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A Significant Study for New Mexico’s Energy 
Future
At a critical juncture in the 2020s, the New Mexico Renewable Energy Transmission Authority (NM 
RETA) partnered with ICF, an international consulting firm, to evaluate the future potential for New 
Mexico’s vast renewable energy resources and the needed electricity transmission system. ICF was the 
perfect choice, drawing upon extensive industry knowledge, distinguished professionals, and innovative 
forecasting tools to develop solutions to complex energy issues. Launched in late 2019, ICF’s diverse 
team of experts spent hundreds of hours to evaluate New Mexico’s power line networks, cost-effective 
collection of developed renewable resources, and achievement of Energy Transition Act (ETA) targets. 
In collaborating with the NM RETA advisory committee and staff, new transmission and upgrades were 
identified to complement growth of utility-scale wind and solar power plants in New Mexico. This work 
focused on four key areas of investigation into our state’s energy future, for 2020-2032:

• Potential of renewable resources
• Renewable resources development for clean electricity
• Transmission to support renewable resources development
• Economic benefits of transmission and renewable resources development.

NM RETA’s role is to implement the electricity transmission infrastructure needed to enable aggressive 
development of our extensive renewable resources. A state government instrumentality in place for 
over ten years, NM RETA is working to deliver clean electricity from wind and solar to both in-state 
and export markets. As a part of statewide grid modernization, it is imperative to expand transmission; 
otherwise, renewable and clean electricity targets are unattainable. RETA is committed to working 
with developers, utilities, state/local officials, tribes, and the public to achieve a brighter future with 
renewable energy.
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Study Results
Over the next decade, in order to meet clean 
energy goals established by many states, including 
New Mexico, renewables will need to be 
developed at an unprecedented pace.

The analysis of public documents and interviews 
with private energy and transmission companies 
identified that the potential for renewables 
developed in New Mexico will not only support 
state clean energy goals, but will also serve as 
low cost resources to support the clean energy 
goals of other states. By adding transmission 
infrastructure to support exports to other states, 
New Mexico could expand from 2,500 megawatts 
(MW) of renewable capacity as of the end of 2019 
to 11,500 MW by 2030. The 11,500 MW would 
satisfy New Mexico’s clean energy goals, as well 
as grow clean energy exports.

Quick tutorial 
One megawatt (MW) of electricity 
is 1,000 kilowatts (kW) or 
1,000,000 watts (W); MW or kW 
is known as “capacity,” which is 
the moment-to-moment power in 
a transmission line. “Energy” is 
measured in kilowatt-hours, such 
as found on a home utility bill; the 
average New Mexico home uses 
600 kWh per month. 100 MW 
can power 120,000 New Mexico 
homes for a year.
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Additional Transmission Benefits

The economic benefits attributed to New Mexico from the transmission and renewable additions 
are substantial. For example, in the next dozen years, it is expected that up to 3,700 jobs per 
year will exist, including both permanent and temporary construction jobs. Continuing beyond 
the construction period, up to 800 permanent jobs will continue to be needed to support the 
infrastructure developed in this period.

The investments will also have cascading effects in multiple areas. A few of these benefits 
include: improved power system reliability, efficient electricity generation, efficient grid 
operations, and increased economic opportunities.
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137,000 MW 
of highest quality 
wind potential 
on State Trust and 
private lands.

Wind Development Potential
• Total developable land area for commercially viable 

wind equals 20,500 square miles
• 18,500 square miles on State Trust and private lands

824,000 MW 
of highest quality 
solar potential on
State Trust and 
private lands.

Solar Development Potential
• Total developable solar land area equals 68,000 

square miles 
• 49,000 square miles on State Trust and private 

lands
• Over 9,300 square miles in highest output areas 

• New Mexico has direct access to 
transmission grids supporting the western 
and midwestern U.S.

• Neighboring states in the Midwest like 
Texas and Oklahoma already have 
significant wind penetration.  

• To the West, wind penetration has lagged 
the Midwest.  

