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Comments for the Technical Conference on UTC Docket UE-260162  
on the Effects of Emerging Large Loads on Electric Utilities 

 
Prepared by Staff and Consultants for the Yakama Nation 

 
Introduction 
 
We appreciate the Utility and Transportation Commission’s (UTC) leadership on the effects of 
emerging large loads on electric utilities. Given the significant growth projections for emerging 
large loads, especially data centers, businesses and consumers face risks of power blackouts and 
higher electricity bills.  
 
These issues are also important for tribal resources. During power emergencies salmon 
protections are suspended at federal dams and more migrating salmon will be killed. Additional 
resources and transmission lines to serve the data centers will damage tribal resources, and 
efforts to rebuild salmon and steelhead populations will be harder to accomplish. Water supplies 
for fish and wildlife and municipal systems could be affected. There may be more methane-gas 
power plants built and more pressure to weaken Washington’s clean energy laws to reduce 
greenhouse gases. 
 
The Yakama Nation participated in the Washington Governor’s Data Center Workgroup in 2025. 
As part of that process, the Tribal Council adopted the attached Data Center Findings and 
Recommendations that describe the effects of data centers on tribal resources and 
recommendations for legislative and regulatory actions, including the region’s utility regulatory 
commissions. The Yakama Nation’s 36 recommendations address conditions for new data centers 
and actions to: 1) protect salmon and other tribal resources; 2) meet the region’s energy needs; 3) 
promote clean energy; 4) improve transmission and energy siting, 5) protect water supplies for 
salmon and municipal water systems; and 6) shield consumers from higher electricity costs. 
 
The Yakama Nation also supported the recent legislation in the Washington Legislature, H.B. 
2515, dealing with emerging large loads and testified at all the hearings. We have attached the 
testimony at one of the hearings and can supply others that addressed changes as the legislation 
moved through the process.  
 
These comments were prepared by the Yakama Nation’s representatives to the Workgroup and 
based on the Yakama Nation’s Findings and Recommendations and positions on H.B.2515, Kate 
Valdez, the Environmental Coordinator for the Yakama Nation Fisheries and Ed Sheets, a 
consultant to the Yakama Nation. These comments have not been reviewed or approved by the 
Tribal Council. We assume that if the UTC initiates a formal process there will be additional 
opportunities to participate. 
 
Responses to Technical Conference Questions 
 
1. How should the Commission and electric IOUs define “large loads?” Should it be based 

on a specific MW threshold, characteristics of the load itself, end use, current utility 
definitions, or a combination of those criteria? 
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As noted in the Yakama Nation’s Findings and Recommendations, The Oregon POWER Act1 
applies to investor-owned utilities and adopted a 20 average megawatt threshold. The threshold 
adopted in 1980 by Congress in the Northwest Power Act defines New Large Single Loads as 10 
average megawatts or more in any consecutive twelve-month period. These Bonneville Power 
Administration customers’ large loads must be served by the BPA’s New Resources Rate2. It is 
not clear how many large loads will be served under this rate. See the Yakama Nation Findings 
and Recommendations, pages 21 and 22 and Attachment B for more details. 
 
The recent emerging large load legislation (H.B. 2515) used the definition: "’Emerging large 
energy use facility’ means a facility that has a maximum aggregate contract demand of 20 
megawatts or more and is primarily engaged in providing a service described under code 518210 
of the 2022 North American industry classification system.” This threshold is similar to the 
Oregon POWER Act and therefore has the advantage of consistency between the two states for 
investor-owned utilities. 
 
The UTC may wish to consider whether having different thresholds for large emerging loads 
served by investor-owned and consumer-owned utilities purchasing power from BPA might 
create unintended consequences. 
 
As discussed in more detail below, the Yakama Nation has focused on the growth of data centers. 
The projected size and pace of data centers pose significant risks for consumers and tribal 
resources. Any definition should focus on these loads. 

 
2. When large loads interconnect to a utility system, there are usually resulting costs to 

accomplish the interconnection. These costs can be direct, such as generation required 
to serve load or site-specific transmission upgrades, and indirect, such as increased 
demand for resources in the broader power market or other supply chain and resource 
adequacy constraints.  

 
a. What are particular costs (or benefits) related to large loads that the 

Commission and electric IOUs should quantify and track? 
b. Would tracking the costs related to large loads require different approaches than 

the Commission’s and electric IOU’s existing practices?  
 
