I Love the Smell of A.L in the Morning

Once again, wildfire smoke has hijacked our summer. As I write, wildfires have forced 65,000
people to evacuate in Spokane, 20,000 in British Columbia and over 300,000 in France and
Spain. Much of North America has been blanketed in smoke from fires in Canada, Oregon and
other states. Missoula’s AQI (Air Quality Index) has been well above 200, “the risk of health
effects is increased for everyone with 24 hours of exposure,” for days.

Climate change greatly exacerbates wildfires and it is driven by CO; emissions. One of the main
drivers of climate change is fossil fuel generated electricity. To stop climate change, and hence
wildfires, we must drastically cut our reliance on fossil fuels.

Building A.I. datacenters does just the opposite. They guzzle electricity at far higher rates than
any other industry and their thirst for energy, water and land appears insatiable.

There are three new datacenters under construction in Montana that will demand up to 1.400
MW of electricity. If that’s not bad enough, there are 17 more proposed between Montana and
South Dakota. One of them alone, Quantica in Broadview, applied for 8.835 MW in energy
permits, including a 1,785 MW gas-fired plant, enough to power 1.5 million homes.

For perspective, NorthWestern Energy currently supplies 760 MW and Montana’s entire
electrical consumption is 1,776 MW, according to the US Energy Information Agency. These
four datacenters alone will increase Montana’s electrical consumption by 3,185 MW. That’s
179%. And there are hundreds more megawatts of consumption planned in the other proposals.

Montana isn’t alone, this is happening in most states. For example, a datacenter proposed in Box
Elder, Utah will cover 22 square miles and consume 9,000 MW. A.I. Datacenters comprise more
than 4% of US electricity consumption. Each absurd proposal is quickly eclipsed by the next
even more preposterous one.

Clearly, this is insane.

Corporations are consciously sacrificing our climate and our health for their profit. In my
company, for example, management is aware of A.l.’s ecological consequences, and chooses to
ignore them claiming that “responsible” A.I. will magically make it OK.

Why is this happening? Companies investing in A.l. believe they must do so to be competitive
and to make profits. They are investing in a risky race to the bottom. It’s not necessarily that the
CEOs are greedy or cowardly. Rather, they are doing what the “free” market demands of them.
This is the acrid face of capitalism.

There is nothing democratic about the process. I didn’t choose to live in a dumpster fire so that
corporate CEOs and tech billionaires could amass more power and wealth. Neither did you.

Clean air is our birthright. It says so in Montana’s Constitution. If you are resentful that two
months of your summer is stolen each year, you’re not alone.
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https://missoulian.com/news/nation-world/weather/article_add87e30-795d-5548-b434-180cfd4a57ab.html
https://missoulian.com/news/nation-world/weather/article_add87e30-795d-5548-b434-180cfd4a57ab.html
https://abcnews.com/US/257000-evacuated-amid-wildfires-spain-france/story?id=135084380
https://abcnews.com/US/257000-evacuated-amid-wildfires-spain-france/story?id=135084380
https://zoom.earth/maps/satellite/#view=49.21,-97.45,5z/place=49.005447,-110.357666/date=2026-08-08,15:00,-6/overlays=heat,fires
https://map.purpleair.com/air-quality-standards-us-epa-aqi?opt=%2F1%2Flp%2Fa10%2Fp604800%2FcC0&select=187589#11.76/46.8596/-113.9308
https://missoulian.com/news/local/business/article_c59dfa01-4dfd-4716-9ac4-7637086f25f5.html
https://missoulian.com/news/local/business/article_c59dfa01-4dfd-4716-9ac4-7637086f25f5.html
https://billingsgazette.com/news/local/business/article_cd61e8ee-e356-4702-9a69-5eacf04d4660.html
https://billingsgazette.com/news/local/business/article_cd61e8ee-e356-4702-9a69-5eacf04d4660.html
https://www.eia.gov/tools/faqs/faq.php?id=97
https://missoulian.com/news/local/business/article_c59dfa01-4dfd-4716-9ac4-7637086f25f5.html
https://www.eia.gov/state/seds/sep_sum/html/pdf/sum_use_tx.pdf
http://www.sltrib.com/news/2026/05/04/hyperscale-data-center-project
https://billingsgazette.com/news/local/video_db1ecf96-00f8-5750-b9fa-ed75aec7dab5.html

What can we do? Climate groups have valiantly battled Northwestern Energy, attempting to
accelerate renewable energy development. Even if they’d been successful, any gains made would
have been wiped out by Al corporations’ insatiable thirst for energy. Simply switching to
renewables to meet our current needs is not enough.

MADCAT (Montanans Against Data Centers Action Team), with members from across the
political spectrum, successfully stopped a 100 MW datacenter in Bonner, and secured a year-long
moratorium on their construction in Missoula County. This is great news, but still not enough:
There are more than 1,500 new datacenters being developed nationwide. Unless we
fundamentally change our economic system, the system that creates overwhelming corporate
power, we cannot prevail.

When you smell the smoke, when your eyes burn and your lungs hurt, think A.I., think about the
acrid face of capitalism, and you will see clearly.

Robbie Liben is an organizer with Western Montana
Democratic Socialists of America, westernmtdsa.org.

Sidebar: To see the air quality in your neighborhood, see PurpleAir.com, a crowdsourced
network of air sensors. For wildfire and smoke information, Zoom.earth has satellite photos of
most of the planet updated every 10 minutes.
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Smoke covering , August 8%
Credit: Zoom Earth, Zoom.Earth
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https://www.missoulaclimate.org/uploads/4/3/2/6/43267085/renewable_energy.pdf
https://www.350montana.org/northwestern-energy-campaign-why-renewables
https://www.madcatmt.org/
https://missoulian.com/news/local/government-politics/article_bb53a9b1-c154-4014-bb4d-9887f752f38d.html
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2026/04/13/most-new-data-centers-in-the-us-are-coming-to-rural-areas
http://westernmtdsa.org/
https://map.purpleair.com/air-quality-standards-us-epa-aqi?opt=%2F1%2Flp%2Fa10%2Fp604800%2FcC0#12.43/46.86608/-113.93886
https://zoom.earth/places/united-states/missoula/#overlays=heat,fires
https://zoom.earth/maps/satellite

