Data centres drive electricity demand surge in South Carolina
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South Carolina's electric utilities are engaging in significant financial investments, amounting to billions of dollars, to enhance their infrastructure in anticipation of a substantial rise in energy demands projected for the coming years. However, the extent to which data centres contribute to this surge has been somewhat obscured in regulatory filings, prompting scrutiny from industry stakeholders.
Recent insights published in a report submitted to the Virginia State Corporation Commission shed light on this issue. The findings indicated that nearly all of the projected increase in energy demand is driven by the power-intensive operations of data centres. These facilities play a crucial role in delivering services that require substantial electricity, including artificial intelligence and cloud computing functionalities.
Regulatory bodies in Richmond, confronting the situation where local utility Dominion Energy prepares to raise residential rates while not adhering to carbon-cutting mandates, requested that the company clarify the influence of data centres on the anticipated spikes in power demand. The report's data suggested an intriguing counterpoint: without the influence of these data centres, the peak electricity usage might decrease slightly over the ensuing years. Even the long-term forecasts through 2039 indicated only a marginal rise in energy consumption without the demand from these server farms.
As a result of the capacity requirements associated with data centre operations, Dominion Energy anticipates a 20 per cent increase in its capital spending, which will be transferred to consumers in the form of higher rates. Ivy Main, serving as the renewable energy chairperson for the Sierra Club, remarked on the broader implications of this situation in commentary for the Virginia Mercury. "We’ve held for years that electric vehicles and building electrification will drive large increases in energy demand," Main stated. "When Dominion talks about the challenges of load growth, it cites these factors along with data centres, suggesting that ordinary people are part of the problem. We’re not."
As the demand for data services continues to rise, the implications for electricity consumption and subsequent bill adjustments for residents are becoming increasingly pronounced. The ongoing investments and regulatory discussions signal a pivotal phase for utilities as they navigate the balance between operational expansion and environmental responsibilities.
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