We discuss cost protections for consumers in the response to question 5 below. To provide those 
protections, the recent Washington legislation had a number of important provisions that the 
UTC should quantify and track: 
 
• The direct costs for the utility to interconnect the facility to the utility's grid, which may 

include the costs for the utility to study what would be needed for interconnection;  
 

• The costs of providing electricity service to the facility including, as applicable, energy 
generation, transmission, distribution, and capacity and ancillary electricity services; 

 
1 House Bill 3546. 
2 Northwest Power Act, P.L 96-501, Section 3(13). 

https://olis.oregonlegislature.gov/liz/2025R1/Downloads/MeasureDocument/HB3546
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• All compliance costs, including any associated administrative or programmatic expenses, 

associated with providing service to the emerging large energy use facility under: (A) 
Chapter 1770A.65 RCW, including allowance costs; (B) chapter 19.405 RCW, including 
renewable and nonemitting resource procurement costs;  

 
• Demonstrate to the electric utility that the facility has, or plans to have, adequate power 

supply, either through purchasing electricity from an entity that is not the utility or by 
generating its own electricity, if the utility does not have adequate power supply for the 
facility;  

 
• Timely, complete, and verifiable information related to power supply arrangements, load 

forecasts, operational flexibility, and other system-relevant characteristics, as necessary for 
the utility to assess system impacts, cost recovery, and how to condition service; and 

 
• Meet Washington clean energy laws: certify that for the prior year the data center used 

electricity from renewable resources or nonemitting electric generation as defined in RCW 
1819.405.020, [80 percent with offsets for the remaining 20 percent by 2031; 100 percent by 
2046] 

 
3. What data do the Commission, electric IOUs, and interested persons require to assess 

the effects of large loads in an IOU service territory? Is that data publicly accessible or 
otherwise available through existing UTC processes? Are there third-party sources of 
data that could be used when assessing large loads in a utility setting? 

a. In line with the DCWG recommendations, what data is needed to incentivize 
greater demand flexibility and energy efficiency that allows for interconnection 
of new large loads? 

 
Energy reliability was a major concern for the Yakama Nation because the emerging large loads 
will add to electricity demand and reduce reliability. The figure below shows the Northwest 
Power and Conservation Council’s updated electricity load estimates for data centers and chip 
fabrication3 that was developed for the next update of the Pacific Northwest Conservation and 
Electric Power Plan, pursuant to the Northwest Power Act (P.L 96-501). The figure shows that if 
recent trends for tech loads continue (including recently announced projects), these projects 
could increase the region’s electricity demand by about 2,400 average megawatts by 2029. The 
Council also developed a high growth scenario (based on utility and BPA projections) that shows 
demand could increase by about 4,000 average megawatts by 2029 and 6,500 by 2046.  
 
For comparison, at the medium estimate, the projected electricity use would be equivalent to 
adding the power used by two cities the size of Seattle during the next four years. At the high end 
of the range, the electricity use by 2029 would be similar to adding about four cities the size of 
Seattle. 
 

 
3 Northwest Power and Conservation Council, May 16, 2025. 
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Source: Northwest Power and Conservation Council draft forecast of tech 
loads. The purple high forecast through 2030 reflects utility and BPA 
growth expectations; the brown mid forecast is a continuation of recent 
trends; the green low forecast through 2030 has a slowing of recent trends. 
Post 2030 growth is at a fixed rate depending on the forecast. 

 
Data centers Will Add to Peak Loads.  
The PAE Study4 identified significant peak load increases associated with data centers using 
conventional air-cooling systems (see below and on page 10 of the report for more details). This 
will be a significant challenge for the energy system. Meeting peak loads will be more expensive, 
stress the power system, and harm migrating salmon and steelhead.  
 
The chart below shows the load profile for a single data center under two technologies. The 
purple line is the load for the processors that do the calculations. The blue line assumes the 
electric use for evaporative cooling and is relatively constant though the day with cooling loads 
adding about 10 to 20 percent to the computer processing load. The gold line shows the best-
available air-cooling systems. These cooling loads also add about 20 percent during parts of the 
day, but when temperatures increase, the addition energy use for cooling adds a peak of about 55 
percent above the processer loads. If this load shape is typical, a 1,000 megawatts data center 
load would have a peak load of about 1,550 megawatts. 

