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DRILLING AND DOLLARS: THE COLORADO OIL AND
GAS INDUSTRY’S STREAM OF POLITICAL INFLUENCE
PART 1: LOBBYING

In this report, the first in a series of three, Colorado Common Cause seeks to connect the dots between the oil
and gas industry’s political spending and the influence they carry in the state. We seek to illuminate the ways
in which money influences democracy in our state so that we can all do our part in holding elected officials,
lobbyists, and corporations accountable.
The report focuses on the ways in which oil and gas industry lobbying dollars have been spent to build outsized
influence over state policy in a wide range of issue areas. The industry has a history of spending millions to
gain influence and, without significant policy change, there’s no reason to believe that pattern will improve.
The following report contains examples of the industry’s spending on lobbying. It should be noted that prior
to 2020, when a new law went into effect closing loopholes, lobbyists and those who hired them could often
mask their clients. A single individual lobbyist could simply report the name of a lobbying firm as her or his
client, instead of whichever entity or company hired the lobbying firm. Thus, the full extent of lobbying done
previously by the oil and gas industry may be enormous, yet impossible to trace.
Outsized Influence

In 2019 lobbyists
outnumbered legislators
5 to 1 in Colorado. The oil
and gas lobbyist cohort is
among largest and most
well-funded.

Every Coloradan deserves a democracy in which each of us is represented
and has an equal voice. Our government should work for all of us, not just
the wealthy few. When governing bodies or elected officials are beholden
to special interests, we all lose. We all pay the price – in higher bills, a
more polluted environment, confusing and inflated medical costs – when
our elected officials prioritize the voices of big corporations over those of
everyday Coloradans. In 2019 lobbyists outnumbered legislators 5 to 1 in
Colorado. The oil and gas lobbyist cohort is among largest and most wellfunded.

Industry marketers and PR representatives want voters and elected officials to believe oil and gas deserves
a tremendous amount of influence because the industry is a bedrock of the state’s economy. This is far from
the truth. A 2019 Colorado Fiscal Institute report showed that, while there are different methods by which to
calculate impact, only 29,300 jobs could be attributed directly to the oil and gas development, accounting
for less than 1 percent of employment in Colorado between 2006 and 2016.1 By comparison, the number of
personal care aides in Colorado is roughly the same at 27,310 as of 2018, but workers in that industry have
significantly less political power.2

Snapshot

Oil and gas development is not creating the plethora of jobs they claim to be; but,
there is one sector of the economy where the industry is a robust job creator: paid
government influence.

Colorado Common Cause reviewed lobbying activity reported to the Colorado Secretary of State by the ten
contributing companies who spent the most on lobbying between 2015 and 2019. These companies reported
2,491 instances where they paid a lobbyist to monitor or act on a piece of legislation. For each of these
“instances” it is unknown how many actual meetings a lobbyist conducted with a legislator or their staff,
meaning that these instances may well represent tens of thousands of interactions between the industry and
elected officials. Of those 2,491 instances, 612 were directly related to oil and gas regulations. Others were
related to tax issues, green energy, state agency rule making, and even broadband access. The reach of the oil
and gas lobby goes much further than many Coloradans imagine.

Between the beginning of the 2015 fiscal year and February 2019, the oil and gas lobby spent
$4,176,758 to influence state-level elected officials.
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»» Between the beginning of the 2015 fiscal year
and February 2019, the oil and gas lobby spent
$4,176,758 to influence state-level elected
officials.3
»» Oil and Gas companies weren’t the only ones
trying to influence legislators, the industry also
had no fewer then four industry associations
lobbying on their behalf
»» Between 2015 – 2019, the top ten contributing
oil and gas companies lobbied on 215 bills in
Colorado Legislature.4
»» The dollars reported in lobbyist disclosures to
the Colorado Secretary of State’s office do not
necessarily include all the spending intended
to influence public perception of legislation.
According to Federal Communications
Commission records, the American Petroleum

Institute spent at least $667,652 on TV ads to
oppose a single bill in 2019.5
»» Senate Bill 181, Protect Public Welfare Oil and Gas
Operations, which established local governments’
regulatory authority over the surface impacts of
oil and gas development, garnered attention from
160 lobbyists working for 150 clients.6
»» In 2019, oil and gas juggernauts Xcel Energy and
the American Petroleum Institute were the top two
highest-spending lobbying clients in Colorado.7
»» Exerting influence isn’t something that only
happens during the legislative session. Three of
the industry’s largest players, Xcel Energy, Nobel
Energy and PDC spent more than half of their
2019/2020 lobbying dollars before the 2020
session even began.8

