Briefing note: Data centres - why they must be powered by renewable energy
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Promoting Ireland as a data centre hub is a key element of the government’s Enterprise Strategy'.
Eirgrid estimates that demand from data centres could account for up to 36% of Ireland’s
electricity demand by 2030, along with 75% of new electricity demand growth (Eirgrid, 2017:30)".
The Irish Academy of Engineering predicts that data centre development will add at least 1.5
million tonnes to Ireland’s carbon emissions by 2030, a 13% increase on current electricity sector
emissions, and will require an investment of €9 billion by 2027,

For example, if Amazon’s eight centre project in Mulhuddart, Dublin 15, is realised, by 2026 it
would use c. 4.4% per cent of the State’s entire energy capacity, the equivalent of Galway city,
but employ only 30 people post construction, largely in facility maintenance". The Apple data
centre proposed for Athenry, Co. Galway, would ultimately use over 8% of the national capacity,
more than the daily entire usage of Dublin, and would require 144 diesel generators as back-up".

The government has acknowledged that “data centres pose considerable challenges to the future
planning and operation of Ireland’s power system™. These challenges include higher electricity
costs for consumers"' and regional security of electricity supply. The government states that to
address these issues it will support “the recalibration of the Renewable Electricity Policy and
Development Framework to provide guidance to planning authorities on electricity generation and
supply potential for enterprise development”. It is essential that a revised framework stipulates
that new data centres must be powered by onsite or new offsite renewable energy, with
existing centres required to transition rapidly to onsite or new offsite renewables.

Corporations have been forced by increasing civil society pressure, such as the Greenpeace Click
Clean campaign, and through consumer pressure', to commit to renewable power for data
centres. The Danish Council on Climate Change recommended in April 2019 that the Danish
government legally binds data centre owners and developers to contributing to the infrastructure
required to supply the centres with renewable energy, such as wind and solar farms*. Data
centres such as Apple’s centres in North Carolina* and Nevada® are already operating on 100%
onsite-generated renewable energy, demonstrating that this is technically feasible.

Currently, many companies claim to operate data centres powered by 100% renewable energy.
However, the energy is largely sourced indirectly through Renewable Energy Certificates or
Purchase Power Agreements*!, which means that the energy is sourced from the grid, which in
Ireland is 69% fossil fuel powered*™. If we continue to allow companies to virtually purchase clean
energy where it is cheapest to create, while actually using and increasing demand for dirty energy
in Ireland, we allow them to profit while our real emissions continue to rise. It is crucial therefore
that data centres are powered directly by onsite renewable energy generation such as rooftop
solar farms or new offsite generation such as offshore wind or solar farms.
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