 
4 https://critfc.org/documents/energy-water-use-impacts-of-building-system-design-for-data-centers/ 

https://critfc.org/documents/energy-water-use-impacts-of-building-system-design-for-data-centers/
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Without electricity efficiency standards to reduce peak loads and clear price signals about the 
cost of electricity during different times of the day, the data center peak loads will adversely 
affect the electric power system and migrating salmon. 
 
In the past, peak loads were served by ramping up the output from hydroelectric dams. Today, 
the use of dams to meet peak loads and to integrate renewable intermittent energy has 
dramatically increased the flow fluctuations in reservoirs and dams, resulting in increased 
mortality for salmon migrating through the Columbia and Snake rivers. The Washington, 
Oregon, and tribal fish managers5 have recommended changes in dam operations to increase 
water spilled over the dams to help juvenile salmon avoid being swept into the power turbines at 
the dams and lower and more constant reservoir elevation levels to help speed the journey of 
juvenile fish through slow moving reservoirs on their way to the ocean. These changes would 
also limit the daily river fluctuations. 
 
Data Centers Will Reduce Electricity Reliability 
Resource availability and adequacy are major issues. Meeting the data center energy needs, along 
with electrification of other sectors of the economy, will require significant growth in energy 
efficiency programs, renewable resources, demand management, and energy storage.  
 

 
5 Confederated Tribes and Bands of the Yakama Nation, Nez Perce Tribe, Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla 
Indian Reservation, and Confederated Tribes of the Warm Springs Reservation of Oregon.  
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It is not realistic to assume that the region can add 2,000 to 4,000 average megawatts, 3,000 to 
6,000 megawatts of peak, and the associated transmission system upgrades in the next five years 
as needed to meet the projected data center loads. Adding these large data center loads will affect 
the reliability of the electricity system and likely force a serving utility to increase its reliance on 
purchases of market power – an unreliable and price volatile resource. Nationwide, the projected 
electricity deficit to serve data center loads is 45,000 megawatts through 20286.  Market 
resources of this magnitude, if even available, will likely be very expensive.  
 
The Northwest Power and Conservation Council (NPCC) updated its reliability analysis in 
August 20247.  It concluded “should data center load growth accelerate and exceed current trends 
to match high-end trajectories of utility projections by 2029, the resource strategy will also be 
insufficient to maintain adequacy as the Higher Data Center scenario violated all adequacy 
metrics… Shortfall risk is heightened in both winter and summer; Significant increases in 
duration, peak, and especially energy metrics in major winter shortfalls” (page 26).  The Council 
sets a limit of 5 percent annual loss-of-load probability (LOLP) metric to measure resource 
adequacy. Under the high data center scenario, the LOLP is 13.3%8. 
 
An imbalance between a system’s loads and its electric resources increases the frequency and 
duration of outages, such as brownouts and blackouts that can hurt all consumers. When such 
power emergencies occur, salmon protections are shut off. That means that dam operators stop 
spilling water over the dams for migrating salmon and the fish have to pass through the 
powerhouse turbines. The last time the region had a major shortage, tens of millions of migrating 
salmon were killed. We have had several close calls on a major emergency and the federal dams 
have adjusted spill operations for 4,269 hours between 2020 and 2025 for various reliability 
problems, including human and program error, maintenance, navigation, and debris issues, and 
transmission reliability reasons. See pages 10-16 in the Findings and Recommendations and the 
attached fact sheet on the effects of fish migration during energy emergencies and variances. 
 
The Yakama Nation supported two important provisions in H.B. 2515. The first required that all 
emerging large load “tariff or contract must limit the offer of electricity service to an emerging 
large energy use facility if offering such service would adversely affect the reliability or 
affordability of electricity service to other ratepayers in the utility's service area.” This important 
provision would protect utilities from being forced to serve a load when they did not have 
adequate energy or if it would adversely affect affordability. 
 
The second provision required tariffs to include provisions to reduce the loads during energy 
emergencies. The language would have protected public health and safety in the local utility area 
during an energy shortage.  
 