The reach of the oil and gas industry is vast. When SB19-181 was heard in the House Committee on Energy
& Environment on March 18, 2019, lobbyists opposing the bill outnumbered committee members six to
one.9 And industry lobbyists rarely stand alone: other pro-business lobbyist working for organizations like
the Colorado Competitive Council and Chamber of Commerce are no strangers to carrying the oil and gas
industry’s water. This synergy only further reinforces oil and gas’ stream of influence.
Taking a closer look at a few examples:
Senate Bill 063, “Alternative Energy For Schools Grant Program,” looked to modestly expand an existing
clean energy initiative that provided grants for wind energy projects, for public schools to save money and
generate their own electricity.10 It was killed by the Appropriations Committee despite having a fiscal note of
only $130,400 for FY 2015-2016.11 By comparison, Xcel Energy paid $145,000 to just one of their two lobby
firms during 2015 legislative cycle.12
»» Oil and gas companies that lobbied the bill included Noble Energy and Black Hills Corporation. Xcel
Energy, Tri-State Generation and Transmission, and Peabody Energy (a coal mining company) also
lobbied the bill.
»» Noble Energy had four lobbyists working on bill.
»» Xcel Energy hired two lobbying firms and multiple lobbyists.
House Bill 1071 from 2016, “County Initiative Powers,” would have given improved local control by giving
citizens the power of the ballot initiative at the county level. Although the bill language was not specific to any
policies regulating oil and gas, the industry opposed the bill in force.
»» Noble Energy hired four lobbyists, PDC Energy hired three, and Exxon Mobil hired an additional two.
»» American Petroleum Institute, the Colorado Oil and Gas Association, and the Colorado Petroleum Council
also each bought additional lobbying power.
House Bill 1215 from 2018, “Safe Disposal Naturally Occur Radioactive Material,” looked to establish rules for
testing the waste produced from oil and gas extraction activities.
»» Extraction, PDC Energy, and Noble Energy all hired lobbyists, totaling at least seven individuals to work
the bill. The American Petroleum Institute hired another three lobbyists bringing the total to 10.
»» By the time the bill was killed in the Republican-controlled senate, 37 lobbyists were working to amend or
oppose the bill.
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Buying grassroots influence
Another way that the oil and gas industry uses money to buy influence is by making their attempts to influence
legislation appear to be grassroots or citizen led. Industry associations attempt to create the appearance of
grassroots support by creating groups on Facebook, buying ads on Instagram, or creating shell organizations.
»» Energy Citizens, an entity that has 306,000 Facebook followers and whose tagline is “Citizens like you,
raising their voices” masquerades as a grassroots organization but is actually paid for by the American
Petroleum Institute.13
»» Energy Nation, which is identified as a “nonprofit” on Facebook, is a similar arm of the same industry
association.
»» Both groups ran dozens of social media ads, each sponsored at more than $500, in order to garner
“grassroots” support for the industry.14

Looking forward: the conclusion of the 2020 legislative session
Although the COVID-19 pandemic stopped Colorado’s legislative session in its tracks, lobbyist spending
doesn’t appear to have slowed for Colorado’s oil and gas industry. Lobbyist disclosures through April 2020
reveal that PDC Energy, Nobel Energy, and Xcel have already spent a combined total of more than $530,000
on lobbyists.15 In 2019 the Colorado Oil and Gas Association was one of Colorado Legislative Services’ (now
Colorado Legislative Strategies) top clients, paying four lobbyists at the firm nearly $110,000.16 Despite there
being fewer high profile oil and gas bills in the 2020 session than in 2019, the Colorado Oil and Gas industry
is on pace to spend a similar amount in lobbying. So far they’ve already paid Colorado Legislative Strategies
nearly $90,000. Whether asking to loosen regulations that protect Colorado communities or protecting
tax cuts that cover their losses, the industry continues to spend hundreds of thousands of dollars in order to
convince our elected officials to prioritize industry profit over everyday Coloradans.

Conclusion/Recommendations
This time of public health uncertainty and a global pandemic only highlights the need for sound public health
policy. The oil and gas industry faces choppy water, but decades of unfairly favorable public policy has set
them up to weather this storm better than Colorado families and small businesses. In fact, companies have
hedged against drops in oil prices, so that “the industry is well-positioned to mitigate the effects of an oil-price
collapse in the short term.”17 And that’s not all: oil and gas interests are funding ballot initiatives 300, 301, 304,
307, and 308 to expand their influence further, even as the Covid-19 virus literally shut down most of the state.
While Colorado was quarantined, they were busy trying to buy more power.
As the legislature state re-considers this year’s budget and looks towards a post-COVID environment, now is a
prudent time to consider how the oil and gas industry has wielded its funds in the past. In the end, this stream
of influence and the connections it buys threatens to drown out the voices of all Coloradans.18 To recover from
COVID, we will need every Coloradan’s voice to be heard in our democracy. We will only realize a government
that serves everyone – not just the wealthy few – if we all have an equal voice in the process.
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Policy Recommendations
Although lobbyist disclosure has improved in recent years, there is much more that should be addressed.
»» There is no record of meetings that elected officials have with lobbyists. Legislators and lobbyists should
both be required to file how many meetings they have, when, and with whom.
»» Lobbyist and lobbying firms should be barred from representing conflicting interests.
»» Required lobbyist registration and monthly disclosure at the city and county level. Many cities, counties, and
school boards have little or no registration or tracking of lobbyists.
»» The public should be able to quickly identify who lobbied on a bill and how much was spent on lobbying,
through a public accountability system similar to a fiscal note.
»» The state should increase spending to allow for independent legislator and staff research of policy and
legislation, thereby reducing their reliance on lobbyists.
If you are a researcher or journalist and would like full access to the data used in this report, please contact
Colorado Common Cause. All data was derived from publicly accessibly sources, although sources are often
hidden in plain sight given its complexity and difficulty in accessing.
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In the last decade, the United States Supreme Court has held, in effect, that money equals speech, which means that special interests, from fossil
fuels to financial banks to pharmaceutical companies and more, have been spend unlimited amounts of money that are almost unimaginable to the
everyday American.
1
2

5

