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Jeff Killip  

Executive Director and Secretary  

Washington Utilities and Transportation Commission  

P.O. Box 47250  

Olympia, WA 98504-725022  

 

July 21, 2026 

 

Re: Comments from Washington Conservation Action regarding the Facilitation of 

a Commission-led workshop series on large load interconnections and tariffs, 

Docket UE-260162 

 

Director Killip: 

Introduction 
 

The Washington Utilities and Transportation Commission (UTC) opens this docket at a 

defining moment for Washington’s energy future. As Energy and Environmental 

Economics (E3) noted in its presentation to the UTC in the June 2026 Resource 

Adequacy Meeting, the West’s resource additions are failing to keep pace with 

skyrocketing growth in electricity demand. While Washington has taken steps to 

address the supply side of this challenge through renewable procurement goals, 

building our way out of this challenge is no longer a realistic standalone solution. It has 

become undeniably clear that significant intervention is required on the demand side of 

the meter if we are to maintain system reliability and prevent winter shortfalls. 

 

To effectively manage this unprecedented demand while protecting ratepayers from 

skyrocketing costs and grid vulnerability, we offer responses to two questions from the 
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notice. First, we urge the UTC to define large loads in a targeted way that focuses on the 

largest driver of demand: data centers. And second, we advocate for regulatory policies 

that tie a data center's right to interconnect with mandatory participation in load 

flexibility programs and emergency curtailment protocols. By taking these steps, the 

UTC can successfully bridge the region's near-term resource gap, protect public safety, 

and ensure that Washingtonians do not shoulder the costs or the blackouts of the 

digital infrastructure boom. 

Question 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? 
 

Recommendation 
 
We strongly advocate for a focused definition of "large loads" that zeroes in specifically 

on data centers by targeting NAICS code 518210. Rather than adopting a broad 

Megawatt (MW) threshold—which treats all large power users identically—the UTC 

should choose an end-use definition that acknowledges the specific risks data centers 

pose to Washington's grid and ratepayers. This focus allows the commission to deploy 

precise, effective cost-allocation and ratepayer protections without creating unintended 

regulatory hurdles for traditional commercial or industrial sectors. Evidence recently 

presented to the UTC demonstrates that data centers cannot be regulated effectively 

under a generic MW threshold for several reasons. 

 

The unique operational behavior of data centers 
 
MW thresholds alone fail to capture the unique characteristics of data centers. As noted 

by Smart Electric Power Alliance (SEPA) during the April 2026 Large Load Technical 

Conference, large data centers exhibit a unique operational behavior: they cluster 
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tightly in specific geographic pockets. While a data center may draw the same power as 

a traditional steel mill, steel plants do not cluster. A MW threshold fails to protect local 

grids from the compounding, systemic infrastructure stress caused by hyper-localized 

data center clustering.  

 

Data center forecast challenges 
 
Forecasting data center loads has proven much more challenging than other loads the 

UTC is considering including in the definition of a large load. For example, in the June 

2026 Resource Adequacy Meeting, Grid Strategies highlighted a large divergence 

between load forecasting and on the ground realities, with utility forecasts significantly 

exceeding actual chip shipments reported by the technology sector. Lumping these 

highly unpredictable loads into a generic MW class alongside stable, traditional 

industries such as transportation or manufacturing skews utility long-term planning 

and risks massive over-procurement at the expense of ratepayers. 

Question 4(d): Load Forecasting and Resource Adequacy: 
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? 
 

Recommendation 
 
To manage changing conditions and protect regional resource adequacy from 

unprecedented data center expansion, the UTC should look beyond passive, long-term 

load modeling. We urge it to advise proactive grid-management protections as core 

resource adequacy requirements for large load interconnections. The UTC can draw 

upon the policy framework originally envisioned in House Bill 2515, which established a 

2% flexibility threshold for emerging large energy use facilities. Specifically, we 
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recommend the UTC include the following reliability protections in its policy statement: 

 

1. Large Load Flexibility: An investor-owned utility (IOU) should tie a data center’s 

right to interconnect to the grid with its formal agreement to participate in 

demand-response and flexibility frameworks. 

2. Clear Emergency Curtailment Protocols: Follow models like Texas, which 

establish strict protocols requiring facilities to install remote curtailment 

equipment. This grants utilities and the grid operator the authority to disconnect 

or ramp down data center loads first during grid emergencies. 

 

By advising operational flexibility, the UTC will ensure that public health, safety, and 

residential heating needs are never compromised to keep non-urgent AI workloads 

online during a system stress event. 

 
Data center load flexibility is impactful 
 
Recent modeling from Gridlab reviewed E3's finding of a likely regional resource 

adequacy shortfall in the near-term. Gridlab identified data center demand as the 

primary driver of this potential shortfall and reached a well-supported conclusion: 

leveraging large load flexibility can mitigate most or all of Washington’s near-term 

winter adequacy needs under most scenarios. Although E3 did not model data center 

flexibility in either phase of the study, it did identify it as one of several institutional 

changes needed to support its modeled portfolio. 

 

In addition, a landmark Duke University study found that shifting large loads during just 

1% of the year’s peak hours could cut required utility investments in new natural gas 

capacity by 10% to 50% over the next decade. By implementing dynamic operational 

tools to flex data centers, the state can defer massive infrastructure overbuilds and buy 

the critical time needed to develop clean peaking resources. 
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Data center load flexibility is feasible 
 
Evidence from the industry itself proves that data centers are fully capable of meeting 

these mandates. As highlighted by GridCare during the April 2026 Large Load Technical 

Conference, hyperscale data center operators are capable of being flexible. And some 

are willing to. In March 2026, Google announced it had successfully integrated 1 GW of 

data center demand response capacity into long-term energy contracts with five major 

U.S. utilities, proving that demand flexibility can be operationalized.  

Conclusion 
 
Washington faces a critical energy inflection point where supply-side additions alone 

cannot close the region's growing resource adequacy gap. To protect ratepayers, 

maintain grid reliability, and ensure public safety, the UTC must enact proactive 

demand-side interventions. We urge the UTC to reflect these two recommendations in 

its large load policy statement: 

 

• Narrow the "Large Load" Definition to Data Centers: Target NAICS code 

518210 rather than using a broad Megawatt threshold. This addresses data 

centers' unique clustering behavior and forecasting volatility without burdening 

traditional industries. 

• Advise Load Flexibility for Interconnection: advise IOUs to require that data 

centers participate in demand response and emergency curtailment protocols as 

a condition of grid connection. Proving both feasible and highly impactful, data 

center flexibility can mitigate winter shortfalls and prevent costly infrastructure 

overbuilds. 
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By focusing regulatory efforts on data centers and requiring operational flexibility, the 

UTC can accommodate digital growth while safeguarding everyday Washingtonians. We 

thank the Commission for its leadership and look forward to the upcoming workshops. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Julian Santos (he/him) 

Climate & Clean Energy Senior Manager 

Washington Conservation Action 

julian@waconservationaction.org 

 

 