The provision also addressed protections for salmon and steelhead migration. A state or federal 
entity would declare energy emergencies. For example, the Department of Commerce 
implements the Washington State Curtailment Plan for Electric Energy, Chapter 194-22 WAC. 
The plan details the procedures during an energy emergency, including the actions a utility would 

 
6 Morgan Stanley Research, Global Data Center Capacity Growth to Increase 6x, page 44, July 15, 2025 
7 https://www.nwcouncil.org/reports/2024-4/  
8 https://www.nwcouncil.org/reports/2024-4/, page 28.  See more details in Appendix. 

https://www.nwcouncil.org/reports/2024-4/
https://www.nwcouncil.org/reports/2024-4/
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take. The BPA (a federal entity) can also declare an energy emergency as defined in the 
Emergency Protocols for the Columbia River System. That plan includes pre-emptive actions 
BPA would take before reducing or eliminating the fish operations at the federal dams that 
protect migrating salmon and steelhead, including endangered and threatened species9.  
 
Under the proposed legislation, if BPA determined it had an energy emergency, it could 
communicate to its utility customers to reduce data center loads and also reduce the utility load 
on BPA by the same amount. That would reduce the demand on BPA and reduce the magnitude 
of the emergency. This would help avoid a situation where BPA eliminates the salmon and 
steelhead protection measures at the dams. Given the public interest in reducing the risks to 
public health and safety and migrating salmon and steelhead, the region’s power system needs 
more flexibility to reduce or temporarily interrupt large loads that are creating reliability 
problems. 
 
The legislation also had a provision requiring data center to use demand management to curtail 2 
percent of load. 
 
The Yakama Nation Findings and Recommendations also called for additional demand 
management and energy efficiency. Those recommendations included:  
 
• State utility regulators should incorporate the energy efficiency and development 

recommendations in the CRITFC Energy Vision for the Columbia River Basin10 into their 
energy plans. The recommendations are designed to ensure that increased energy efficiency, 
reductions in peak demand, and renewable resources in combination with increased storage 
can provide clean, adequate, reliable, and affordable electricity, support the restoration of 
heathy, harvestable salmon populations, and prevent future damage to salmon and steelhead 
and other tribal resources caused by the electrical system. A list of the relevant 
recommendations is provided in Attachment A of the Findings and Recommendations. 

 
• Data centers should be required to use the most energy efficient processing and cooling 

technologies commercially available at the time of construction to reduce their energy load 
and impact on the grid. If evaporative cooling is not feasible, the data center should mitigate 
energy and peak load impacts using storage or other technologies.  The Washington State 
Energy Office should develop detailed efficiency standards based on the PAE Study 
recommendations: 

o Develop a reach code for projects over a certain size that goes beyond the minimum 
requirements of ASHRAE 90.4 to ensure optimized systems for improved Power 
Usage Effectiveness (PUE) 

o Creation and adoption of a Peak-PUE metric to encourage selection of systems with 
reduced peak demand impacts. 

o Encouraging innovation in the data center industry for creative water solutions to 
reduce the overall water impact. 

 

 
9 https://public.crohms.org/tmt/documents/wmp/2026/Appendix/Appendix_1_Emergency_Protocols_20251202.pdf. 
10 https://critfc.org/energy-vision/. 

https://public.crohms.org/tmt/documents/wmp/2026/Appendix/Appendix_1_Emergency_Protocols_20251202.pdf
https://critfc.org/energy-vision/
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4. Industry expertise suggests that more uniform forecasting frameworks and modeling 
methodologies are needed to accurately forecast large loads and protect customers from 
risk 

a. How should electric IOUs evaluate requests for interconnection from large load 
customers?  

b. How should electric IOUs forecast large load demand within their service 
territories, or otherwise consider large load demand in their forecasts and 
planning processes?  

c. Are current electric IOU practices related to resource adequacy metrics 
sufficient for large loads? Why or why not? 

d. What steps should be taken by electric IOUs or the Commission to manage 
changing conditions for the arrival, departure, or overall demand of a large 
load?  

 
As noted in the Yakama Nation Findings and Recommendations, there is a great deal of 
uncertainty about how much electricity data centers will use. There is potential duplication or 
speculation of data center projects. It is important to improve estimates in order to clarify which 
of the planned projects are viable.  
 