• The western markets provide a significant 
opportunity for New Mexico wind 
facilities.

www.nmreta.com

Significant Opportunity to Provide Wind Resources to the West

Potential of Renewable 
Resources
New Mexico has potential to support wind and solar 
resource development, with the potential for
locating infrastructure on available lands identified 
as extremely high. There is the potential for 137,000 
MW of  wind available on State Trust and private 
lands. Solar potential is even greater, with 824,000 
MW available on State Trust and private lands.

To project the potential that could be reasonably 
developed over the next 10 to 12 years, it was 
estimated that an average of 2,000 MW of solar and 
2,000 MW of wind capacity could be developed 
in New Mexico on an annual basis. In the near-
term (within the next few years) and throughout 
the study horizon, projects that were already in the 
development cycle could become operational within 
this 2,000 MW per year range, and new projects 
that are beginning development now could become 
operational in the later years of the study horizon.

Renewable Resources 
Development for Clean 
Electricity
New Mexico, within the broader western and 
southwestern power markets, has the ability to 
meet the goals of the Energy Transition Act (ETA) 
and serve areas with significant growth expected in 
their demand for renewables, including California, 
Washington and Colorado.
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Transmission to Support 
Renewable Resources 
Development
By adding transmission capacity, New Mexico’s 
network of power lines would largely be driven 
by growing demand in the western states, 
including California. Based on these results and 
the siting potential evaluated, two alternative 
siting scenarios were developed to reflect the 
uncertainty in how resources could be developed 
going forward.

Regional Economic 
Impacts for New 
Mexico
Total investment in the development, 
construction, and operation of new renewables 
and transmission ranges from $9.3 billion 
to $11.2 billion through 2032. Additionally, 
annual operations and maintenance investments 
total $155 million to $190 million each year. 
According to the Renewable Energy Transmission 
and Storage Study, renewable energy generation 
is estimated to create up to 3,700 development 
and construction jobs by 2032, with 800 
permanent jobs into the future.

Plan 1 Plan 2 Plan 3

Renewable 
Capacity 5,900 MW incremental wind and solar through 2030

Renewable Siting Centralized siting in key renewable 
development zones

Distributed 
siting across 

most renewable 
development 

zones

Key Expansion 
Elements

2 new export 
paths to 
Arizona

New export path 
to Arizona via 

SunZia

2 new export 
paths to Arizona

Estimated total 
length (miles) 911 929 1,276

• Three transmission expansion plans capable of reliably 
supporting 5,900 MW were identified.

• All plans add a new export path to enable renewable 
energy exports.

• Transmission solutions were found to be more effective 
than storage.

• Between 911 and 1,276 miles of new lines are required.

Construction Phase Permanent Impacts 

Low High Low High  

Jobs (Jobs per 
year) 3,257 3,678 639 765

GSP ($million) $270 $332 $52 $63

Income ($million) $172 $194 $30 $36

Tax ($million) $23 $27 $4 $5

*Construction takes place from 2021-2025 and 2028-2030

*Permanent impacts (O&M) take place from 2024-2050

*Tax impacts include state and local (i.e., excludes Federal)

• Transmission expansion and renewable generation results 
in roughly 3,300 to 3,700 annual jobs during the 8-year 
construction phase.

• Permanent impacts, resulting from operational needs that 
follow the construction phase result in an additional 639 
to 765 annual jobs.

• Similarly, there are annual increases in gross state product 
(GSP), personal income, and state and local tax revenues 
both during the construction phase and longer term 
thereafter.

Average Annual Economic 
Benefits

Alternative Transmission 
Development Plans to Support 
Growth in Renewables 

The Renewable Energy Transmission and 
Storage Study indicates New Mexico is uniquely 
positioned to supply renewable energy power 
to western and midwestern states that have a 
limited wind/solar energy footprint. In addition 
to New Mexico, both the State of California and 
State of Washington will require 100% clean 
energy supply by 2045. Other western states 
like Nevada, Oregon, Colorado, Montana, 
and Arizona have near-term and long-term 
Renewable Portfolio Standards targets.

www.nmreta.com
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In recognition of the limitations New Mexico’s aging transmission grid poses to the development of 
renewable energy generation in New Mexico, RETA was established by the New Mexico Legislature in 
2007 to plan, finance, develop, and acquire high voltage transmission lines and energy storage projects 
to promote economic development in New Mexico. Transmission and renewable energy development 
create construction and permanent jobs, and also create capital investment in New Mexico.

