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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Energy Consumption and Carbon Emissions from Vacation Homes in Aspen 

Aspen Vacation Homes Energy Study (ASHES) by Richard Heede 
     
Aspen is home to the rich and famous. But also regular folks. Increasingly, however, 
the homes built by locals for locals have been purchased as second (or third or 
fourth) homes as a respite from busy lives in the big city. This trend has increased 
property values, further increasing speculation buying as well as speculation 
building, often of homes of monstrous size and frequently by “scrape and build” 
practices. 
 
Thus, the displacement of hundreds if not thousands of individuals and families over 
the years. 
 
Annual property sales in the Aspen area tops $2 billion per year, and new 
construction costs can exceed $1000 per  square foot.  

Many vacation homes are set to run warm in winter and cool in summer: the hot 
water heater is often on year-round, the one or two or three refrigerators keep things 
(or nothing at all) cool, the wine collection up to spec, the security and ventilation 
systems on, and exterior and interior lighting to simulate occupancy.  
Many of these uses are important for security; many energy demands are unnecessary 
and egregious: driveway heating, roof melt systems, hot tubs, towel bar heaters, 
24/7 exterior lighting... Excessive energy consumption, often with no comfort or 
security benefits, represents a problem for a community that aims to reduce 
community energy intensity and emissions of greenhouse gases. 
 
So, Sopris Foundation asked a few fundamental questions: how many of 
Aspen’s 5,858 housing units are vacation homes? How long are those 
owners in town? How much energy do they use while unoccupied? How can the 
community start to address the wasteful energy use and emissions generated by 
largely vacant 2nd homes? 
 
Sopris Foundation and Climate Mitigation Services defined the area of 
study as the Urban Growth Boundary. We retrieved data from the 
Aspen/Pitkin Tax Assessors Office. After parsing data we found 5,858 residential 
units totaling 15.6M ft2 worth $10.2B. Affordable/Workforce Housing is included in 
this tally: 842 units in the city plus 602 units in the county (most within the UGB). 
 
Sixty-one percent of AspenÕs residential emissions are attr ibutable 
to vacation homes in the region, even though these homes are 
unoccupied an average of ~280 days per year. This suggests that an 
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The annual 
energy 
demanded by 
residences in 
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equivalent to 
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trains, 100 
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coal cars 
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energy for 2nd 
homes 
 

 

unoccupied home uses as much energy and emits as much carbon dioxide, on 
average, as a fully-occupied home.  
 
The average vacation home is 15+ percent larger  than resident occupied homes, 
and single-family vacation homes (as opposed to condos) are 35 percent larger than 
resident occupied single-family homes. 
 
The study also estimated CO2-e emissions per  day of occupancy. While this 
varies tremendously, we estimate that Aspen households occupied full time emit an 
average of 144 lb CO2-e per occupied day (for which we assume 330 days per 
year). For vacation homeowners? 606 lb CO2-e is emitted per occupied day. 
Drilling down from averages, we looked at single-family homes (condos or 
triplexes taken out). 
These averages are even more distinct: 197 vs 993 144 lb CO2-e per occupied day 
for full time occupants and vacation homes, respectively. 

 

Table 5. Emissions per  day of owner occupancy: Resident and Vacation homes 

Type Resident occupied homes Vacation homes 
 lb CO2-e/unit/occupied day lb CO2-e/unit/occupied day 
Condos 86 352 
Duplex/Tr iplex 186 672 
Single-family 197 993 
Average 144 606 

 
 
Looking at the last line of the chart above, AspenÕs vacation homes emit, on average, four times, or 12% 
more CO2 per year than resident-occupied homes.  
 
Looking at single-family vacation homes, these houses emit five times, or 35 percent more CO2  per year 
than do resident occupied homes. 
 

Aspen possesses the virtue of having the financial resources to back up its goals. Not to 
mention the global goodwill for our future success, the inestimable value of being a 
progressive and green resort with a serious commitment to climate stewardship, and the substantial cost 
savings flowing from its numerous carbon reduction opportunities. As many have said before: ÒIf not us, 
whom? If not now, when?Ó Are you ready? 
 