There appeared to be utility industry support for setting “commercial readiness” standards to get 
in the energy service queue. This could significantly affect projections. For example, during the 
Data Center Workgroup meetings, Grant County PUD discussed policy changes on their data 
center queue that resulted in a reduction in service requests from 3,000 to 2,300 megawatts—a 
23 percent reduction. 
 
Relevant reporting provisions from the Findings and Recommendations include: 
• To avoid a degradation in the reliability of the electricity system and avoid impacts on 

salmon and other tribal resources, data centers should demonstrate that they have sufficient 
reliable energy available before they begin operation.  These new energy sources should be 
based on the recommendations in the Tribal Energy Vision for the Columbia Basin and the 
Columbia Basin Restoration Initiative. 

 
• Utilities and regulatory agencies should ensure there are sufficient resources to meet the base 

and peak energy needs (energy and capacity) before data centers begin construction. 
 
• BPA and grid operators should assess the reliability risks associated with the growth in data 

center loads.  
 
• BPA, federal dam operators, and utilities should avoid any impacts on anadromous species 

from data center loads.  
 
• To reduce the uncertainty of data center loads, the Washington State Energy Office should 

develop standards for commercial readiness to get into the queue for energy services. 
 
• The Washington State Energy Office should conduct a study at least every two years on the 

potential for on-site energy generation or storage, load management, and demand response by 
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data centers, including any program or policy changes that may be needed to achieve the 
potential. 

 
•  Data centers should report annual and monthly energy use, including peak demands, 

including metrics on efficiency and renewable energy use. 
 
• Data centers should conduct annual energy audits to identify opportunities for reducing 

energy consumption, improving efficiency, and minimizing peak loads. 
 
HB. 2515 also had important provisions to improve forecasting for emerging large loads: 
 

The Commission and the Department [of Commerce] must collaborate to improve resource 
forecasting of emerging large energy use facility loads. Collaboration must include 
facilitating a work group of electric utilities, emerging large energy use facilities, and other 
interested stakeholders to establish best practices across electric utilities for emerging large 
energy use facilities to: (a) Demonstrate commercial readiness for entering interconnection 
queues; and (b) disclose to the interconnecting utility and to the department substantially 
similar requests for electric service in the same or another balancing authority when 
requesting interconnection with an electric utility, the approval of which would result in the 
customer materially changing, delaying, or withdrawing the interconnection request. The 
commission and the department must electronically post these best practices established by 
the work group by January 1, 2027. 
 
Beginning January 1, 2027, emerging large energy use facilities seeking interconnection with 
an electric utility must follow the best practices for interconnection established in subsection 
(1) of this section. 

 
5. What mechanisms, in WA or elsewhere, could be used to protect ratepayers from 

bearing additional cost burden from large load interconnections and operations?  
 
As noted in the Yakama Nation Findings and Recommendations, cost protection for consumers is 
a significant issue.  This is especially important in tribal communities where average incomes are 
below other communities. Building new energy and transmission facilities will add billions of 
dollars per year and could increase consumer electricity costs.  
 
There are also potential indirect impacts. If the data centers use the most developable new 
generation sites and significant portions of the lowest-cost transmission upgrades, it would 
increase costs to other consumers even more.  Some data centers may be willing to pay a 
premium for electricity11. This could also increase the cost of resources for other consumers. 
 
The Oregon POWER Act created a new customer rate class for data centers and cryptocurrency 
for Oregon’s investor-owned utilities, allowing the Oregon Public Utility Commmission to 
ensure these large customers pay for their fair share of the energy infrastructure costs in Oregon. 
The act aims to prevent residential and small business customers from subsidizing these large 

 
11 Morgan Stanley Research, The Overlooked Value of Power, October 10, 2024, pages 2, 7, and 20. 
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energy consumers. The legislation also requires large energy users to sign a 10-year contract that 
commits them to pay a minimum amount for energy used as well as pay for adding new 
transmission. 
 
