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OFIA 
September 09, 2026 

To: Ministry of Energy and Mines  

Re: Economic and Strategic Assessment Framework for New Data Centres (ERO # 026-0853)  

Thank you for the opportunity to provide feedback on Economic and Strategic Assessment Framework for 

New Data Centres. Ontario Forest Industries Association (OFIA) supports the government’s objective of 

attracting investment in data centres, AI and advanced computing. At the same time, the scale of 

electricity demand being proposed is significant. The consultation data indicate that current data centre 

connection requests could collectively exceed 10,000 MW, compared with Ontario’s recent peak demand 

of approximately 25,000 MW. 

At that scale, this is not only about attracting investment. It is also about how Ontario plans for new 

generation, uses limited transmission capacity and ensures that new electricity demand does not come at 

the expense of industries and communities already here.  

1. Protect Existing Industry and Plan for New Supply 

This is particularly important in Northern Ontario, where many forest products facilities are significant 

electricity users and transmission capacity is already constrained in some areas. 

These facilities support much more than the jobs within the mill. They underpin regional supply chains 

that include harvesting, transportation, contractors, Indigenous businesses and communities. As Ontario 

works to protect and grow its manufacturing sector, new data centre investment should not limit the 

ability of existing industries to operate, reinvest or expand. 

Experience elsewhere shows why electricity supply needs to be considered from the beginning. Rapid 

data centre growth in Virginia has put pressure on generation and transmission infrastructure. In 

Memphis, the xAI development has relied on significant on-site natural gas generation, contributing to 

concerns around emissions, permitting and community impacts. Ireland has also faced questions around 

grid capacity and energy security as data centre electricity demand has grown. 

Ontario can learn from these experiences. Projects that bring forward new generation, make better use of 

regional energy resources or reduce pressure on constrained infrastructure should be viewed more 

favourably under the framework. 

2. Biomass-to-Energy Can Be Part of the Solution 

While Ontario is looking for new electricity supply, the forest sector is losing some traditional markets for 

pulpwood and low-grade fibre. 
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The closure of the Témiscaming pulp complex is one recent regional example. When a major fibre 

consumer disappears, the impact extends across the supply chain. Markets for pulpwood and sawmill 

residuals are affected, and other mills will feel the impact. There is an opportunity to look at these two 

issues together. 

Ontario has pulpwood, sawmill residuals and other low-grade forest fibre that can be used to produce 

firm, dispatchable electricity. Data centres, in turn, need reliable electricity around the clock and could 

provide the stable, long-term demand needed to support investment in new biomass generation. 

There may be a particularly good fit with existing forest-industry sites. Many already have industrial land, 

established biomass supply chains, experienced operators and energy infrastructure, and some already 

operate cogeneration facilities. 

A data centre co-located with a forest-industry facility could become an anchor customer for new biomass 

generation or cogeneration, while the forest sector provides access to fuel, infrastructure and operating 

experience. Generating electricity closer to the load could also reduce pressure on transmission and 

distribution infrastructure. 

This presents a different option from the behind-the-meter natural gas generation being pursued for some 

U.S. data centre developments. Ontario should make sure that firm renewable options, including biomass, 

have a practical opportunity to compete. 

3. Look at the Northern and Rural Ontario Opportunity 

Ontario should also consider where new data centre investment makes the most sense.  

Northern Ontario has renewable electricity resources, including hydroelectricity and forest biomass, as 

well as existing industrial sites and infrastructure. Northern Ontario’s lower population density and 

greater availability of non-agricultural land may also provide siting advantages for data centres, helping to 

minimize competing land-use pressures while ensuring appropriate Indigenous engagement and 

community support. Additional biomass generation could help serve Northern industrial and community 

loads closer to where the electricity is needed, reducing pressure on transmission infrastructure and 

providing more flexibility elsewhere in the system. 

There may also be opportunities to locate some data centres closer to these resources. This will not work 

for every project, but where telecommunications, electricity and other infrastructure are available, it 

should be considered. The framework should also look beyond very large hyperscale facilities. Smaller 

regional data centres may be better suited to existing forest-industry sites and more easily matched with 

available biomass and regional generation. 

4. Make the Projects Possible 

If Ontario wants data centre proponents to help bring forward new generation, there needs to be a 

workable path to do it. Behind-the-meter biomass generation and cogeneration should be explicitly 

recognized as potential electricity supply options. A biomass facility built primarily to serve a co-located 

data centre or industrial customer should not automatically have to fit into a procurement model designed 

for generators selling electricity to the provincial grid. 
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Ontario should also look at the barriers preventing low-grade fibre from reaching new energy markets. 

Where traditional markets have disappeared and there is a viable biomass project, targeted measures to 

address harvesting and transportation costs should be considered. One option worth considering is 

whether a portion of Crown Forest revenues could be reinvested to help address the harvesting and 

transportation costs associated with low-grade fibre. 

5. Recommendations 

OFIA recommends that Ontario: 

1. Protect existing industrial competitiveness by considering the impact of new data centre loads on 

existing customers, regional electricity capacity and future industrial expansion. 

2. Prioritize projects that contribute to the electricity solution, including those that bring forward 

incremental Ontario generation, reduce pressure on constrained grid infrastructure or make better 

use of regional energy resources. 

3. Explicitly recognize biomass generation and cogeneration as potential data centre energy 

solutions, including behind-the-meter generation, co-location with existing forest-industry 

facilities, and Corporate PPAs where appropriate 

4. Recognize different development models, including smaller regional data centres and 

opportunities to locate projects closer to available generation, biomass resources and industrial 

infrastructure in Northern Ontario.  

5. Establish a clear regulatory pathway for dedicated and behind-the-meter generation, ensuring that 

these projects are not automatically required to fit procurement models designed primarily for 

grid-export generation. 

Recognize low-grade forest fibre as a strategic Ontario resource and consider targeted measures, 

including the potential reinvestment of Crown Forest revenues, to address harvesting and transportation 

barriers where traditional markets have disappeared, while recognizing the broader forest health, wildfire 

mitigation, Indigenous and Northern economic benefits of sustainable biomass projects. Ontario should 

be competing for data centre and AI investment. But if these projects are going to create significant new 

electricity demand, they should also be part of the conversation about bringing forward new supply. 

Thank you, 

 

Maryam Arefmanesh, Ph.D. 

Director of Innovation, Energy and Manufacturing 

Ontario Forest Industries Association 

C: 647.773.5341 

E: marefmanesh@ofia.co 