RETA’s Mission
New Mexico has some of the best wind, 
geothermal, and solar resources in the United 
States. With a thoughtful and deliberate approach 
to the development of its renewable resources, 
New Mexico can develop a major renewable 
energy industry.

The Western Spirit Project, an approximately 
155-mile transmission line, will start construction 
in the Fall of 2020 and will be in commercial 
operation in the Fall of 2021. The Western Spirit 
line will enable 800 MW of new renewable 
energy to be constructed, representing over one 
billion dollars of new investment in New Mexico.

Background
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SunZia is a 520-mile transmission project in New 
Mexico and Arizona with 315 miles located with-
in New Mexico. SunZia is rated at 3,000 MW for 
two 500kV AC lines. Western Spirit and SunZia 
combined will generate tens of millions of dollars 
in State and local taxes and create thousands of 
jobs.

RETA’s visible success is attracting the interest of 
major transmission developers. RETA is the
essential link in allowing our State to make
renewables work and for upgrading our
transmission grid. Transmission benefits include 
improved reliability, efficient electric generation, 
efficient grid operations, and vast economic op-
portunities.
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3. Develop new agreements and partnerships
    with world class renewable energy and
    transmission developers. 

4. Work with the major participants in
    renewable energy development to prioritize
    transmission corridors to simplify
    transmission siting.

5. Continue to evaluate the delivery of
    renewable energy to in-state customers.

6. Monitor the technological advances and
    potential implementation of large-scale
    storage facilities in New Mexico and follow the      
    development of microgrids.

7. Participate in WestConnect/Southwest Area
    Transmission planning process to advocate for
    best-candidate transmission projects.

Transmission Issues
Building transmission capacity is key to 
enabling a renewable energy future. Strengthing 
relationships with stakeholders and successful 
siting is essential if transmission projects, 
critical for renewable energy, are to be built.

RETA is an essential link in supporting the 
Energy Transition Act (ETA), which requires 
100% zero carbon electricity for utilities by 
2045 and rural electric coopertives by 2050.

RETA’s Action Plan
The actions listed below are selected as short-
term, actionable measures to be taken by RETA 
to address administrative, policy, and technical 
issues raised by ICF’s report.

1. Expand RETA’s public outreach regarding the 
transmission and energy storage study.

2. Continue working with existing partners and
    expand relationships.

• Provide elected leaders at the federal,             
state, and local levels, and reporters 
who cover the renewable energy 
industry with up to date analysis of 
New Mexico’s energy future.

• Continue coordination with Western 
Spirit to get the project built on 
schedule.

• Continue coordination and 
collaboration with SunZia, Lucky 
Corridor, and Gladstone transmission 
projects.

• Expedite finalizing current agreements 
under review and negotiation, and seek 
out new partnerships.

• Include major in-state utilities and 
transmission providers; renewable energy 
generating companies; local, state, and 
federal permitting agencies; the military 
installations; tribes; consumers; and 
environmental groups

• Educate the general public and key 
renewable energy stakeholders about 
the study and its key findings to promote 
renewable energy growth in New Mexico.

• Examine resilience improvements, 
distribution systems, and locational grid 
security.

• Evaluate issues related to implementing the 
Energy Transition Act.

• Rank renewable delivery lines.

• Support the most efficient use of the existing 
transmission systems and facilitate the 
development of longterm plans that most 
effectively meet the transmission objectives 
(load serving, resource delivery, etc.) for 
New Mexico.

RETA’s Response
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Growing While Preserving 
Our State’s Beauty
THE HEART OF RENEWABLE ENERGY IS PRESERVATION OF OUR RESOURCES
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For more information, or to see the complete study, visit www.nmreta.com.
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