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For a fossil free future for Ireland

Environmental Licensing Programme
Office of Environmental Sustainability
Environmental Protection Agency

3 February, 2023

Planning Application Reference: P1187-01

Applicant: Microsoft Ireland Operations Limited

Location: Microsoft Dublin Data Center Campus, Unit 74-76 GRANGE CASTLE
BUSINESS PARK, NANGOR ROAD, Clondalkin, Dublin.

This submission is made on behalf of Not Here Not Anywhere (NHNA), a nationwide,
grassroots, non-partisan group campaigning to end fossil fuel exploration and the
development of new fossil fuel infrastructure in Ireland and across the world. We advocate
for fair society-wide energy usage and a just transition to renewable energy systems.

NHNA welcomes Ireland’s commitment to transition to net zero by 2030 and the urgent
adaptation of our energy supply. We recognise that the transition to renewables must be
carried out in a way that guarantees nationwide energy security. However, we argue that
the development of new fossil fuel infrastructure to facilitate this transition is not a viable
solution. Further, adding fossil fuel infrastructure to facilitate expansion of data centres
impedes the transition.

On that basis, we urge the EPA not to grant a license to Microsoft to build and operate a
gas generation plant as outlined in application P1187-01. Any new fossil fuel
infrastructure such as this has a negative environmental impact and must be considered
in the context of Ireland’s and the EU’s climate goals. Building new fossil fuel
infrastructure to run a privately owned data centre is not consistent with Ireland’s crucially
important Climate Action Plan and carbon budget targets, or with meeting the EU’s
Emissions Trading System goals of reducing net greenhouse gas emissions by at least
55% by 2030.
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If data centres need additional sources of energy, they should be generated by onsite or
new offsite renewable energy, rather than by investing in fossil gas plants.

International climate agreements

At COP26 in Glasgow in 2021, Ireland became a core member of the international Beyond
Oil and Gas Alliance (BOGA), committing to align oil and gas production with the
objectives of the Paris Agreement. In signing on to this international coalition, the
government recognised that oil and natural gas demand need to decline by 75% and 55%
respectively between 2020 and 2050 to achieve net zero, with nations of the global North
pioneering this transition (Beyond Oil and Gas Alliance [BOGA], 2021; International
Energy Agency, 2021). In this light, we urge the EPA to reject the application made for a
new gas power station proposed by Microsoft.

COP26 also saw our government aligning with a global partnership to cut methane
emissions by 30% by 2030. Methane is a potent greenhouse gas, with a Global Warming
Potential 86 times that of CO2 over a 20 year period (Myhre et al., 2013, p. 714, Table
8.7). Natural gas is frequently portrayed as a ‘clean alternative’ to coal and oil, as burning
it emits less CO2 than oil and coal. However, research emerging on the significant amount
of methane leaked in the production and transport of natural gas disproves these claims
(Borunda, 2020; Environmental Defence Fund, n.d). Leakage is an inherent part of the
natural gas system as highlighted in the below graph (The Conversation, 2018) adapted
from the US Environmental Protection Agency’s 2018 inventory report on GHG emissions
(EPA, 2018).

Where the natural gas industry is leaking methane

Methane leaks occur at every step and stage from production to distribution. These estimates are from 2016.

Production 37%
Gathering 27%

Transmission and

16%
storage

Processing 13%
Distribution 7%
Chart: The Conversation, CC-BY-ND = Source: Environmental Protection Agency - Get the data

We cannot justify accompanying the transition to renewable energy with new gas-fueled
power plants. McMullin and Price (2019, p. 6) emphasise the need for “extremely rapid
and immediate absolute reductions in near-term fossil fuel usage, at a year-on-year rate
of ¢c. 20%, falling effectively to zero within 10-15 years (c. 2030-2035)” to achieve Paris-
aligned climate targets. Further, we emphasise that the current application is not made in
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isolation. When considering a new gas plant as proposed by Microsoft, the cumulative
impact of multiple potential new gas plants in Ireland must also be considered, as well as
multiple diesel generation applications, all to service Data Centres.

