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Growth of Al creates new markets for ND natural gas

BY JACOB ORLEDGE
North Dakota Monitor

WATFORD CITY, N.D. -
North Dakota oil and gas
companies have new eco-
nomic allies in the form of a
tech industry “desperate” to
find energy sources to fuel
the growth of artificial in-
telligence, Gov. Kelly Arm-
strong said Wednesday.

The governor, asked
during the North Dakota
Petroleum Council's annual
meeting about the value of
artificial intelligence to the
state, said “it is changing
the dynamic” in a way that
isn't often discussed.

The demand for artificial
intelligence, generated in
energy-intensive data cen-
ters, is surging from tech-
nology giants and countries
around the globe. That is
turning employees of tech
companies, whom Arm-
strong called the “tradition-
al adversaries” of places like
North Dakota, into custom-
ers for natural gas.

“People who hated nat-

ural gas not that long ago,
like 36 months ago, have all
of a sudden recognized that
natural gas is the key to the
survival of their company,”
Armstrong said.

That demand for power
generation aligns with
North Dakota’s need to find
markets for its natural gas,
a byproduct of crude oil
production.

“We're going to see new
synergies,” Armstrong
said, “between Silicon Val-
ley tech companies and
western North Dakota oil
companies.”

Artificial intelligence
companies may be the
exact consumers North Da-
kota has been looking for to
take care of the state’s ex-
cess supply of natural gas.
WBI Energy is developing
a natural gas pipeline from
northwest North Dakota to
the eastern part of the state
with the help of an up to
$500 million financial back-
stop awarded by the state.
WBI said in application ma-
terials for the funding that

some potential customers
for the natural gas are de-
veloping power generation
to support data centers.

North Dakota is an attrac-
tive place for data centers
because the climate allows
companies to lower their
cooling costs.

“Being cold and windy is
not usually a selling point,”
Armstrong said.

Enhanced oil recovery

North Dakota’s oil pro-
duction, meanwhile, is
expected to decline in the
upcoming decades. But
that’s not because the oil
is running out. Oil com-
panies can only extract a
fraction of the crude oil un-
derground before the res-
ervoir, the pool of oil, loses
pressure and wells become
unproductive.

The industry has been
testing enhanced oil recov-
ery methods to repressurize
the underground reservoirs
and continue pumping oil.
The next few years will be
crucial to advancing the
technology, said John Harju

of the Energy and Environ-
mental Research Center
at the University of North
Dakota.

One enhanced oil recov-
ery method involves inject-
ing carbon dioxide under-
ground. But North Dakota
doesn’t produce enough
carbon dioxide to fill the
needs of the oil field. The
proposed Summit Carbon
Solutions pipeline to bring
CO2 from surrounding
states has met significant
opposition, raising con-
cerns about the industry’s
ability to obtain and trans-
port enough CO2 for the
Bakken.

Natural gas could serve as
areplacement, Harju said.

“We feel very confident
that performance with rich
gas is going to be an out-
standing proxy for CO2,” he
said.

North Dakota has seen
some opposition to ener-
gy-related projects in recent
years. Rep. Craig Headland,
R-Montpelier, said it is in-
creasingly difficult to ob-

tain easements for pipelines
and other infrastructure
necessary to continue ener-
gy development.

“The public good doesn’t
seem to matter like it used
to,” Headland said during a
lawmaker panel.

Sen. Mark Enget, R-Pow-
ers Lake, said he’s had
many discussions with
North Dakotans concerned
about their property rights.
Some of the problem, he
said, is how companies ap-
proach landowners during
aproject’s development.

“The people I've talked to
all understand that prog-
ress is necessary. They're
not against it,” Enget said.
“North Dakota people are
very reasonable. If you talk
to them respectfully and
you work towards a solu-
tion and discuss it in a way
that resonates and makes
sense to them, there’s a way
throughiit.”

Burke County, where
Enget is from, has wel-
comed a recent growth in
oil and gas activity, but it

has come with challenges,
he said. School overcrowd-
ing is an issue. Roads and
other infrastructure are ex-
periencing wear and tear.
And, more recently, he’s
grown concerned about the
use of water resources for
hydraulic fracturing.

“It creates a problem
where many of our water
resources in the county are
really being drawn down,”
Enget said. “So I worry
about the longer term and if
we see more and more ac-
tivity, where all of that water
is going to come from.”

Infrastructure projects,
property rights and a way to
reconcile the conflicts be-
tween them will continue
to be an issue in the state,
said Sen. Brad Bekkedahl,
R-Williston.

“I think it’s going to loom
large in the next session,”
Bekkedahl said.