The Washington legislation (H.B. 2515) had important provisions that the UTC should consider: 
 
• Purposes: “All electric utility emerging large energy use facility tariff or policy submissions 

must be designed to avoid immediate and long-term risks to electric customers including, but 
not limited to, shifts of costs from emerging large energy use facilities to other electric 
customers, stranded utility assets, and any other increased costs for customers resulting from 
serving an emerging large energy use facility” 
 

• Pay full costs: Pay the electric utility for the full costs of serving the facility, including: 
o The direct costs for the utility to interconnect the facility to the utility's grid, which 

may include the costs for the utility to study what would be needed for 
interconnection; and 

o The costs of providing electricity service to the facility including, as applicable, 
energy generation, transmission, distribution, and capacity and ancillary electricity 
services; 

o Demonstrate to the electric utility that the facility has, or plans to have, adequate 
power supply, either through purchasing electricity from an entity that is not the 
utility or by generating its own electricity, if the utility does not have adequate power 
supply for the facility; 
 

• Real-time pricing:  
The original Bill language was “Pay real-time wholesale electricity prices”. This was 
amended to “Pricing structures that reflect cost causation and system conditions, which may 
include real-time pricing or other dynamic pricing mechanisms.” 

 
• Stranded costs protections: “All electric utility emerging large energy use tariff or contract 

submissions must be designed to avoid immediate and long-term risks to electric customers 
including, but not limited to, shifts of costs from large energy use facilities to other electric 
customers, and stranded utility assets. Specifically, the tariffs or contracts must require 
emerging large energy use facilities to: 

o Provide at least 10-year contractual service commitments by the facility to the electric 
utility, which may include, but are not limited to 

o  Collateral requirements, such as, if the facility does not have a credit rating of at least 
A- from S&P Global Inc. and A3 from Moody's Corporation, in addition to cash and 
cash equivalents on an audited balance sheet prepared in accordance with generally 
accepted accounting principles greater than 10 times the collateral requirement, the 
facility must provide a guarantee or collateral at the time of signing a tariff or contract 
equal to 50 percent of the total minimum charges for the full term of the contract; 

o Annual charges of 85 percent of projected electricity demand whether or not the 
facility uses its full projected demand to pay for infrastructure upgrades needed to 
serve the facility; 
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o Exit fees equal to five years of the facility's minimum bill requirement in the event of 
a permanent closure; and 

o Other provisions to hold the electric utility and other ratepayers harmless if the 
facility were to substantially change its operations. 

 
Data Center Effects on the Columbia Basin Restoration Initiative  
 
The UTC should consider its role in implementing Washington’s commitments under the 
Columbia Basin Restoration Initiative. The CBRI was adopted by the states of Washington and 
Oregon, the Yakama Nation, the Nez Perce Tribe, the Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla 
Reservation, and the Confederated Tribes of the Warm Springs. 
 
The CBRI provides a framework for a durable long-term strategy that restores salmon and other 
native fish populations to healthy and abundant levels, ensures a clean energy future, supports 
local and regional economic resilience, restores ecosystem functions and honors the longstanding 
commitments to Tribal Nations. Those objectives include: 
 
1. Interim operation to improve the survival of migrating salmon. High data center loads 

would reduce the reliability of the power system and increase the chance that fish operations 
will be interrupted.  

2. Enhanced fish protection operations. Higher loads will make it more difficult to implement 
those improvements.  

3. Improve salmon and steelhead habitat. The energy resources and transmission needed to 
serve data centers will affect land and water resources. 

4. Meet Oregon and Washington greenhouse gas objectives. The CBRI calls for meeting 
decarbonization goals, deliver “affordable and clean power”, and resiliency and adaptability 
to climate change.  Any reductions in electricity adequacy will increase pressure to operate 
existing coal and methane-fired power plants. 

5. Ensure continuity of services from the Lower Snake River dams. projected electricity 
shortages could add to the time it would take to replace the energy services of these dams. 
Current output from the four dams is about 700 average megawatts; data center load growth 
is projected to range between 2,400 to 4,000 average megawatts by 2029.  

6. Support communities and economic sectors. Electricity shortages, brownouts, or blackouts 
and higher electricity costs would damage communities and other businesses. 

 
We look forward to the technical conference and would be happy to answer any questions. 
 
Kate Valdez, Environmental Coordinator  Ed Sheets, Senior Advisor and Consultant 
Yakama Nation Fisheries    on Regional Energy 
valv@yakamafish-nsn.gov.     ed@edsheets.com.  

mailto:valv@yakamafish-nsn.gov
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