National and regional climate targets

The application by Microsoft proposes using gas to generate electricity on site. The
expansion of fossil fuel infrastructure inevitably leads to economic reliance on these dirty
energy sources, and a ‘lock-in’ effect to fossil fuels (Borunda, 2020; McMullin & Price,
2019). It is crucial that Ireland does not further lock in dependence on fossil fuels if we
are to meet our climate targets under the Paris Agreement and the Climate Action and
Low Carbon Development (Amendment) Bill 2021—which legally obliges us to achieve a
51% reduction of our 2018 emissions levels by 2030 and net-zero by no later than 2050.

Fundamentally, the climate risks of locking Ireland into new fossil fuel infrastructure far
outweigh any potential economic benefits of the expanding data centre sector.

Notably, recent applications for gas power plans have previously been rejected. For
example, a 293MW gas power plant proposed by Kilshane Energy was rejected by Fingal
County Council in early 2022 because “Planners said they were not satisfied that the
proposed development on Kilshane Road, ‘would not give rise to adverse impacts on the
green infrastructure, biodiversity, ecology, archaeology, landscape character and the

visual amenities of the area’.” (Irish Times, 2022). Microsoft's proposed gas power plant
would pose the same threats to Ireland’s ecology by increasing emissions.

Data centres and energy security

We must acknowledge that Ireland’s energy security is greatly undermined by the recent
and rapid growth of data centres in Ireland. Eirgrid (2020) estimates that data centres
may account for up to 27% of Ireland’s electricity demand by 2028.
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Figure 9: For the Ireland Median Demand scenario, this illustrates the approximate split into
different sectors. EirGrid estimate that 27% of total demand will come from data centres by 2029
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Although the applicant is proposing generating electricity through its gas power plant, the
guestion must be addressed of how and where the gas will be sourced? In the event of
possible future gas shortages, how will supply be prioritised and how does this align with
the current National Energy Security Review that is ongoing?

We cannot continue to increase Ireland’s energy demand so dramatically, only to continue
building fossil fuel infrastructure to cater to this demand. As outlined in our policy briefing,
a moratorium on data centre development is imperative until an appropriate regulatory
framework is in place (Not Here Not Anywhere, n.d.).

We ask the EPA to be cognisant of data centre growth in Ireland when considering
Ireland’s energy demand, and to prioritise climate targets and commitments over the

continued expansion of fossil fuel infrastructure to service the data centre industry.

Greenhouse Gas Emissions

The applicant has provided the following information about resources that will be used at
the development (table 7.1 attachment 4.8.1-p20):

Table 7.1 Summary of the Estimated Future Resource use at the Installation Resource
Resource Quantity per annum
Electricity (purchased) 498,000 MWh
Total Electricity (generated and used) 107,435 MWh
Electricity (generated and exported) N/A
Natural Gas 26,500,000 m? annually
Diesel (Gas Qil) C.30 m? annually
Water (Public Supply & Rainwater Harvesting) 9,003 m? annually|

According to the SEAI (2023), for every kWh produced by burning natural gas in this
plant, Ireland’s CO2-emissions will rise by 202.9 gCO,. Assuming that 1m3 = 10.55
kwWh, the plant would generate 279,575,000 kWh from natural gas annually, meaning it
would emit 56,725,767,500 gCO, or 56,725.77 tons of CO,. This would represent an
untenable increase in CO2 emissions, when large decreases are necessary every year
to make 2030 and 2050 targets.

In addition to its CO2 emissions, the detrimental climate impact of the proposed gas

power plant is further exacerbated by its methane emissions. Natural gas consists largely
of methane, a greenhouse gas with a global warming potential 86 times greater than

Submission S010912 Page 5 of 8



carbon dioxide over a 20-year period (Myhre et al., 2013, p714, Table 8.7). Methane
leakage is inherent to all gas systems and in order to understand the true emissions
impact of this plant we must also take into account the impact of leaked methane.

Conclusion

We urge the Environmental Protection Agency to reject this application for an Industrial
Emissions License for the following reasons:

e New fossil fuel infrastructure, such as the proposed development at
Grangecastle, is not in line with Ireland’s international climate commitments.

e lIreland’s energy security is threatened by the proliferation of data centres and
installing fossil gas generation onsite does not alleviate this issue.

e Renewable energy, either on or offsite, should provide any additional data centre
energy needs.

Finally, as the EPA has noted: “GHG emissions are the most significant contributor to climate
change”. The EPA is also clear that “Ireland must invest in structural and behavioural change to
enable the transition to a climate neutral, climate-resilient country”.

Yours sincerely,

Not Here Not Anywhere
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