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Colorado Governor Polis Signs Bill that Mandates the State Prioritize Public 
Health and the Environment Over Fossil Fuel Development 

Denver, Colorado -- Today, Gov. Jared Polis signed SB 19-181, a bill “concerning additional 
welfare protections regarding the conduct of oil and gas operations,” making important 
amendments to the Colorado Oil and Gas Conservation Act (Act). Among other important 
changes to the Act, SB 19-181 makes clear that the Colorado Oil and Gas Conservation 
Commission (COGCC) must protect public health and the environment from oil and gas 
development; clarifies that the nonproduction of oil and gas does not constitute “waste”; 
eliminates the requirement that protections for public health and the environment take into 
consideration cost-effectiveness and technical feasibility; and gives more control over oil and gas 
operations to local governments. These amendments vindicate the legal arguments Colorado 
youth have been making in the Colorado courts for the past five years in Martinez v. COGCC. 

Just this past January, the Colorado Supreme Court reversed the Colorado Court of Appeals’ 
decision in the youth-brought anti-fracking lawsuit, Martinez v. COGCC, in which the Court of 
Appeals held that the COGCC must prioritize protections for public health and the environment 
over oil and gas development. The Supreme Court disagreed, and found, contrary to the 
arguments of the COGCC and the youth, that the COGCC cannot condition oil and gas 
development on protecting public health, safety, welfare and the environment. Justice Gabriel, in 
a unanimous decision, acknowledged the civic engagement and concerns of the youth plaintiffs’ 
and even found that their interpretation of the Act, which would have required the COGCC to 
prioritize public health over oil and gas development, was reasonable. However, the Court 
ultimately rejected plaintiffs’ reasonable interpretation of the Act, determined that the Act was 
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ambiguous, and held that the COGCC did not have authority to promulgate a rule protecting 
public health if it precluded new oil and gas development.  

Colorado’s General Assembly, however, responded swiftly to that decision to clarify that the 
Commission must prioritize public health and the environment over oil and gas operations. The 
bill removes the key provisions of the Act that the Supreme Court found ambiguous and that the 
Commission relied on in defending the Martinez case (for example, the words “foster” and 
“balanced” from the Act’s legislative declaration) and adds important language (such as the 
requirement that the cumulative impacts of oil and gas development be evaluated and addressed), 
validating the legal arguments the youth plaintiffs, and amici that supported them, made in the 
case.  

Julia Olson, lead attorney in the Martinez case, native Coloradan, and executive director of Our 
Children’s Trust said: 

“SB 19-181 effectively reverses the Supreme Court’s ruling in Martinez and makes it 
unambiguous that the number one priority in Colorado is protecting public health and 
safety and the environment from dangerous oil and gas development. Coloradans, and the 
Colorado General Assembly, have made clear that they have had enough of unchecked 
oil and gas development that is contaminating the air they breathe, the water they drink, 
endangering their homes and lives, and causing climate change. There is more work 
ahead to ensure that the Commission complies with this clear statutory mandate but there 
is no question that this bill is a big win for the youth plaintiffs and all Coloradans.” 

Emma Bray, 19-year-old plaintiff from Denver said: 

“I have been fighting for the protection of public health, safety, welfare, and land of 
Coloradans for seven years. This clear law, that so many of us worked so hard for, is an 
important start. Now we need to hold the Commission accountable if we want to protect 
the environment and the futures of young people like me. This is what my fellow youth 
plaintiffs and I have been demanding in our lawsuit against the Colorado Oil and Gas 
Conservation Committee, Martinez v. COGCC. I am honored to be a part of the 
movement behind achievements like this one.”  

Martinez v. COGCC was one of many related legal actions brought by youth in several states and 
countries, including the landmark federal lawsuit Juliana v. United States, all supported by Our 
Children’s Trust, seeking science-based action by governments to stabilize the climate system. 

Counsel for plaintiffs include Colorado Environmental Law, LTD., Katherine Marlin, Boulder, 
Colorado; Minddrive Legal Services, LLC, James Daniel Leftwich, Boulder, Colorado; Wild 
Earth Advocates, Julia Olson, Eugene, Oregon. 



Our Children’s Trust is a nonprofit organization, leading a coordinated global human rights and 
environmental justice campaign to implement enforceable science-based Climate Recovery Plans that will 
return atmospheric carbon dioxide concentrations to below 350 ppm by the year 2100. We elevate the 
voice of youth, those with most to lose in the climate crisis, to secure the legal right to a healthy 
atmosphere and stable climate on behalf of all present and future generations. 
www.ourchildrenstrust.org/ 

Earth Guardians is a Colorado-based nonprofit organization with youth chapters on five continents, and 
multiple groups in the United States with thousands of members working together to protect the Earth, the 
water, the air, and the atmosphere, creating healthy sustainable communities globally. We inspire and 
empower young leaders, families, schools, organizations, cities, and government officials to make positive 
change locally, nationally, and globally to address the critical state of the Earth. 
www.earthguardians.org 
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