North Dakota Monitor re-
porter Jacob Orledge can be
reached at jorledge@north-
dakotamonitor.com.
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For Tim and Amy Grand-
pre, a small slice of land off
a gravel road southeast of
town, not far from the banks
of the Yellowstone River, has
been their slice of paradise
for decades.

The grass around their
house, nestled in a slight
hollow shaded by cotton-
woods, stays green through
the summer without being
watered. Chicken coops
and neat stacks of firewood
are testament to long hours
spent making the property a
home. Amy, who taught gar-
dening classes for the coun-
ty extension office before
her retirement, tends rows
of vegetables in homemade
greenhouses.

Most of the surround-
ing land is a swath of open
fields traversed by irriga-
tion ditches. Recent years,
though, have brought the
Grandpres a new next-
door neighbor: NorthWest-
ern Energy’s $316 million,
175-megawatt Yellowstone
County Generating Station.

The new plant, among the
most hotly disputed indus-
trial developments in recent
Montana history, is central
to a yearslong debate about
how NorthWestern should
generate electricity. While
environmental groups have
pressed the utility to em-
brace renewable generation,
the new natural gas-pow-
ered plant represents a con-
crete-and-steel investment
in fossil fuels over its 30-year
service life. NorthWestern,
which has committed to
carbon neutrality by 2050,
insists that on-demand gas

A power plant next door

generation remains neces-
sary to keep Montana’s en-
ergy supply reliable — and
that it’s capable of mitigat-
ing byproducts like air pol-
lution and noise.

In Laurel, where the plant
has been in operation for
18 months, neighbors say
those more immediate en-
vironmental concerns are
top of mind.

The small city on the
western outskirts of Billings
is among the Montana com-
munities where a lively local
agriculture scene coexists
with some of the state’s
heaviest industries. Driv-
ers on Interstate 90, which
runs half a mile north of the
Grandpres’ home, have a
panoramic view of the tow-
ering stacks of the CHS Lau-
rel Refinery, often accompa-
nied by a whiff of burnt-rub-
ber odor some locals call
“the smell of money.” Just
across the interstate, BNSF
Railway operates a major
switchyard adjacent to the
local Walmart.

For NorthWestern, the
investor-owned utility
that provides electricity to
328,000 Montana custom-
ers, the confluence of an ad-
jacent substation, access to
an existing natural gas pipe-
line and proximity to Bill-
ings-area customers made a
field outside Laurel an ideal
location for a major addition
to its generating portfolio.
Eighteen 78-foot exhaust
stacks, one for each of the
plant’s natural gas-powered
engines, add a row of new
towers to the town’s indus-
trial skyline.

Each engine is designed
to spin up with a few min-
utes’ notice, giving the com-

pany the ability to rapidly
adjust how much electricity
it's generating. NorthWest-
ern says that on-demand
flexibility is vital to its efforts
to manage its power grid,
especially as the company
incorporates more genera-
tion from weather-depen-
dentwind and solar.
Guiding MTEFP journal-
ists around the facility last
month, NorthWestern proj-
ect manager Josh Follman,
who oversaw the plant’s
construction, showed off
its 86 miles of color-cod-
ed power cables and spark
plugs the size of kitchen
trash cans. He also took
pains to point out numerous
features intended to make
the plant a responsible
neighbor — among them,
dark sky-compliant outdoor
lighting, filters that scrub
trace pollutants from its
exhaust, and sound-damp-
ening measures that muffle
the generators’ roar.
“Unfortunately, you've
got to have power plants. It's
just the nature of the beast,”
Follman said. “You want to
try to keep them as clean
as possible and you want to
keep it as least intrusive as
you can. And I think we've
done a pretty good job.”
From the moment the
facility was formally pro-
posed in 2021, it has been
a lightning rod for public
debate. Local and national
environmental groups mo-
bilized in opposition, alleg-
ing the plant would impair
local air quality and spew
climate-warming carbon
dioxide. Critics have also
argued that NorthWestern
can provide customers with
reliable service without
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burning more fossil fuels,
calling the new power plant
an unnecessary way to pad
the company’s bottom line
atratepayer expense.

Last fall, for example, the
Billings-based Northern
Plains Resource Council
led a “Stop Godzilla” pro-
test float on the Yellowstone
River. Signs labeled the
plant a “methane monster”
and accused the company
of “Poisoning Hard Working
People and the Planet for
Predatory Profits.”

The opposition also
took to court, litigating the
plant’s local zoning approv-
al and state environmental
review, with the latter case
eventually landing before
the Montana Supreme
Court. While construction
was delayed for two months
in 2023 following a lower
court ruling, the compa-
ny otherwise forged ahead
undeterred.

The plant first fired up in
March 2024 and was sub-
stantially completed last
fall, producing power for
Montana customers and
for sale to other utilities. As
of this month, 16 of the 18
generating units are fully
online as operators work to
troubleshoot start-up issues
with the other two, accord-
ing to NorthWestern staff.

