to reach 
those markets before any independent power developers 
commit resources to a project in the area? Will a 
manufacturing, carbon removal or computing company 
commit to building an energy-intensive project in a region 
that currently can’t supply them with clean electricity? 
We need to lower the risk for all these parties and help 
the community transition to a new economic model.

Solar energy holds promise in Campbell County and beyond. © Peopleimages/Yuri A. Wyoming’s Energy Transition | 76 | Wyoming’s Energy Transition

Wind and solar businesses 
generate tax revenue and  
create jobs in the communities 
in which they are located.



What’s 
Needed  

to Move 
Forward

Energy developers and 
engineering firms have made 
it clear that the major limiting 
factor to development of  
grid-scale renewable energy  
in Campbell County is access  
to more customers. Coal-fired 
power plants already provide 
sufficient energy to meet 
the current local demand. 
Transmission bottlenecks 
constrain energy from reaching 
energy customers elsewhere. 
That leaves three ways to 
accelerate renewable energy 
deployment near Gillette: 
grow local demand, increase 
transmission capacity or 
wait for existing power 
plants to retire.
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Increasing transmission capacity will be key to delivering renewable energy to demand centers across 
Wyoming and other states. © Mendenhall Olga

left to right Gillette’s 
vibrant downtown can 
continue to thrive with  
new investment. © Visit 
Gillette-Wright; Data centers 
are just one example of new 

industry investment that 
renewable energy can entice. 

© Make More Aerials

The region has a high-quality wind resource, 
an above-average solar resource, and  
abundant open lands that are low-impact to 
wildlife and ready for industrial repurposing.



A Roadmap to Accelerating Clean Energy
Here’s what we need most urgently to 
accelerate deployment of clean energy 

technologies in the Gillette area:

Funding for up to three mid-size (5–30 
megawatt) renewable energy facilities on  
mine lands. The projects would demonstrate 
the viability of the concept and help iron out 
challenges. These medium-sized facilities 
would be easier for local utilities to fold into  
their energy grid than a utility-scale facility,  
and their more modest cost would help 
ameliorate uncertainties. They would also  
make zero-carbon energy available locally  
for other industries, albeit at a limited scale.

A study of transmission bottlenecks for moving 
electricity from the Powder River Basin to major 
demand centers. If one or more options is 
identified as viable, a National Interest  
Energy Transmission Corridor designation, 
a low-interest Loan Program Office loan, 
or another funding mechanism could 
be pursued in partnership with utility 
companies. Top priorities would include 
the Colstrip Region and major Southwest 
Power Pool markets.

A study of potential upgrades needed 
to the local distribution system. 
Interconnection for up to 300 
megawatts is available at the Dry 
Fork substation, and economic 
developers are working to attract 
projects to sites in the southern 
cluster. The information from an 
upgrades study would allow  
pre-planning and help reduce risk 
for projects that want to purchase 
carbon-free electricity.

A study of geotechnical issues 
associated with redeveloping 
post-mining sites in the Powder 
River Basin. This study would 
characterize the typical movement 
expected on reclaimed sites 5, 10 
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and 20 years after reclamation. Having these 
data up front will allow developers to plan 
and budget more effectively, making projects 
more likely to succeed and removing 
uncertainty and risk from potential projects.

Additional help attracting specific industries. 
Carbon removal, data centers, carbon 
manufacturing or other industries with 
specific advantages in the region and large 
power loads are needed to kickstart Gillette’s 
transition. A single major project would have 
a huge impact on this community.

A study of the impact of day-ahead electricity 
markets on the regional economy. Electricity 
markets in the West are changing drastically 
and will be entering unknown terrain. Will 
these changes lead to new opportunities for 
which local officials should plan, or will there 
be new challenges that need to be addressed 
as soon as possible?

Your support is essential to 
empowering Gillette and other 
Wyoming communities as our nation 
transitions to renewable energy.   
To learn how you can set Wyoming up for  
a strong energy future, please contact: 

Justin Loyka 
Wyoming Energy Program Director 
The Nature Conservancy 
258 Main Street # 200 
Lander, WY 82520 
Justin.loyka@tnc.org 
307-438-9475

Learn more at nature.org/wyoming  
or scan the QR code below

Campbell County Reinvestment Map © Justin Loyka/TNC; 
Pronghorn © Arctic Light Imagery Wyoming’s Energy Transition | 11



The Nature Conservancy 
Wyoming Chapter  
258 Main Street 
Lander, WY 82520 
nature.org/wyoming

facebook/NatureConservancyWyoming  
instagram/tnc_wyoming 
linkedin/the-nature-conservancy-wyoming
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