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1 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

1.1 Introduction

NorthWestern Energy (NorthWestern or Company) FRQWLQXHVY WR VHUYH ORQWDQDYV KF
and industries with safe, reliable, and affordable power. Today, we face new challenges: rising

electricity demand, changing regional market structures, and the pressures to transition to lower-carbon
UHVRXUFHYV ZKLOH PDLQWDLQLQJ UHOLDELOLW\ GXULQJ ORQWDQDTV

The 2026 Montana Integrated Resource Plan (IRP) provides a comprehensive, forward-looking
framework to guide how NorthWestern will meet customer needs over the next 20 years. The IRP
assesses future load growth, evaluates a wide range of resource options, considers evolving
environmental regulations, and ensures compliance with the Western Resource Adequacy Program
(WRAP).

1.2 Why the IRP is important

Resource planning at NorthWestern must balance affordability, reliability, and sustainability. The 2026
IRP examines multiple long-term futures and tests how changing fuel prices, environmental rules,
technology costs, and load growth can affect a resource portfolio.

Key questions addressed include:

x How would early Colstrip retirement scenarios affect the overall portfolio costs?

X How do transmission investments, including the North Plains Connector (NPC), affect customer
costs?

X What happens when large loads are added to the portfolio?

This IRP establishes a framework to evaluate different energy futures, supports regulatory
transparency, and allows customers and stakeholders the opportunity to provide their input and
insights.

1.3 About NorthWestern Energy

NorthWestern is a major, regional provider of electricity, natural gas, and related services to
approximately 787,000 customers in Montana, South Dakota, and Nebraska. Our electric system has
about 29,000 miles of transmission and distribution lines and associated facilities serving 341
communities and surrounding rural areas in Montana and eastern South Dakota. Our natural gas
system includes approximately 10,000 miles of transmission and distribution pipelines and storage
facilities serving 202 communities and surrounding rural areas in Montana, South Dakota, and central
Nebraska. NorthWestern has approximately 1,585 full-time employees.

The Montana energy operations, which are based in Butte, provide regulated electric and natural gas
transmission and distribution services to approximately 413,400 electric customers and 214,500 natural
gas (and propane in limited areas) customers in the western two-thirds of Montana and Yellowstone
National Park in Wyoming.
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1.4 Our Service Territory

FIGURE 1: NORTHWESTERN § SERVICE TERRITORY.

1.5 State of the Region

ORQWDQDYY HOHFWULF V\VWHP LV HQWHULQJ D SHULRG RI DFFHOHULI
Interconnection, electricity demand is projected to rise more than 30 percent by 2035, driven by large-

scale data center development, transportation and building electrification, and steady native load

growth. Yet, dependable firm generation additions are lagging. Regional studies by the Western

Electricity Coordinating Council (WECC) and the Pacific Northwest Utilities Conference Committee

(PNUCC) confirm that reliability risks are increasing as fossil-fueled generator retirements, prolonged

drought, and extreme winter weather continue to stress the system.

Montana sits at the crossroads of this transformation. Its transmission corridors, renewable potential,

cool climate, and relatively low energy costs are attracting industrial load growth, while its reliance on a

small number of large, baseload units, including Colstrip Units 3 & 4, makes portfolio transitions

complex. The challenge before NorthWestern is to maintain reliability and affordability amid this
YRODWLOLW\ ZKLOH SRVLWLRQLQJ ORQWDQDTV V\VW H#&ngwast&D UWLFL:
grid.

1.6 Resource Planning Objectives

The IRP follows Montana statutes and Montana Public Service Commission (Commission) planning

rules requiring a transparent, least-cost, risk-LQIRUPHG SURFHVY 1RUWK:HVWHUQTYfV SO
include:

1 PNUCC 2025 Northwest Regional Forecast. https://www.pnucc.org/wp-content/uploads/2025-PNUCC-
Northwest-Reqgional-Forecast-final.pdf
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X Reliability: Maintain sufficient accredited capacity under WRAP to meet peak demand and
planning reserve margin (PRM) targets.

x Affordability: Minimize long-term customer costs while accounting for risks.

X Sustainability : Advance a smart, phased transition toward lower-emission and more efficient
resources, supported by sustainable and dependable fuel supplies. NorthWestern will adapt as
new technologies mature, ensuring progress towards 1 R UW K : H VNt &t@uy 2050 Goal?
without compromising reliability or affordability.

The IRP incorporates these goals through scenario analysis, stakeholder review, and portfolio
optimization using the PowerSIMM (EAutomated Resource Selection (ARS) and Production Cost Model
(PCM) modeling platforms.

1.7 Key Inputs
Several emerging trends that shape the 2026 IRP:

1. Load Growth ORQWDQDYV HOHFWULF ORDG LV SURMHFWHG WR JURZ "
from potential data center development.

2. Power Prices: The power price forecast blends near-term futures with a long-term curve using a
historical ratio between the Mid-Columbia trading hub (Mid-C) and Western Energy Imbalance
Market (WEIM). With growing renewables, the model expects near-term price reductions
followed by a gradual increase in average prices in later years as load and generation tighten
along with increased natural gas costs. The historical ratio from Mid-C and the WEIM 15-minute
locational marginal price (LMP) pricing is used to calculate forward pricing curves.

3. Natural Gas Prices: The natural gas price forecast is based on Intercontinental Exchange (ICE)
forwards at Alberta Energy Company (AECO)/Colorado Interstate Gas (CIG)/Malin for the first
two years, then escalates based on the U.S. Energy Information Administration (EIA) Henry Hub
annual percent increase. The region is currently experiencing extremely low natural gas prices,
so prices are lower in the early years and rise rapidly after 2030 and continue steady to a long-
term escalation path.

4. Environmental Policy. The U.S. (QYLURQPHQWDO 3UR W®RAFAgUIRION B QF\ TV
emissions, including Mercury and Air Toxics Standards (MATS) and Greenhouse Gas (GHG)
rules, could affect Colstrip o