The company says the
facility employs 22 workers
and expects to pay a $3.41
million tax bill this year.
Because the plant is located
outside Laurel city limits,
that bill doesn't help pay for
city services, but does in-
clude taxes for Laurel Public
Schools.

Even so, the plant re-
mains a high-voltage hot
potato. An ongoing case be-
fore Montana’s utility-regu-
lating Public Service Com-
mission will determine how
much of the plant’s price
tag will be passed along to
NorthWestern’s customers
in the form of higher power
bills. The facility’s gener-
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ating capacity may also
become a factor as North-
Western, which is propos-
ing a merger with a South
Dakota utility, looks for
ways to serve power-hungry
artificial intelligence data
centers.

Across the Yellowstone
River, a little less than a
mile southwest of the plant,
Carah Ronan is a North-
Western neighbor, but not a
customer. The small organ-
ic flower farm she and her
husband run on eight acres
gets its power from a rural
electric cooperative.

Nonetheless, the plant’s
exhaust stacks peek
through the trees as Ronan
tends her flowers, which
she cuts for sale at grocery
stores in Bozeman and
Red Lodge. As she paused
during an interview on a
still August evening, their
low rumble hummed like
a jet plane idling in the
distance.

Ronan, who has farmed
on the property since 2021,
said she’s accustomed to
intermittent noise from
trucks on the highway to
Red Lodge and the noon
bell ringing at the Laurel
refinery, which sometimes
reminds her to eat lunch.
But she finds the perenni-
al drone of the new power
plant more irritating.

“It's consistently there
now as a background noise,
so there’s no listening to
the water or the birds or the
toads at night,” she said.
“You hear that sound 24/7.
And that is not amazing.”

Ronan’s 91-year-old
grandmother, Nita Row-
land, first moved to the
property in 1962. She said
noise from the plant feels
like a “tremor.”

“It shakes the whole
house all night now,” Row-
land said.

Ronan also worries about
a plant-feeding gas pipe-
line she saw installed near
her home’s sole access road,
saying an incident could
leave her family trapped.

Along with other neigh-
bors along Thiel Road,
which runs south of the
river, Ronan opposed the
plant in its planning stages,
weighing in at public meet-
ings. A coalition of neigh-
bors was a plaintiff in the
litigation challenging the
facility’s zoning approval.

Ronan said she remains
frustrated about what she
described as NorthWest-
ern’s failure to mend fences
with her and her neighbors.

“They know they’ve
pissed off everyone over
here by putting in the
plant,” Ronan said. “It
would take them a half a
day to come out and talk to

all of us.”

Sitting in the shade of
their garage on a sunny
August day, the Grandpres
were more upbeat about
their relationship with the
company and the heavy
industry it planted across
the property line from their
backyard. Multiple compa-
ny staffers shared their cell
phone numbers, they said,
and South Dakota-based
CEO Brian Bird even visit-
ed. Told that Follman, the
NorthWestern construction
engineer, was in town to
meet with MTFP reporters,
Tim Grandpre said he was
going to call him to set up
lunch.

“Very open book,” Amy
Grandpre said about the
company’s interaction with
the couple. “They were very
forthcoming to visit with
us.”

“But they were going to do
it. They didn't ask permis-
sion,” Tim Grandpre added.

Follman said the facili-
ty’s footprint was designed
to minimize impacts on
the Grandpres, placing the
plant’s parking lot on their
side of the company’s prop-
erty to buffer them from the
generators. NorthWestern
built a berm to help shield
the couple’s home from
noise and planted view-dif-
fusing saplings on top.

The steady stream of
semis and cement trucks
rumbling past their home
made for a rough couple of
years while the plant was
under construction, the
Grandpres said. But today
they're relatively unboth-
ered by the facility, saying
it's less of a nuisance than
the refinery, the interstate
and passing trains. As the
couple chatted with report-
ers, the hum of the power
plant was drowned out by
buzzing cicadas.

“It’s almost like it was be-
fore,” Amy Grandpre said.

The couple said they had
rebuffed outreach from the
opposition movement, say-
ing they thought opponents
exaggerated how much the
plant would change their
rural neighborhood.

“Dogs barking and kids
screaming and horns blar-
ing — can you imagine
living in town? These guys
are better neighbors,” Tim
Grandpre said.

This story was reported in
collaboration with the Lau-
rel Outlook as part of Mon-
tana Free Press’ 2025 Re-
porter Residency program,
which places MTFP re-
porters for weeklong stints
in community newsrooms
throughout the state. Spe-
cial thanks to Laurel Out-
look reporter Jaci Webb for
her insight.



